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			This book is dedicated to good mothers, both those who understand why their children do the things they do, and those who don’t need to.

			May their patience with us never run out.
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			Grimshaw Griswald Grimsby slid his enchanted bicycle to a stop on the cracked pavement leading up to the house’s sun-scoured door. Green sparks crackled from the rear gears as his Torque spell tried nudging the wheel forward, but he held it in place with the handbrakes as he gauged the neighborhood. This particular street was worn, relative to the quaint standards of Hyde Park. The pavement was pitted and faded to a bleached gray, while the homes on either side of the street were long, narrow collections of chipped brick, cracked timber, and rusted fixtures. However, even compared to its neighbors, this house seemed ill kept, or maybe just abandoned.

			Grimsby wiped at the sweat on his brow with the loose sleeve of his oversize suit jacket before pulling a folded paper from his pocket. He double-checked the address, then leaned his bike against the short chain-link fence that guarded the small yard of wild, overgrown grass, propping the ever-spinning wheel up off the ground, where it spun in the still afternoon air like a windmill. Even from the broken-hinged gate, he could smell that the warm spring air was dampened by the odor of mold and something wet and pungent.

			His steps ground over sun-cracked concrete and creaked on the old porch as he approached the door, and all the way he couldn’t help but feel eyes on him. It made a shiver crawl through the gnarled burn scars along his left side, like ice-water veins from his fingertips all the way up the side of his neck. He scratched at the sensation and shook away the nervous feeling, forcing himself to remain as rigid and professional as he could.

			He was an Auditor now, after all.

			Though it didn’t exactly feel like he had always imagined it would.

			He rapped his knuckles on the weathered door, the rough surface stripped clean of paint by sunsets and neglect. His knock sounded meek, almost shallow, and no reply came from within.

			He scowled and knocked more firmly, making his knuckles ache, until he was sure the occupant must have heard. It was the last name on his list, and he wouldn’t return to the Department before checking it off. Menial task or not, he’d do his job.

			Footsteps creaked inside the house, drawing slowly closer. Grimsby saw the peephole in the door darken as someone on the other side peered through, then heard the clatter and clack of multiple dead bolts and locks unwind and recede.

			The door opened a crack, and a portly face with reddened eyes and lanky locks of dark, stringy hair peered out from within. “Yeah?”

			“Samuel Goode?” Grimsby asked, trying to look imposing yet respectable as he imitated Auditors he had met in the past, though he had chosen to forgo their traditional white masks in favor of his glasses. The masks were for when things got ugly, and he expected today to be as banal as any other. Besides, he didn’t care for the way he looked in one.

			The man’s face was smooth and shiny with sweat, but the circles around his eyes were deep and dark, cracked with more sleepless lines than the pavement outside. “Tentatively. Who’s asking?”

			“I am Auditor Grimsby,” he said, still feeling a thrill of excitement at that particular pair of words, though it had slightly dulled over the last few weeks. Making house calls and riding his bike wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind a few months ago, when he received his badge, although it had been much more than he had expected before that.

			Goode eyed Grimsby’s outfit and scoffed. “A while to go until Halloween, kid. Come back when you fit in Daddy’s suit.”

			He began to close the door, but Grimsby slid his foot in its path. He instantly regretted the decision as the man’s idle strength nearly twisted his foot against the door’s frame. Samuel Goode was a lot stronger than he looked, though Grimsby supposed most Therians must be.

			He managed to choke his yelp into a more respectable grunt and drew his Department badge, a bifold of leather with a pentacle embedded in a silver shield within and his name below. “I’m afraid I’m a real Auditor, Mr. Goode,” he said, trying to keep his voice straight over the pain of a likely stubbed toe. “I just need a moment of your time.”

			Goode looked at the badge in disbelief, then back at Grimsby. “If you’re a real Auditor, where’s your partner? I thought you guys never fly solo . . .”

			Grimsby felt his stomach drop at the mention of a partner and bit back an unprofessional reply. Before he could come up with an appropriate substitute, however, Goode glanced past him and an unpleasant grin curled his face.

			“Wait,” he said, his smile wolfish, “did you ride a bike here?”

			Grimsby tried to keep his face even but felt his fingers squeeze tight around the badge as he put it away. He half expected it to crumple in his hand like cheap plastic. “May I come in?”

			Goode sighed, though a smirk still littered his face. “Fine, whatever, Mr. Auditor.”

			He opened the door wider and stepped aside. He wore a pair of stained cargo shorts and a T-shirt that had a sloppy, indecipherable logo on it, though it was of a style that looked to be for a heavy metal band. Now close to him, Grimsby could tell the odor he’d smelled outside had come from Goode himself—and was even more pungent up close. Grimsby clenched his jaw but managed to keep his face straight and avoid wrinkling his nose.

			Who said he wasn’t a professional?

			He entered, though the house was so dark it took his eyes a moment to adjust. Clutter was collected against the baseboards to either side of the short hall before him. Discarded wrappers, old shoes, dirty laundry, all of it with the settled manner of having been left in place for quite a while. The wall to his right fell off to an arched doorway, with a darkened living room beyond filled with scattered cardboard boxes and piles of who knew what.

			Grimsby felt a brief flare of disgust before remembering his own apartment had looked quite similar not too long ago.

			What was quite different from his own abode, however, were the windows. Every pane of glass had been covered with layers of curtains, bedsheets held up by thumbtacks, and even glued-on tinfoil. The few threads of light that managed to stray their way inside shone in the drifting dust like crossbeams.

			Goode must have noticed Grimsby examining the source of the dimness. “The light gives me a headache. It’s part of my . . . condition,” he said, “and no, I’m not a psychopath.”

			“Oh good, because that’s exactly what a non-psychopath would say,” Grimsby said, managing a smile. “No, Mr. Goode, I’m here because—”

			“You’re my new zookeeper?” he asked.

			“Well—I wouldn’t call it that. As you are a registered Therian, I’m here to ensure you’re prepared for your coming period of mandatory asylum. I need to—”

			Goode interrupted him in a stuffy voice. “ ‘Make certain I am ready for a period of stay lasting no less than three days, beginning no later than twenty-four hours before the apex of the lunar cycle,’ blah blah blah.” He sighed bitterly, using his hand to mimic a sock puppet talking. “Yeah, kid, I’ve heard the speech before. Every month, actually, so yeah, I know why you’re here. So, which is it?”

			Grimsby frowned, uncertain if he had missed some context. “I’m sorry?”

			“If you’re here, that means you’re on Department house-call duty. Which means you’re either the new guy or you drew the short straw. So, which is it?”

			“Well, I—” he began, standing up a little straighter.

			“New guy, of course,” Goode scoffed. “Listen up, new guy. I know the deal, okay? I’ve been going to the cage since I was thirteen. I haven’t missed it once, and I’m not going to miss it this time.”

			Grimsby felt annoyance crawl into his jaw and prickle his scalp. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised at the flippant attitude. Goode was a Therian with a spotless record of Asylum attendance; it was why the task to make sure he was prepared for the coming full moon was one of Grimsby’s many dully routine duties. He would be annoyed, too, if someone with a badge showed up every night to remind him to brush his teeth.

			Though the attitude wasn’t what bothered him.

			What bothered him was that Goode had been completely correct in his assumption.

			Grimsby was the new guy.

			It had been six months since he got his badge, and he had been doing nothing but busywork since. House calls, recording complaints, writing citations for minor magical offenses, like kids hexing their tutor’s hair to fall out. His most exciting moment to date was when he had to corral a rogue familiar, though it had only been a rabbit, much more manageable than some of the others he had faced in the past.

			Much more.

			He had dreamed of being an Auditor all his life, imagining what it would be like during his early years of training and then while working long shifts as a minimum-wage children’s magician. He had concocted every scenario and image in his head.

			But he’d never once dreamed it would be boring.

			So when it was, he hadn’t known whether he should be relieved or disappointed. It only took a few more weeks for him to settle on the latter.

			Half a sigh slipped from his lips before he caught himself, but his chest deflated and his shoulders slumped lower all the same. He had promised himself he wouldn’t stray back toward what he had been before he became an Auditor. Deflated, defeated, and content to stay that way.

			Turned out, that was easier said than done.

			He shook his head, bringing his mind back to the job at hand.

			Then something caught his eye. A scrap of paper with a string attached, like the kind used as a price tag at a yard sale. It sat on the dusty table beside the door.

			He picked it up and raised a brow as he read the handwritten text. “Eye, newt. Three ounces,” he said. “Is this yours, Mr. Goode?”

			The Therian balked for a moment, then regained his flippant demeanor. “It’s just a ritual reagent,” he said. “Civilian-grade. I—I have a permit, if that’s what you mean.”

			“A seller’s permit?”

			He shrugged. “Gotta make a living somehow. The Department stipend barely covers rent, and no one’s going to hire me when they see Therian on every ID I own. They probably think I’m as likely to eat customers as help them.”

			Grimsby frowned. If Goode was on the up-and-up with his little business, he likely wouldn’t have been so nervous when the tag was found.

			“You mind if I take a look around?” he asked, feeling cautious excitement rise in him. Maybe he could find a case here after all. His first case.

			Goode’s lank hair seemed to bristle in agitation; his expression went as cold and hard as concrete in winter. “You have a warrant?”

			Grimsby opened his mouth, then closed it again. He took a deep breath and shook his head. “No, Mr. Goode, I don’t. Just thought I’d ask.”

			“Well, as long as we’re asking.” He stepped to the door and opened it. The fingernails on his hand were unclipped near to the point of talons. “I’d like to ask you to leave.”

			“Of course,” he said, trying to ignore the nervous tenseness in Goode’s motions. He was hiding something, but it wasn’t as though Grimsby could snoop around until he found out what it was.

			He was an Auditor, and that meant he had rules.

			Though that didn’t mean he couldn’t come back. Especially if he could convince his director it was worth investigating. Even if it ended up only being a citation for wrongful possession of Unorthodox paraphernalia, it would still be his first real case.

			Maybe it would even be enough to prove he was ready for something more than milk runs.

			He drew his gaze over the sullen, dark interior of Goode’s home one more time and suddenly wondered if he wanted to press the issue. Whatever he was selling, the Therian didn’t seem to be living large by any stretch of the imagination.

			He hardly seemed to be living at all.

			Then again, perhaps it was his Department-given responsibility to press the matter.

			He shook his head, setting his conflicted thoughts aside for the time being. Either way, it would have to wait. Goode was his last stop, but the Assessor would be expecting him at the Department headquarters soon. He had no time to waste agonizing over whether to chase a hunch or let it go.

			He walked out the door and felt Goode’s eyes on his back the whole way. Primitive instinct made the hairs rise on his neck. It was the feeling of being stalked by a predator.

			He didn’t look back until he reached his bike, and when he did he saw the afternoon daylight flash green off Goode’s eyes in the darkened doorway for an instant. Then it was gone.

			“Have a nice day, Mr. Goode,” Grimsby called, ignoring the chills that brushed over the back of his neck. “I expect to see you at the Asylum by tomorrow afternoon.”

			“And I expect to see you for many months to come, new guy.”

			Goode said the words like a curse, and Grimsby felt it keenly.

			But even as he rode away and the feeling of being watched faded, the real worry pressed in on him, gnawing at his stomach like he’d swallowed a live rat.

			How much longer would his dream job remain a disappointment?
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			Leslie Mayflower stood his usual watch at his window, glaring out between the dusty blinds of his darkened living room, studying the street. He wasn’t certain of the time—it was hard to keep track of time when he had been sleeping only every three days or so. So he glanced at the wall. The sun shone through the slats in thin lines, reflecting through the bottles of whiskey that lined his coffee table. Judging from the angle, it was early afternoon.

			The time was near.

			In front of the familiar house across the street, Sarah was pruning her garden. The kids were off to school for the day, leaving the street quiet. She usually spent her days off in her garden, enjoying the calm and tending to her lilies until her children came home from school in the afternoon. He sometimes watched her live out her tranquil morning peacefully, and found something like peace in that for himself.

			But today, Mayflower wasn’t watching Sarah.

			He was watching for the mailman who had been recently assigned to his street. Mayflower didn’t like the look of him, and he didn’t like the way he lingered in front of Sarah’s house. He had spent enough years hunting things that needed to be hunted to know one when he saw it.

			Or at least he used to know.

			He cursed and turned away from the window. The Huntsman, the man Mayflower used to be, would have known.

			Now, he wasn’t so sure.

			He raised a hand to scratch the coarse gray scruff on his chin and found himself tracing the wrinkles under his eyes for a moment. Maybe his age was catching up to him. Maybe he was jumping at shadows. Maybe the mailman was just a slow driver.

			But he wasn’t slow, was he?

			He usually raced briskly through his route. He stopped before Mayflower’s mailbox for less than five seconds. But every day for the last month, he had stopped before Sarah’s for nearly a minute. Sometimes he’d look through a stack of letters, others he’d be on his phone. And occasionally, just for a moment, he’d look up at Sarah, only when he thought she wasn’t watching.

			But Mayflower was watching.

			He was always watching.

			The lone sound of an engine approached in the distance. The type of engine and the time of day told Mayflower it was him.

			The mailman.

			He drained the last dregs of his bottle. He sat it alongside the others that lined his coffee table and opened the front door. He went outside, his passage disturbing countless days of dust, which swirled in the blinding beams that poured into his house.

			The sun, apparently affronted that Mayflower had left his lair, stormed his head in an effort to split it from front to back.

			He deepened his glare to keep his skull together, and made as though he was inspecting the stability of his peeling picket fence. He had been meaning to mend it for some time. In fact, he had been meaning to do a lot of things for some time. He glanced back to his house, and his mind wandered back for a moment to the time when it had been his home.

			Now it was just where he lived.

			He shook his head and turned his mind to the task at hand. The truck was close.

			When it pulled up to stop before his mailbox, he pretended to meander over, struggling to scrub the scowl from his brow and instead don his most placating smile. It felt, and probably looked, closer to a grimace.

			The man in the truck started as Mayflower reached the open doorway to his seat. He was wiry, with limbs that were lean and tan from days walking in the sun. His sandy hair was barely thinning with age. Mayflower judged him to be under thirty.

			In other words, a punk.

			“Oh!” the man said. “Hello, sir. How’re you today?” he asked, managing a smile that Mayflower found unconvincing. His teeth were too straight. Too white. His cheeks too clean-shaven.

			He seemed too normal. Aggressively normal.

			What was he hiding?

			“Fine,” Mayflower said. He had never had the chance to study the man up close until now, and he was doing so thoroughly. The name tag on his breast read John.

			Mayflower had never met a John he liked.

			In fact, he had killed the last John he’d met.

			John was the name equivalent of unsweetened oatmeal. Bland to the point of suspicion. It could be the name of an average guy, an unidentified corpse, or someone who was trying too hard to appear unremarkable and unthreatening when they were anything but.

			The question was, which was this John?

			“Um, that’s good,” John said, squirming under his gaze. He hesitantly pulled out a handful of letters. “Here you go.”

			“Put them in the box, John,” Mayflower said.

			John’s brow furrowed in confusion. “But aren’t you just gonna take them after I—”

			“In. The. Box. John,” he repeated. Each punctuated syllable made his head pound.

			“Oh—okay, then,” John said, standing and climbing down from his seat to inch past Mayflower to get to his mailbox.

			As John turned away, Mayflower leaned in the vehicle and looked around, searching for anything that might give him a reason to break the man’s neck. Blood, ritual markings, a hidden tome or rune.

			Disappointingly, he found none of the above.

			He then scanned for more mundane reasons to snap John in two. Zip ties, razor blades, maybe a gun. God, he prayed to find a gun. Hell, even a roll of duct tape. Any of them would have been enough justification for his instinctual response to the man.

			But there was nothing. It was clean, even neat.

			Mayflower muttered a curse.

			Some Huntsman, he thought.

			Then he saw something under the seat. Something long and narrow, wrapped with paper to hide its true purpose.

			Maybe he had been right after all.

			Mayflower reached in and grabbed it, pulling it out.

			“Hey!” John said as he turned from closing the mailbox. “What are you—”

			Mayflower shot him a glare that silenced him. Then he withdrew the item.

			It was a modest bouquet of lilies.

			He stared for a long minute. “What are these?”

			John’s face turned bright red, and he stood on his tiptoes to glance over at Sarah, who was still working peacefully in her garden, tending to lilies of her own. “Look, it’s personal, okay? Anyway, what are you doing in my truck?”

			“Neighborhood watch,” Mayflower said flatly.

			“I don’t think that gives you jurisdiction over federal property.”

			“You’re in my neighborhood, aren’t you?”

			John frowned. “Mucking around in a mail truck is a federal offense, you know.”

			Mayflower locked down John’s eyes for a long time. Long enough that John looked away, and then some more until the mailman coughed awkwardly.

			“And are you going to report me, John?” he finally asked.

			John stammered, “Well . . . no . . . I . . . I don’t think that’s necessary, just—just stay out of my truck, okay?” He held out a shaky hand for the bouquet.

			Mayflower scoffed. “Oatmeal,” he muttered, shoving the lilies into his hand. He should have been relieved. Instead, he was only disappointed, and even he knew that was not a good sign.

			What the hell is wrong with you? he asked himself.

			He shook off the question like an old dog and stepped back, allowing John to pass and climb into his vehicle. Before he could put it in gear, however, Mayflower gripped the doorway’s frame. “You know, John, this is a tight-knit neighborhood. We watch out for each other closely. Very closely. And we can be unreasonable when it comes to protecting our own.”

			John turned a couple of shades whiter as he nodded vigorously. “Yeah, Mr. Robinson told me something about that the other day, too. Though not quite so . . . grimly.”

			“Who?”

			“Your—your neighbor? I thought you said you were close-knit.”

			Mayflower curled an annoyed lip. “Drive, John.”

			“Yes, sir,” John said, offering an uncertain smile before pulling up to the next box and hurriedly shoving its owners’ mail inside, glancing back at Mayflower as he did.

			Mayflower watched him until he left his sight, then he glanced across the street to see Sarah look up at him from her garden. She smiled and waved, as she always did. Mayflower pursed his lips in the closest thing to a real smile he could manage and waved back, as he always did. He ignored the sick feeling in his stomach. Then he retreated inside, resuming his post at the window.

			So, the kid had some flowers. That doesn’t say he’s not a monster, he thought.

			No, but it does say something about you, he thought back.

			“Shut up,” he growled, dropping into his old armchair and ripping a cigarette from the crumpled pack in his breast pocket. He began to light it, but through the open archway to the kitchen he saw the sticky note pinned to the icebox by a magnet. The top half he had tucked under the magnet, but the bottom half was clear.

			He couldn’t read it from this distance, but he didn’t need to. He had spent too many hours staring at the words that had been penned by the gentlest of hands.

			
				Take care of yourself.

			

			He took a shaky breath and dropped the lighter on the coffee table, his teeth mashing the unlit cigarette’s filter to pulp as he cradled his head in his hands.

			What did that even mean anymore?
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			Again,” Mrs. Ox said, crossing her broad arms over her squat frame. The familiar on her shoulder twitched and tilted its head, a gilded raven’s skull with eyes of carved jet, at Grimsby, who lay panting on the shaded grass.

			He managed to sit up, dabbing at his sweat-streaked brow with his ill-fitting sleeve. “I can’t do it,” he said, glaring at the tree Mrs. Ox had pointed him toward.

			“Can or cannot, matters not,” Mrs. Ox said, her Ukrainian accent almost as thick as her forearms, which looked like they could churn iron into butter. “I am Assessor. I say ‘Again,’ you again.”

			Grimsby groaned but staggered to his feet and toward the tree, which was a straight-trunked pine. Its lowest branches and chunks of its bark had been stripped bare by his previous spells, but the tree itself had not budged.

			Of all the trees in the private reserve that surrounded the Department, he had quickly grown to despise this one the most. He had spent all afternoon trying to fell it with his spells, to no avail.

			Blasted, stubborn shrub.

			A soft breeze began to roll over the glade, bringing a small measure of respite from the unusually warm spring afternoon, carrying with it the smell of the nearby Mystic River. The sound of the highway on the far side, however, muddled any feeling of natural solitude. The reserve around the Department was sizable, especially being so close to central Boston, but it was still a small sliver of nature in the otherwise dense city.

			Mrs. Ox snapped her fingers, drawing his wandering attention. “You have your trial, Auditor,” she said. “Fell the tree.” She withdrew a notepad and held up a hand to the raven familiar. It twitched its skull in an eerie semblance of the real creature before digging in its hollow scrapyard sculpture of a body as though preening itself, then withdrew a pencil that was worn to hardly a nub. Mrs. Ox took the pencil and made a note as she observed Grimsby.

			He tried to focus his attention on the pine, and to not think about what she was writing, but concerns clung to his thoughts like dust to an old ceiling fan. This assessment was a test to evaluate his worth as an Auditor.

			He was failing.

			It didn’t help that around him there were a dozen or more stumps of trees, some scorched black, others shattered, and one so smooth that a chain saw might have done it in. Each was a trial given to another Auditor, and each a badge of success.

			He glared up at his own pine and ground his teeth in welling anger, trying to fill the pit of shame that had burrowed in his gut. The trial was absurd of him to even attempt, he knew. It was a test of strength.

			But Bind wasn’t a spell about strength; after all, it was Grimsby’s spell, and strength wasn’t something he had extra spades of, either magically or physically. He’d tried learning other spells from grimoires within the library at the Department, but he couldn’t manage. It was like trying to learn to curl your tongue or have double joints. Some spells just didn’t work for some witches.

			And none of them worked for him, it seemed.

			He knew only three, the first two taught to him by his mother from their old family grimoire. Those spells came as naturally to him as walking had, and so might have the others within the grimoire, but it had been lost in the same fire that took his mother. The last spell he had cobbled together himself. None of them were spells based on having a powerful Impetus, the inner force that shaped magic drawn in from the Elsewhere, but instead were flexible and efficient. They were more like pocketknives than chain saws.

			But he couldn’t fell a tree with a pocketknife.

			Unfortunately, the scars on his left arm, which ran from his fingertips to his neck, also marked a much-deeper wound on his Impetus. One that he had never fully recovered from. He simply couldn’t afford chain saw magic.

			Though perhaps that’s what being an Auditor required.

			Oksanna—or Mrs. Ox, as she had come to be called—was right: she was a Department Assessor. It was her role to make certain Auditors were fit for service, both physically and mentally. Grimsby was never quite sure which of those two categories magic fell into. Ultimately, it was up to her to decide if he was ready.

			And so, if she said “Again,” he would again.

			He had no other choice.

			He just wished his mother had decided to teach him some kind of simple Chop or Slice spell, or whatever other verb might be useful for felling this twice-darned tree. Although perhaps that would not have been the best choice for a young Grimsby’s first spell.

			He suddenly remembered the first time he had sent a ball spinning without touching it, and his mother’s proud smile, but her face was almost a blur. Even so, a warmth bloomed in his chest, though it burned into a hollow of ice within the briefest moment. He glanced down at his hand and the scars that marred it.

			How different things might have been.

			He shook his head, then his bad hand, as though whipping away something unpleasant.

			He looked at the towering pine and felt his chest sink. “I don’t think I have enough Impetus left for this.”

			Mrs. Ox scoffed. “Enough Impetus? Is like saying you don’t have enough fingers to shape clay. Impetus does not go away—it is not like clay you have run out of. It is the hands that shape the clay of the Elsewhere. But even without clay, you have hands, yes?”

			Grimsby glanced between his scarred and unscarred palms. “Sort of.”

			“And so also you have your Impetus.”

			“But what if I don’t have the strength to use it?”

			“Strength? Impetus is not about strength, fool boy. It is about will. It is about stubbornness.” Her dark eyes glittered for a moment, mirroring those of her familiar. “And you are stubborn, are you not, Auditor?”

			Grimsby managed a nod. He was stubborn. He had been for hours.

			But he was also tired.

			“Y-yes. I am,” he said, as unconvinced as he sounded.

			“Then you have your will.” She flexed an arm in an exaggerated manner, the seams of her jacket protesting. “Stay stubborn long enough and you will be strong.”

			Grimsby replied only with an uncertain nod.

			He summoned his waning Impetus. It rose, a churning warmth from the depths of him, almost defiant at his exhaustion. It pulled power from the Elsewhere into him, like a second pair of lungs drawing in a hot breath, and for a moment he let the heat brace his twitching muscles. He took care to direct the ambient energy away from the burn scars that ran all along his left shoulder and arm. He felt it tickle at the edge of the marred skin, and where it did, sparks snapped to life beneath his coat.

			He directed the energy toward his right hand with practiced mental effort. Impetus might have felt like fire, but it flowed like water. He could vaguely direct it, though it wasn’t easy. It was almost like shifting his own personal gravity or bailing out a boat with a teaspoon.

			His hand grew warm, and he formed the idea of the spell in his mind, imagining it on the tip of his thumb. His fingertip began to spill forth ghostly, glowing blue ink, which quickly formed itself into a faintly shimmering rune for the spell. It wasn’t from any language Grimsby knew of, but he had long since memorized its form from that old grimoire.

			Often with his spells, necessity required him to place them in a hurried panic, but he took his time during this trial, trying to make certain the structure was precise. Every spell was almost like a vessel for the Impetus driven into it. Each subtle imperfection would be as a leak in a teapot, spilling out power as useless heat, making the spell weaker than it ought to be.

			And he needed every edge he could find.

			Though Mrs. Ox had declined to loan him an axe when he had asked.

			He was unsatisfied by the first rune; it was misshapen and would falter quickly. He smudged it out of existence and replaced it, this time leaving a more pristine version. It would hold.

			He hoped.

			When he had finished, he went to another, neighboring tree and placed the rune’s opposite number, a similar yet different symbol, then repeated the process a few more times, creating more pairs. Like positive and negative sides of an electric magnet that wasn’t powered on.

			He would have preferred a rock or solid concrete, anything that wouldn’t bend or sway; placement mattered most with Bind, but there was no other point to leverage the runes nearby. The nearest solid object was a boulder thirty yards away, and every bit of distance between the runes made for less efficient use of his limited Impetus.

			He carefully placed as many sets of runes as he could muster the strength for. They crawled up the tree’s height until he had to stand on tiptoes.

			With each spell, his Impetus waned, growing colder, like a campfire hemorrhaging embers, until he could barely feel it. With it, he felt his muscles and breath exhaust in kind, the spells draining not only the power he could draw in from the Elsewhere, but whatever else he could muster as well. The warm spring air did little to ease the deepening chill that filled him as his Impetus receded, drawing a bone-deep shiver from the passing breeze. Even his breath fogged on his lips briefly in the afternoon sun. He shivered, pulled his jacket tightly around him, feeling the fabric slide roughly over his scars, and managed one final Bind.

			Finally, with the spells in place, he staggered over to Oksanna and dropped onto the rocky grass, his teeth chattering.

			Mrs. Ox let him take a moment, then nodded. “Begin.”

			Grimsby nodded and took a deep breath, silently hoping to finally succeed. He reached out a hand, sensing the bonds between the binds like invisible cobweb strands that radiated heat. He made certain to take a mental hold of each one, and then said the catalyst word.

			“Bind!”

			The blue runes flared to life, drawn to their partners by the spell. The strands became visible and began to glow, like heating wires made of cobalt. They pulled taut, making the trees tremble and timber groan. Pine cones and needles fell to the soft earth, and angry critters above vacated their nests to retreat to quieter, neighboring trees.

			Grimsby stared, his chest tight. He had already sunk as much Impetus into the spells as he could; now it was a question of which was stronger: his magic or a tree.

			Then, for a moment, the trees bowed toward each other, their tallest boughs crashing together.

			Grimsby felt some swelling pride in him. Never before in Mrs. Ox’s assessments had he made the two touch anything more than a few branches. Perhaps this time he would succeed. Perhaps this time he’d prove himself. Perhaps this time—

			One blue-light tether grew to a blinding glow, then suddenly snapped in a dying flare of sparks. In a crescendo of disappointment, the others quickly followed, like ripping seams on a corset, until the last of them was gone.

			The trees rocked back and forth for a moment before settling once more, as though shrugging off nothing more than a harmless breeze.

			His hopes snapped to pieces just as quickly, and he let his head hang.

			Another failed attempt.

			Mrs. Ox said nothing, instead only scribbling on her clipboard as she took notes. “So be it,” she said. “And says here your other spell—you still have only two?”

			Grimsby gulped and nodded hurriedly, although it was a lie. His third spell, Chute, was of little use, but he had used it to get rid of something dangerous just before he had become an Auditor. Something the Department wanted quite badly. If they knew of the spell, they might be able to get it back, and so he had never told them.

			Mrs. Ox glowered skeptically but continued. “Your other spell—Tor-kay?”

			“Torque,” he corrected.

			“Ah, yes. Tork. It is also a spell you employ? What is its function?”

			He felt his cheeks grow warm despite the bone-deep chill his spells had left him with. “It just—well, it turns stuff,” he said.

			She frowned and exchanged glances with her familiar quizzically before making a note. “Turns . . . stuff.” The bird seemed equally unimpressed, or that was Grimsby’s assumption as it cawed at him. The sound was strangely hollow, reverberating from the depths of the familiar’s skull.

			“It’s really more useful than it sounds!” he said hurriedly. “Well, it’s at least as useful as it sounds.” His stomach twisted in shame. Auditors were some of the most powerful witches around. The others could probably turn invisible, implode buildings, or even drive a car.

			And here he was . . . turning stuff.

			“We will assess that spell”—she cut herself off, seeming to see Grimsby’s shambled state for the first time—“tomorrow.”

			He let out a relieved sigh and fell back onto the cool grass, staring at the sky through the trees. His relief quickly drained away as a thought came to mind. “Mrs. Ox?” he asked.

			“Hmm?”

			“What happens if I fail your assessments?”

			“I assess if you are able to be Auditor or no,” she said. “If you fail, it means you are not ready.”

			He felt a wedge of fear cut into him. “But I’m already an Auditor!”

			She nodded. “And Auditors, too, can be . . . What word did director use? Ah yes. Fired.”

			He gulped, and the sky seemed to start spinning before his eyes.

			“No fear, Grimsby. I am sure ‘turn stuff’ will be just as impressive as . . .” She cast an eye to the pine that still stood strong. “As Bind was.”

			He looked over at her and saw some mirth in the wrinkles around her eyes, though it gave him no comfort.

			“Now I must go. Director and I speak after he issues cases.”

			Grimsby shot up like he’d sat on a hot coal. “He’s issuing cases today? I thought that was tomorrow!”

			“It was. But is now today.”

			“Twin-tailed comet!” he cursed, scrambling numbly to his feet and looking around for the tree he had left his bicycle against. “I have to go, please excuse me!”

			Oksanna dismissed him with a wave and turned her attention back to the pine he had failed to fell. She made another note on her clipboard.

			Grimsby felt intense curiosity about whatever damning remark she was jotting, but he pushed it away. He quickly mounted his bike and pedaled through the grass to the nearest path, willing what little Impetus his short rest had recovered into the Torque enchantment in his rear wheel. He let the spell carry him at an almost reckless speed toward the Department.

			With any luck, or perhaps only with a great deal of it, Grieves might be feeling generous enough to assign him a real case. Otherwise, he’d be stuck on new guy duties once again.
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			Grimsby slid his bike into the rack just beyond the Department’s entrance. He tried not to think about the lot full of sleek black cars he’d just pedaled through, or how all the other slots in the rack were empty.

			He was still working on getting his license. After all, he’d rarely had an opportunity to even sit in a car, let alone become licensed. He had no family to speak of, mostly, and his former position as a children’s magician had barely afforded him rent, let alone anything like a car. But even if he managed to get a license, who knew how long it would be until he was issued a vehicle.

			He held his badge to the dark square of mysterious electronics beside the oiled oak doors. After a moment, the light flashed red and an offended beep sounded. Grimsby grumbled and waited for the light to reset before trying again. More offended beeps ensued. It took three tries before the light finally flashed green and the locked doors clicked open, allowing him inside the building.

			The front entry was floored with cold concrete stained warm, polished to a bright sheen. Broad pillars of deep, textured lumber supported the walls, met between with bricks that had been taken from the original Department headquarters in Salem. The walls were bare, save for a patterned molding and a single pair of black doors at the room’s center. It made Grimsby feel like he was walking into a museum, though whether he was there to see the exhibits, or was one himself, was still up in the air.

			A familiar face sat at the polished stone reception counter. Though there were enough spaces for ten receptionists, only one was on duty.

			“Grimshaw.” Stanwick nodded without looking away from the monitor in front of him. His gray frizz of hair stood out wide above each ear, leaving a shining bald field of sunburnt skin between. “Checking in?”

			“Yes, sir,” Grimsby said. “Is the director still here?”

			Stanwick frowned at the word sir but tapped a few keys on the keyboard in front of him. “Yes, looks like. Better hurry, though. He’s nearly done giving out assignments.”

			“Please tell me Mayflower is here, too?”

			A few more clicks, then Stanwick shrugged his creaky shoulders beneath his plaid suit jacket. “Nope. He hasn’t been in for three weeks. Guess you can call that Huntsman’s privilege.”

			Grimsby bit back a sharp reply that Stanwick didn’t deserve. “I had another name in mind for it,” he said through gritted teeth. “Thanks, Stanwick.”

			The man bobbed his twin puffs of gray frizz in a nod, then pressed another button. The black doors beside the reception desk opened silently, allowing Grimsby inside.

			He scuttled through them and down the long hall beyond. Unlike reception, this hall had tiled floors that looked much more dated and mismatched. Some looked like they belonged in ancient temples, others looked as though they had been dredged up from sunken cities, yet they had been fitted together with careful effort. Each had a symbol laid into it, though none of them matched, as they had been gathered from cultures across the globe. Some of the sigils even glowed to life as he passed and faded when he had gone. They were supposed to be protective spellwork from times long gone, but while most modern Auditors put little stock into the efficacy of such old magics, Grimsby was less certain.

			At this end of the hall was a twin pair of oak doors, oiled and aged, starkly contrasting with the black steel at the opposite end. In his rush, Grimsby pulled them open hurriedly enough that they slammed into the walls, making him wince. Beyond was a large, elongated-dome room, with timbered support beams and hand-painted murals over the ceiling that were well aged and even better maintained.

			The Department of Unorthodox Affairs had been born in Salem, but when it had outgrown its original building there, every brick and timber had been carefully moved to a new location, settled along the Mystic River. Of course, the original building had been too small for the modern era, and so it had been expanded into a muddled maze, half storied structure, half modern office, and all labyrinth.

			Grimsby had been there for months, and he hadn’t even gone beyond the primary level of the building, as the levels that had been delved below were beyond his pay grade. The only time he had been down there was when he had been arrested just before being hired.

			As impressive as it was, the Boston Department wasn’t sufficient for a whole country. Though while dozens of other branches had sprung up over the nation as the Department grew, with some larger or better staffed, especially New York, this had been the first.

			This was where witches had stopped being hunted for the first time in recorded history.

			Even in his hurry, Grimsby found himself skidding to a halt, eyes drawn upward to the murals painted on the domed ceiling: Auditors, clad in colonial military uniforms, standing up against Therians, black dogs, and, in true revolutionary spirit, even a couple of British redcoats, not to mention a dozen other creatures long since dead from the world. They fought wielding nothing more than the strength of their Impetus.

			And an occasional gun or sword.

			Even now, though he’d seen the murals a hundred times, he still couldn’t help but stand in awe. They seemed almost banal to the other staff, but to him they were incredible. He had once thought he would never have the chance to see them in person. That was, until the worst week of his life six months ago. He had somehow managed to survive and, on top of that, had miraculously come out of it with a job as an Auditor. A job he had been turned down for countless times.

			And all it had taken was him nearly being killed almost as many times in a far fewer number of days.

			Yet, after months of the most mundane tasks, he wondered—so deep down that it felt like he was hiding the thought from himself—if it was worth it.

			He found his gaze had fallen from the murals to the tiled floor.

			“Grimsby,” a voice said suddenly, so close it made him jump.

			He hurriedly pushed his glasses back into place and turned to see Rayne standing before him, her sharp teal eyes hard beneath stylish, thick-rimmed glasses, her nearly black hair tinged with red, a trait Grimsby’s cheeks quickly adopted.

			He felt his collar suddenly become tighter than he remembered, and he found himself straightening up to his full height. “Oh, Rayne—I didn’t see you—” he began, but her eyes narrowed and his words faltered.

			“Auditor Bathory,” she corrected him, her temper seeming particularly short today. “You’re—somehow—a professional now, Grimsby. Act like it.”

			His mouth hung open for a moment before he remembered how to close it. “Right. Of course.” He paused, noticing the dark rings of exhaustion around her eyes for the first time. “You look . . . tired.”

			She arched a dangerous, narrow eyebrow.

			“Sorry, I meant you look tired, Auditor Bathory,” he said, trying to suppress the small grin that curled the corner of his mouth.

			Her statuesque expression might as well have been a mask for all it changed, but she let out a soft breath that could have been a scoff, which was about as close to a laugh as he’d heard from her in a long time. “I’ve been busy.”

			“Right, of course. I forgot. How’s the search going?”

			Her face hardened into glass, sharp and brittle, and a little more transparent to the concern beneath. “There’s no sign of Auditor Hives anywhere. I checked Peters’s old notes again and again, but they’re useless, and none of them are recent enough to mention what he did with Hives anyway.”

			Grimsby shuddered at the mention of the former director’s name. John Peters had nearly killed him in the frantic days just before he joined the Department, and Grimsby was still unsure if he had returned the favor or not. Either way, he had unintentionally left Peters a bloody mess before the end, though the thought still made him queasy. Mayflower had assured him that Peters was still alive when he put a bullet in him, but Grimsby wasn’t so sure it mattered, even if it was true.

			He shoved the memories down and focused on Rayne. “Do you think Hives is alive?”

			“No,” she said firmly. There was little emotion in her voice, though it seemed a result of effort. “But whatever he is, I need to know. We weren’t partners for more than a few weeks, and he betrayed the Department. But”—her face grew distant for a moment—“we trained together for a long time. All of us did. You should know as well as I do that whatever he was at the end—that he wasn’t always like that.”

			Grimsby bit back the first, sour reply that came to mind. “No, he used to settle for leaving me with bruises. Last time we chatted he tried to kill me.”

			Her lips pulled tight in a line for a moment, as though she held back a reply of her own. “Even so, I owe it to him to at least find out what happened.”

			Grimsby looked at Rayne’s ringed eyes and realized what he saw.

			She was worried—and any emotion from the enigmatic girl was rare enough a sight.

			“So you’re worried about him?” Grimsby asked. He felt some odd cold pit in his chest, one that he wasn’t sure what to call, but he found himself hanging on her answer more than he expected.

			“Well, of course. His disappearance could cause any number of troubles for the Department, if he is alive. He could leak sensitive information, slander us in public, maybe even use his magic to hurt someone.” She paused, her somewhat distant expression growing focused on him. “Why wouldn’t I be worried?” Her tone was exacting, sharp like a scalpel.

			“No, I mean, you should be,” Grimsby said, feeling like he was suddenly being dissected. Then he realized what that little pit had been.

			It was envy.

			Rayne hadn’t always been this cold, this . . . professional. Like Hives, she had been different when they were young apprentice witches learning from a cycling group of Department mentors.

			The teachers, and the trials, always changed, but Hives and Rayne had always been there, enduring both alongside him. There were others, too, but they had left a few at a time, either through elimination or simply dropping out to pursue more mundane lives. By the end, though, it had been only the three of them. They’d never exactly been friends, but still they had been the two people Grimsby was closest to. Hives, his rival and occasional bully, and Rayne . . . Well, he wasn’t sure then, and he was somehow less sure now.

			Regardless, the Auditor Bathory he’d come to know since joining the Department was indeed the perfect Auditor. Cold, collected, and professional.

			And yet here she was, concerned for Hives, the guy who had spent a good portion of his life making Grimsby feel small and powerless.

			Again he felt his face grow hot, but this time it was with welling anger.

			Then he thought of what he would do if something similar had happened to Mayflower. The envy and anger both vanished, replaced with a shameful cluster of buzzing nerves in his stomach.

			He suddenly felt keenly selfish.

			“Well,” he finally managed, his tone apologetic for words he hadn’t said, “if there’s anything I can do to help—”

			“Of course there isn’t,” she said reflexively. She recoiled almost as soon as she let the words slip out, but they hung in the air like a plague haze.

			Grimsby would have preferred it if she simply had sucker punched him in the stomach. At least then he could let himself react. Instead, he just tried to keep his face level, but it felt like a mask drawn thin, ready to tear.

			Rayne took a short breath and looked away. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled-for.”

			“No, I understand,” he said, managing a taut smile. “There’s a hundred other Auditors with more experience and training. Without—” He unconsciously put his right hand over the scars on his left. “Without issues.”

			“Trust me.” She managed a solemn smile, an expression he’d rarely seen from her, especially recently. “You’re not the only one with issues, Grimsby.”

			He tucked away the lingering pain from her words, at least enough to match her expression. “Well, if you need someone to vent to, I’m probably better at listening than I am at being an Auditor.” He smiled again, though this time it was a bit more genuine. “It’s not a high bar, after all.”

			She began to walk past him but put a cool hand on his shoulder, making him freeze. “Thank you. I might take you up on that.”

			He tried to act as though his heart hadn’t just begun attempting to break free from the cage of his ribs. “Any time,” he squeaked.

			Her hand slipped away, and so did she, leaving him in the middle of the main hall. He shook himself, trying to think about anything other than her perfume or the missing weight of her hand on his arm.

			Then his heat-addled brain remembered his rush to find Grieves, and he made his way as quick as he dared toward the director’s office, trying to keep his head on straight through the whirlwind of mixed emotions.

			His steps scuffed over the tiled ground, contrasting with the sharp clicks of the other passing Agents and Auditors. The Agents, in deep blue suits, largely ignored him. They weren’t witches, most weren’t even Unorthodox, but rather men and women trained to use more mundane methods of dealing with both. To them, he was just another unproven witch, as likely to go rogue as he was to actually help someone.

			However, the other Auditors, all in dark suits from black to charcoal, weren’t nearly so warm.

			They regarded him coolly from behind the lenses of their glasses, making him feel like raw meat in front of hungry wolves. He tried to smile and offer casual nods, but the only replies he received were narrowed eyes and tightened jaws.

			It was clear they didn’t think he had earned his suit and badge.

			Perhaps they were right.

			Grimsby felt his shoulders fall and just tried to focus his gaze on his hurried feet, making his way to the director. He hastened through the long, echoing halls, passing dozens of darkened, empty offices. The operations wing was one of three at the Department, alongside research and logistics. Of the three, it was the smallest, as the Auditors and Agents were the fewest in number among Department personnel. It also had the most pieces of the original structure from Salem, while the other wings were expanded and modernized.

			Director Damien Grieves’s office was the last, situated just before the entrance to the main briefing hall. Broad, well-oiled doors of oak had been left open, originals rather than the imitations most other offices sported. As Grimsby approached, he saw a pair of Auditors file out of the room, each holding manila folders that carried their next assignments.

			Director Grieves appeared in the doorway behind them, slight of frame and of average height. His perfectly groomed appearance hadn’t wavered once since Grimsby had known him. At first, it had been a comfort, but it had become almost uncanny and disconcerting. Day or night, early or late, rain or shine, Grieves was always immaculate. It was as though the man was more machine than witch.

			The director began to close the doors, and Grimsby let himself break into a full sprint. “Wait!” he called, skittering to a halt before him.

			Grieves raised a brow at him. “Auditor Grimsby,” he said, voice as smooth as his shaven cheeks, “I had thought you’d be on Asylum attendance patrol.”

			“I finished, sir,” Grimsby panted.

			“The Therians are accounted for?”

			Grimsby nodded, happy to save the breath of uttering a word.

			“Very well. Come in.” He stepped back, allowing Grimsby to enter.

			The director’s office was an odd mixture of luxurious and barren. His large desk shone with a perfect finish in the warm light of open windows, the hand-carved timber of impeccable taste and quality.

			Yet the desk had no hint or trace of personal possessions. Even the notepads and pens were as neatly laid out as if an architect had been hired to do it. The only frame on the wall held an order stating that Grieves was the interim director, until Peters’s replacement could be officially chosen.

			Though Grimsby knew firsthand that nobody called Grieves the interim Department director.

			The last item on his desk was a collection of manila folders in a neat stack. Some were as thick as Grimsby’s thumb, while others were more modest, fewer than a dozen pages. He waited to see which Grieves would assign him.

			Grieves said nothing, however, and instead only sat down in his chair, his hands steepled, and waited expectantly.

			“Um . . . sir?” Grimsby asked.

			“Your partner? Where is he?”

			Grimsby felt his face grow red. “Oh, uh, Mayflower, sir? He’s—he’s occupied at the moment. But if you give me an assignment, I’ll be sure to share the details with—”

			“No.”

			The word felt like an anvil on the back of Grimsby’s skull. “No? I don’t understand.”

			Grieves took a breath and leaned back, moving his hands to cross in front of his mouth. “Auditor Grimsby, do you know why the Department operates in pairs?”

			“Well, not specifically, sir.”

			“Accountability. A single Agent or Auditor can be easily subverted, defeated, or killed. I could name a half dozen creatures from around the globe that could kill most any single man or woman, just by their very nature. And ten times as many in the Elsewhere.”

			Grimsby felt his mouth open to retort, but he struggled to force it closed again.

			“But it’s more than just in the field,” Grieves continued. “Accountability to another individual acts as check and balance for the actions of our people. Especially where Agents and Auditors are paired together. The Department began when Unorthodox and Usual individuals found common ground to work together, and we uphold that tradition whenever we can.”

			Grimsby could only nod. The director wasn’t intending to have a conversation.

			“And so, by allowing your partner to continuously shirk his duties, both to you and to the Department, you have shown you are not yet ready to be accountable for more serious responsibilities.”

			Grimsby felt his temper flare, sending stray sparks crackling off his scars. “And so who was it who was accountable for finding out it was Director Peters who had murdered another witch in cold blood, Director?”

			Grieves’s brow twitched by almost imperceptible measures. “Indeed. And in recognition for this, you were offered a position. Yet if you cannot handle the most basic responsibilities required of Auditors, how am I to entrust you with ones that might cost lives?”

			“I’ve handled basic tasks for six months! Doing odd jobs and errands with no complaint.”

			Grieves raised a brow.

			“Well, moderately quiet complaints,” Grimsby admitted.

			“I did not say ‘tasks,’ Auditor Grimsby. I said ‘responsibilities.’ Your foremost being to the Department, your second being to the people we are charged with protecting—”

			“Well, obviously—”

			Grieves’s eyes narrowed, and suddenly one of the fluorescent tubes above their heads shattered, raining down glass shards. Grimsby jumped back, shocked, but the director didn’t seem to notice.

			“Do not interrupt me again, Auditor Grimsby, or you’ll be ‘Mr. Grimsby’ for the foreseeable future.”

			Grimsby felt his tongue shrivel in his mouth.

			“Your third responsibility,” he resumed, brushing broken glass from the shoulder of his tailored suit, “is to your partner. And you have been shirking your duty.”

			“My duty? What am I to do? Make him get out of his house? Write him up for an absence? He’s the thrice-cursed Huntsman! I can’t make him do anything! No one can!”

			“Huntsman or not, if you can’t convince one man to do his job, how can I expect you to do both yours and his? I’m sorry, Auditor Grimsby,” he said, drawing the thinnest manila folder from the stack, “but until you and your partner are ready for serious work, you’ll be handling more mundane tasks.”

			He handed the folder to Grimsby. It was scarcely three pages. A quick glance told him it was another list of names and addresses, this time for checking on individuals who had had incurable but endurable curses laid on them, like growing teeth instead of hair. More milk runs.

			“Please, Director, give me a real case. I’ll take anything!” He frantically looked at the pile and found the next-thinnest folder. “What about this one?”

			Grieves’s mouth tightened in annoyance at Grimsby’s forwardness, but he seemed to allow it. “That is a RUIN case, one that Auditor Bathory has asked me to set aside for her.”

			Grimsby frowned. RUINs were rituals of unknown intent and nature, but that wasn’t what made his jaw clench. He’d have taken such a case in an instant.

			What bothered him was the apparent, immediate, and blatant hypocrisy.

			“Does Auditor Bathory have a partner?” he asked.

			Grieves’s expression grew razor thin in apparent anticipation of Grimsby’s line of questioning. “No.”

			“I thought cases were only for Auditors with partners. Is there a reason Auditor Bathory is the exception? Or was she promoted to become the first Super-Auditor and no one told me?”

			The director pinched the bridge of his nose, appearing suddenly quite fatigued. “Because, Auditor Grimsby, she has proven she is competent. You have merely proven you are fortunate.”

			Grimsby halted mid-breath, like someone had just dropped a frozen lake on him. He felt his muscles grow heavy, and suddenly he felt like slumping to a heap on the ground.

			So, Grieves thought he hadn’t earned his position, just the same as the others.

			If that was so, why ever offer him the position in the first place?

			There was a knock on the open door, and they both turned to see one of Grieves’s assistants, wearing a finely checkered tan suit jacket, her hands holding a scribbled note.

			“In time, Auditor Grimsby, you will have your chance. But not yet. Please excuse me a moment.” He walked to the woman and exchanged a few quiet words with her.

			Grimsby could barely hear him. His whole body felt wracked with tension and fatigue, like a worn-down spring under a cinder block. What more could he do to prove himself? How could he ever show he was worth something if no one was willing to give him a chance?

			His heart felt like it had fallen and begun boiling in his stomach, making his arms tense so hard with angry steam that his joints popped.

			His eyes fell to the RUIN file, set aside from the stack.

			He was done waiting for somebody to give him a chance.

			It was time to take one.

			He glanced over his shoulder to see the director distracted by the assistant. Quickly and quietly, he exchanged the contents of his folder with those of the RUIN folder. Then, seeing the folder was left too thin, he quickly took a handful of pages from one of the thicker files left in the stack and padded the contents.

			He was fast and silent, and he quickly found himself thankful for the year of practice he’d gotten with sleight of hand at his last job. Performing real magic for kids all day was exhausting, but close-up fake magic was basically as good. And far less fatiguing.

			He heard Grieves wrap up his conversation. Grimsby tried to appear casual, then remembered he should still be upset and quickly began to fake brood. It took all his acting chops not to let the terrifying thought of Grieves noticing his pilfering actions show in his face.

			“Now then,” Grieves said, picking up the former RUIN file and making Grimsby’s heart skip. “Is there anything else?”

			He felt his dry throat croak, “No, sir.”

			Grieves put the file on the stack and nodded. “Good. Now, return to your responsibilities, Auditor.”

			Grimsby shook himself, then smiled, gripping the folder in his hands tightly. “Yes, sir, Interim Director.”

		

	
		
			FIVE[image: ]

			Elizabeth “Rayne” Bathory recognized Grieves’s knock even as it sounded on the door to her small office. His silhouette was clear through the frosted glass, crisp and steady. She found herself annoyed, only to instantly try to repress it. Weeks—no, months of restless nights had left her fuse shorter than she would have liked, and she already regretted snapping at Grimsby earlier. The last thing she needed to do was be flippant with the Department director, interim or otherwise.

			She carefully set down her mug of cold coffee, the front of which read Magic Beans, stood, and straightened her blouse before donning the Auditor jacket from the back of her chair. She found herself staring at Wilson Hives’s empty desk as she had done countless times since he vanished, and felt her frustrations well once more. She pushed them away, forcing herself to remain calm and placid. She stepped over the circle of scattered notes and photos that filled the main space of her office, unlocking and opening the door.

			“Director,” she said, managing to sound accommodating, a feat that surprised even herself, “what can I do for you?”

			Grieves tipped his graying head of dark hair in a gesture of moderate respect—a gesture that she’d noticed he reserved for few others. “I have the RUIN case you requested,” he said, producing a slim manila folder, though he didn’t extend it to her. “I must say, I was surprised to hear you request another case at all. You’ve been quite . . .” He trailed off and glanced at the disheveled office behind her, eyes lingering on the haphazard circle of papers on her floor. Each was a sliver of evidence or a potential lead she had managed to find.

			All of them had led to nothing.

			“Engaged?” she offered, suppressing the chill that ran across the scalp of her dark, tied-back hair. She had hoped Grieves would grant her request with little thought, though she should have known that was a castle in the sky. The director was a fine-toothed comb and a shark all in one. It was wiser to simply hope he had his attention on larger prey.

			Grieves adjusted his well-fitted suit. “I think perhaps a more appropriate term would be ‘consumed,’ ” he said. “Months you’ve been hunting for Auditor Hives, and yet suddenly you request a RUIN that I’d have to force most Auditors to look into? I must say, it was . . . unexpected.”

			Rayne tried to keep her composure; the director was suspicious already. That certainly was faster than she intended. Perhaps she should have asked another Auditor to take the case for her—but no. She couldn’t risk them looking into it.

			Not until she knew the truth herself.

			She’d been so consumed with finding Wilson that she had forgotten how long she’d been looking. Months without wavering; of course Grieves would find her divergent behavior curious, if not downright suspicious.

			She needed to subvert his questions, and quickly. The director was no fool, and every moment spent speaking to him risked him uncovering more than she could allow.

			“I just needed a break,” she said, “some menial case to put to rest so that I can get myself to focus again.” It wasn’t even wholly a lie. She could feel she needed to step back. She had been so close to the case for so long that she felt like things were lost in her periphery.

			But there never seemed to be time.

			Perhaps another pair of eyes would accomplish something similar, but there was no one else who was invested enough to look for him. Auditor Hives was abrasive, to say the least. He’d had few friends even before he had been revealed to be a criminal. Even Rayne didn’t particularly care for him as a person, and she had known him for a long time, but he was still her partner.

			At least, if he was alive.

			Alive or the inevitable, she had to know what had happened to him.

			Though she’d be lying if she said it was wholly charity.

			The former, corrupt Department director, John Peters, was connected to Hives, and so was she. In fact, she doubted she’d still have a position at all if Grieves hadn’t vouched for her character. Even his allowing her to pursue this case, or the new RUIN, was a sign of his confidence in her. Yet even with his support, she’d forever have a looming shadow of doubt over her trustworthiness until Hives was found. But if she managed to secure his confession, or at the very least figure out how he had died, she might have a chance of clearing herself of suspicion.

			Grieves eyed her from behind his stylish half-rimmed glasses, making her feel like she was under a microscope. An ironic feeling, given that the lenses were flat, as were many Auditors’ and witches’. Their glasses were more a means to shield them from unconsciously peering into the Elsewhere than a tool to correct vision.

			And the director’s vision was quite keen.

			She knew he was well aware of her motives in regard to her search for Hives, but the RUIN case was another matter. Hopefully, he didn’t yet know why she had asked for it. He might force the issue, however. After all, he was the acting director. If he did so, she would be hard-pressed to keep his curiosity at bay without incriminating herself.

			She had to hope he let the matter rest—at least for the time being.

			Grieves stared for a long moment, but she refused to let her gaze waver from his. He was a predator, and that meant he was excellent at spotting weakness.

			He needed to know she was a predator, too.

			Finally, he looked away to his watch. Whether it was because he believed her or because he had more pressing matters, he relented. He handed her the folder. “Be cautious, Bathory. As you’ve no partner at the moment, I want full, concurrent reports on your findings, and any fieldwork you do will require some form of backup.”

			“You don’t think I can handle this alone?” she asked, more edge to her voice than she intended.

			“No,” he said, as cool and calm as snow-sloped mountains, “I don’t think you should have to.” He dipped his head again, not a bow or a nod, but something in between, and turned away to click briskly down the hall.

			She closed the door behind him and dropped the folder on the desk, leaning over it on her hands. She felt them shaking and clenched them tight to make them stop. Still, even as her nails dug furrows into her desk, they refused.

			She was frightened, and she hated it.

			She wanted to run after Grieves and ask for his help, but she couldn’t risk it. If he knew why she was truly interested in this case, she’d be lucky to stay out of a cell, let alone pursue answers.

			She cast the thought aside. She needed to focus on the matter at hand: finding Hives. The RUIN case was hers now; she could pursue it at her leisure. More importantly, no one else could go meddling with it for the time being. At least not so long as she found answers before the Department grew impatient. She had bought herself a little time.

			She moved to stand in the center of the ring of notes and photos. She needed to think—she needed to work. Most of all, she needed to find answers, if not to the RUIN case then at least to Hives’s disappearance. She raised a hand and summoned a modicum of Impetus.

			The papers began to tremble, as though a light breeze had coursed through the room.

			“Suspend.”

			Like newspaper on the street, the documents began to flutter around in a miniature slow-motion hurricane that followed her flowing gestures. Photos, notes, maps, and more all circled her like a whirlpool of information. She let her eyes unfocus, taking in the passing pages. With a simple motion, she conjured one that caught her eye to hover in front of her before sending it back into the swirling mass.

			She wanted to focus on the words, the pictures, the clues she had spent months gathering, but her mind wavered, as scattered as the documents around her. She couldn’t focus, as her attention constantly drifted to the folder on her desk.

			She took a deep breath and approached it, the torrent of pages following her, slapping harmlessly against the sides of her desk as they did.

			She picked up the folder and stared at the cover. She didn’t need to look inside to know what she’d find.

			She had seen it, even before the Department had been alerted to it.

			Though she still didn’t know how.

			Another knock sounded at her door, making her start. She dropped the folder onto the desk, and the slow-motion hurricane of documents suddenly collapsed, sending every page to rain about the office in a chaotic mess.

			She groaned in annoyance but felt a tremor of fear run through her at the same moment. She cast it aside along with the scattered pages. She had nothing to fear—not yet, at least. If Grieves wasn’t aware of her secret, neither was the Department. This wasn’t some covert task force sent to apprehend her.

			But then, who was it?

			The knock came again, though it wasn’t Grieves’s controlled meter, but rapid and pulsing. It rattled the frosted glass of her door and instantly made her brow twitch in annoyance. She left the folder and pages where they lay and opened the door.

			Before her was an Auditor she didn’t recognize, a woman perhaps a few years older than her. She was almost startlingly beautiful, with lips shaped expertly in soft red and sharp cheekbones, but her eyes were open too wide, showing too much white to contrast with their blue irises. She looked up as though not expecting to see Rayne and smiled with perfect teeth. “Auditor Bathory?” she asked, then paused and glanced behind Rayne into the office. “Did I come at a bad time?”

			Rayne didn’t answer for a moment. She knew every Auditor in Boston, if not by name then at least by face. After all, they all worked out of the same building.

			So, who was this stranger?

			“Can I help you?” she asked, the words more statement than question.

			The stranger smiled wider and tucked a lock of her loose dark hair behind her ear. It was almost the same shade as Rayne’s own. “Actually, I was hoping I could help you. I’m Auditor Defaux—from the New York Department branch.”

			Rayne suppressed a sneer. The only thing New York Auditors and Boston Auditors had in common was a mutual distaste for one another. The New York branch was larger and better funded, but Boston—specifically Salem—was still the heartland of the Department, where it had all begun.

			She pushed aside the budding sense of rivalry within her. Despite the friction between them, Boston and New York often worked together when the need arose. “Help me with what?” she asked, careful to remain neutral.

			Defaux said nothing at first, instead reaching into her pocket to withdraw her badge.

			Rayne frowned. “Look, I believe you are who you say you are. You don’t have to—”

			She was interrupted when Defaux opened the badge.

			It was the Department standard, a pentagram embedded onto a shield, but the name below it didn’t read Defaux.

			It read Wilson Hives.
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			Grimsby looked about uncertainly as the bus hissed to a halt. He double-checked the partially burnt-out sign at the front, but sure enough it read Emerald Hollow, the neighborhood of Mayflower’s address—at least according to the Department.

			But surely this couldn’t be where the Huntsman lived. It was so . . . suburban.

			He made his way to the front, nodding thanks to the driver as he passed. She only rolled her eyes in reply. The doors nearly caught his suit jacket as they closed behind him, and the bus groaned and trundled down the road, flanked by lines of identical two-story houses with genuine white picket fences.

			Grimsby pulled out the scribbled card in his pocket. On one side, it held the Huntsman’s phone number, which he’d given to Grimsby after they were both nearly killed by a demoness. On the other side was an address, though this Grimsby had taken from the Department records.

			Yet, when he pictured the place, he had expected some half-abandoned brick warehouse, or maybe a lodge in the woods. Perhaps even a fortress with panning spotlights and blaring sirens. He never would have guessed he would find trimmed lawns, shaped hedges, and the distant laughing screeches of children.

			He shook his head again. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t here to see how Mayflower’s homelife was.

			He was here to tell the Huntsman off.

			He felt his stomach twist into a little ball of nervous anger, and a chill shiver of fear wrapped around his spine like frozen tinfoil. The Huntsman was without a doubt the deadliest man Grimsby knew, and though he would have liked nothing more than to wait for the bus to come back around and go home, that wouldn’t fix his problem. Without Mayflower, he couldn’t get a case from Grieves.

			At least, not legitimately.

			He still held the manila folder in his tight grip, too afraid to leave it anywhere for fear that someone would discover what he’d done. Taking the file was a stupid mistake, and he had regretted it almost immediately. Yet how could he return it without Grieves discovering his insubordination?

			He folded the problem up in his mind and tucked it away. He had other issues to deal with.

			Issues with a temper and a lifelong history of killing Unorthodox with a really, really big gun.

			Grimsby took a deep breath and steadied his heart as best he could. He had to confront the Huntsman face-to-face.

			But first, he needed to find his lair.

			Grimsby looked around, realizing that the only real difference between the homes was what shade of neutral they were. Then, after some walking, he saw one on the opposite side of the street that stood out from the others.

			The lawn was overgrown, and the fence creaked in the breeze, white paint peeling from its dried-out boards. The house had an oddly flat quality to it, like it was the only home in Emerald Hollow that was actually hollow. Like a cardboard cutout of a home, made to blend with the others.

			But, more than anything, it was the old, rusted jeep in the drive that told of the Huntsman’s presence.

			Grimsby forced himself to march down the street, toward his target, but he quickly found his stride beginning to slow. His knees grew tight and his palms were slick with sweat, dampening the folder in his grip.

			He disliked arguing with people at the best of times, as if arguing could ever be part of the best of times, but Mayflower was one of the few friends Grimsby had. The thought of confronting him was terrifying, and more than simply because the Huntsman was dangerous.

			He didn’t want to lose a friend. He had few enough as it was.

			He stopped across the road from Mayflower’s place, feeling frozen on the warm sidewalk. He stood there for long minutes, his mind racing and yet coming up with nothing useful, like someone had put it on a hamster wheel.

			Suddenly, he heard the clickity-clack of bicycle wheels, and a small voice cried, “Look out!”

			He turned to see a boy on a bike who couldn’t have been more than ten years old, hurtling toward him at uncontrolled speed.

			Grimsby squeaked and managed to hop out of the way, feeling the handle clip his coat.

			The kid sailed past but began to wobble and lose control, crashing into the trim green lawn of the house Grimsby stood before.

			He began to hurry over as the child sat up and stared at his skinned palms. His T-shirt was stained with fresh grass. His face seemed like it might burst with tears if not for the tenuous, trembling lip that held them at bay like a failing levy.

			Then a second bike slid past Grimsby without him even realizing it. A girl, looking a year or two older than the kid, slid to a halt in the grass beside the fallen boy. Their twin sandy hair and gray-green eyes told Grimsby they were likely siblings.

			The girl hauled the boy to his feet, muttering over and over, “You’re fine, you’re fine. Don’t tell Mom. You’re fine.”

			After a few moments of this, the boy finally seemed to calm down to merely a simmering cascade of sniffles, and his sister turned to see Grimsby for the first time. “Sorry, mister. We were just racing and didn’t see you there.”

			Grimsby managed a smile and tried to convince himself the crash he had caused wasn’t foretelling his conversation with Mayflower. “Are you two all right?”

			The boy held up dirty, skinned palms, as though to show a jury evidence that he was not in the least all right.

			The girl only nodded. “Yeah. What are you doing here anyway, mister?”

			“Oh, sorry. I’m just here to talk to your neighbor.” He gestured to Mayflower’s house.

			The boy’s eyes widened as he whispered, “The boogieman? Momma says don’t bother the boogieman.”

			The girl huffed and smacked his palm lightly, drawing a yelp. “Momma also says don’t call him the boogieman.” She turned back to Grimsby. “That’s just Mr. Mayflower. Momma says he’s grouchy, but he’s nice.” She said the words like she was reciting the gospel of Momma.

			“Yeah. He’s definitely grouchy,” Grimsby said, smiling despite the knots in his gut. “Try to take it slow, all right?”

			“Says who?” the girl asked.

			Grimsby pulled out his badge. “Says an Auditor.”

			The little boy’s eyes went wide. “Whoa! That’s so cool!”

			Grimsby balked, not expecting the genuine awe in the boy’s voice. “You—think so?”

			The boy didn’t manage whole words, but instead nodded emphatically, the tears on his cheeks forgotten. Even his older sister seemed impressed.

			And, just for a moment, Grimsby felt like a real Auditor.

			He could face the Huntsman.

			“Thank you,” he said, clearing his throat. “Now, please excuse me, lady and gentleman.”

			He left the two children to continue their games and crossed the street to Mayflower’s drive. He passed the old jeep, which still bore the bullet holes from their encounter at the Lounge, an Unorthodox-owned nightclub. He was surprised at the thin tinge of nostalgia he felt as he remembered that terrifying night.

			He shook away the memory and stood tall before Mayflower’s front door. Well, not tall, but precisely average, globally speaking, which was as tall as he was able to manage.

			He tried to think of what he would say and felt his mouth go dry. Before he could give himself a chance to lose his nerve, he rapped his knuckles frantically on the door.

			There was a bitter groan from inside the house, though whether from an old man or old timbers it was hard to tell. It was shortly followed by the muffled sound of shattering glass.

			“Go away,” Mayflower’s gruff voice called from inside.

			“Les,” Grimsby called, “it’s me. We need to talk.”

			Another groan. He heard a muttered, “Damn it, Grimsby,” followed by heavy footfalls. A moment later, the door tore open, revealing the Huntsman.

			He was wearing a threadbare flannel robe, sweatpants, and several weeks’ worth of beard. His gray and black hair was more gray than Grimsby remembered, and his bloodshot eyes said it had been too long since he had last slept.

			Grimsby couldn’t help but stare, shocked. It had been less than a month since he’d last seen Mayflower, but he wouldn’t have recognized him passing by on the street—if not for his unusual height.

			In fact, the only part of Leslie Mayflower that felt like Grimsby’s partner was the heavy revolver that hung from his grip at his side.

			“What do you want?” Mayflower demanded, squinting bleary eyes at the setting evening sun. His breath smelled of whiskey and little else.

			Grimsby cast a glance over his shoulder to the kids across the street, who had ducked behind their decidedly nonopaque picket fence to spy on the conversation. Following Grimsby’s gaze to spot them, Mayflower slid his gun behind his back.

			“Maybe we should talk inside,” Grimsby said. “Can I come in?”

			Mayflower grunted and retreated into his darkened living room, gesturing for Grimsby to follow. “Shut the damn door, would you? I have a headache.”

			Grimsby looked around at half a liquor store’s worth of scattered whiskey bottles, all empty. “Can’t imagine why.”

			Mayflower ignored him and crunched in his slippers over a patch of broken glass. It seemed a whiskey bottle had somehow recently and mysteriously shattered against the wall.

			“So,” Grimsby said, standing on the doormat. “This is what you’ve been up to?”

			Mayflower dropped himself into an ancient armchair of sagging leather. “Yep.” He pulled out a worn pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his robe and put one in his mouth without lighting it; he seemed content to only chew on the filter. “How did you find my place?”

			“You work at the Department. You’re in the records.”

			“Bah, I didn’t give them my address when they hired us.”

			“Well, the one on file was from thirty years ago.” He looked around, wondering if that was the last time the place had been dusted. “I half expected to find out you’d moved.”

			Mayflower’s gaze seemed to hollow itself out right before Grimsby’s eyes. “No,” he said softly.

			Grimsby made his way over to Mayflower, toward the chair beside his that matched his own, except it seemed almost new, or at least barely used. Before he could sit, however, the Huntsman shot him a dangerous look, and Grimsby quickly found his preference had become standing.

			“So, what do you want?” Mayflower asked.

			“What do I want?” Grimsby repeated, finding his voice quickly growing thready with emotion. “Well, for starters, a partner would be nice.”

			Mayflower said nothing.

			Grimsby began pacing back and forth in front of the awkwardly leaning coffee table, kicking a path through the fallen bottles of whiskey. “Where the blue blazes have you been? When we first started together, I thought things were going to go great, and then you started showing up less and less. Do you know how long it’s been since I even saw you last?”

			“A week?” Mayflower muttered, his voice making it seem like a genuine guess.

			“It’s been almost a month!” Grimsby said, dropping his manila folder on the table in exasperation. “A month of checking practitioner permits, taking complaint calls, auditing restricted Unorthodox. A month of doing it all alone!” He felt his voice rising, and though he tried to calm it, he had little luck. “And come to find out I’m being passed over for real cases because my so-called partner isn’t even around enough to do his job!”

			Mayflower leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands held limply in front of him. His eyes seemed locked on the gun in his grasp and the faint scratches on the wooden grip.

			“We were supposed to be in this together, Les,” Grimsby said, feeling his voice crack with anger. He forced his tone to become gentler. “Where have you been?”

			“Here,” the Huntsman answered.

			“Here. Doing what? Drinking whiskey in your pajamas?”

			“Evening robe,” Mayflower corrected.

			“It stops being an evening robe if you’ve worn it for a month. Look.” He stopped pacing and tried to meet Mayflower’s gaze, but the Huntsman didn’t look up. “I didn’t come here to chew you out—well, maybe I did, a little. But I also came here to find out what was going on, and where you’ve been. I came here to find out what’s wrong.”

			Mayflower said nothing, but his posture slumped bare inches, like invisible weights had just been hung around his neck.

			“I need someone to watch my back, Les.”

			“I agree,” he said quietly.

			Grimsby felt some measure of relief flood him. “So you’ll come back to work?”

			“I agree you need a partner. What about that Rayne girl you’re always making eyes at?”

			Grimsby’s embarrassment was quickly drowned out with cold confusion. “What? No, I mean you, Les.”

			The Huntsman shook his head, raising it for the first time.

			He looked so tired.

			It wasn’t the tiredness of a sleepless night, but that of a restless life.

			“I can’t, kid,” he said.

			“Can’t?” Grimsby straightened, feeling anger budding in his field of confusion. “What do you mean can’t?”

			He said nothing, but only traced the engravings on his gun, his dark-ringed eyes distant.

			“You and I fought monsters together, Les. I’ve seen you do things no other man would have the will to do. You’re the dang Huntsman, Les. You can do anything.”

			Mayflower almost managed a smirk, but it collapsed instantly. “No. I’ve only ever been worth a damn at one thing.”

			“What?”

			He didn’t answer, though his body seemed to bear a sudden weight that Grimsby couldn’t fathom.

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“It means I’m done. With the Department, with being a Huntsman.” He turned hard eyes to Grimsby. “With you.”

			Grimsby felt like his skin had just frozen and shattered, all in an instant. He stood there, mouth open, his friend’s words echoing in his head.

			“How—how can you say that?” He barely managed to numbly fumble the words.

			“Look. Six months ago, when all that shit happened and the dust finally settled, you became an Auditor. You got what you wanted, Grimsby. Not everyone else was so lucky.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What did I get?”

			“What?”

			“What the hell did I get, Grimsby?”

			“I don’t know—”

			“I got pulled out of retirement. I got my gun put back in my hand. I—” He stopped. The growing, familiar, almost comforting anger in him suddenly drained away, leaving him as pale as a statue.

			Grimsby didn’t know what to say. Mayflower had always been so strong and indomitable. Yet here he seemed almost frail. Like somebody had taken the real man and replaced him with a glass replica.

			“Well, what do you want, Les?” Grimsby said, trying to keep calm, though he felt frantic. “Let me help you.”

			“You can’t.”

			Grimsby felt like the ground was crumbling beneath his feet. “Let me try, at least!”

			Mayflower looked away, then his shoulders sank. “I’m—I’m sorry. Just leave me alone, Grimsby. Get Grieves to assign you someone else. Anyone else.”

			Grimsby stood there, unable to move, his mind a broken blank. He felt like his whole consciousness was pressed up against his eyes, threatening to spill out of his skull.

			“But—you’re my partner.”

			“No,” Mayflower said, gritting his teeth in a pained effort, “I was your goddamn babysitter, and I’m done with it.”

			Grimsby couldn’t breathe.

			He didn’t know what to do. He needed to think. He needed to scream. He needed to say something.

			But instead, he did the only thing he could do.

			He left.

			He fumbled with the folder on the table, but his shaking hands dropped it, scattering the pages all around. He let it lie and hurried to the door, numbly missing the handle before finally exiting into the darkening evening.

			He left the door open behind him and trudged toward the bus stop, clenching his fists so hard that his nails bloodied his palms.

			What had he done wrong?
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			Leslie Mayflower quietly shut his front door, trying not to watch Grimsby depart as he did.

			God, he felt sick.

			He had sent the kid packing, and done it more harshly than he needed to. But it was the right call.

			Wasn’t it?

			He growled at his throbbing head and dropped back into his old armchair. The thing practically had an outline of his skeletal frame at this point. He sank into the cushions, which were so worn they barely deserved the name.

			Had it really been a month since he’d worn the suit? That couldn’t be right. Though after a brief counting of liquor bottles, it seemed more plausible.

			He shook his head and chewed on the filter of his unlit cigarette. He hadn’t meant for things to go so far. He hadn’t meant to slip for so long. But he had broken a promise, and it was weighing on him.

			A promise to himself.

			It was one of three he had made in his life. Though he had managed to keep the other two, thank God.

			But how long would it be until he broke those as well?

			He twisted the ring on his finger and stared out the window for long minutes.

			No, he was no use to anyone like this, especially not Grimsby. The kid needed someone who could watch his back, someone who could take the hits he wasn’t yet ready to take. Before, it had been Mayflower. He had thought he was ready. He had thought he was strong enough.

			He had been wrong.

			He had thought himself the old soldier, coated in dust and rust, who just needed to get moving again to be what he once was.

			He had been wrong about that, too.

			He wasn’t a soldier. He was a weapon. A relic better left buried.

			At first, he had thought killing Peters a few months before had been the last straw, the one that had broken him, but it was more than that. He had been broken long before that; killing Peters had simply been a reminder. He had just thought all wounds could heal if you were tough enough.

			He was wrong about that, too.

			The wound was still there, torn open again each time he pulled the trigger, though it never truly healed. Whether that was because it couldn’t, or because he wasn’t tough enough, it hardly mattered anymore.

			He held his old gun in his hands, his eyes tracing every nick and scratch, some left decades before he was born. Others well over a century.

			He was just so tired.

			But he had two promises left to keep. Maybe breaking the first had been necessary. Maybe keeping all three was only ever a pipe dream to begin with.

			He caught a glimpse of his haggard reflection in the mirror beside the door.

			“ ‘You will not become a monster,’ ” he said, feeling his mouth grow bitter with each broken word. “Yeah, right.”

			With the body count he’d racked up in his time as a Huntsman, he was more monster than most any man or beast he’d gunned down. It hadn’t bothered him when he was young. It had been the job, a duty his family had always carried. But that was before Mary; that was before—before everything changed.

			Everything except you, he thought.

			He scoffed bitterly and set the gun on the table, his slippered feet crinkling the papers Grimsby had left.

			He glanced down at them, and old, beaten gears in his mind began turning despite his best effort. It looked like a RUIN case. Ritual of unknown intent and nature. Probably just some asshat toying with magic they shouldn’t be. Though he doubted if there was a magic in existence that didn’t fit that bill. He would be no use on such a case anyway. He didn’t know a damned thing about magic that he didn’t need to, and he liked it that way.

			He reached for a fresh bottle of whiskey, but one of the photos, fallen from the folder, caught his eye. It was like he had spotted a familiar face in a crowd that suddenly vanished. He paused in his reaching for a new bottle, then growled and picked up the photo instead.

			“As if you could ever change,” he muttered to himself.

			It looked like a plain enough scene. A ritual circle, outlined in some kind of special paint or something, with symbols Mayflower recognized as serious business. Anyone could pull off a ritual; it didn’t even take a witch to do it. The magic was in all the crap you had to gather and set up. The real trick was knowing what you were doing enough to not get yourself killed.

			He imagined it was a lot like being an electrician.

			There were some rituals so basic that they were sold on the television. Some for as low as four installments of whatever you could afford. Those were simple enough that even if you screwed it up it wouldn’t do much worse than give you a cold or make your hair fall out, and even if you got it right the results would be almost imperceptible.

			This wasn’t one of those rituals.

			The primary symbol at the ritual’s center had been smudged out, hiding its purpose, though the ring of supportive symbols around it remained at least partially legible. The five reagents that would determine the ritual’s function were also missing, like bullets pulled from a revolver’s chamber. Without those, sussing out what it was meant to do would be near impossible: hence it being a RUIN.

			But there was something about the scene that gnawed at him. It was an uncomfortably familiar feeling, like déjà vu from a nightmare. He felt a cold pallor spread over his chest. He couldn’t say for sure how he knew, but he was certain that he did indeed know: whatever the ritual was meant to do, it couldn’t have been good.

			It was smart to look into it. Smart, and also not his problem.

			But even as he tried to shrug away the clutching feeling of responsibility that clung to him, he couldn’t pull his gaze from the photo. Something had drawn his eye, but what? He shook his head and was about to set it down—when he paused.

			It wasn’t the ritual that he recognized. It wasn’t even the marred runes that outlined it.

			It was their arrangement.

			More than that, the symbols might have been foreign to him, but the way they were drawn, with cool, elegant, yet sharp lines that were somehow both delicate and cruel . . .

			He had seen this style before, like familiar handwriting.

			Then, as he squinted his eyes, he found the muddled mess of the main symbol almost resembled something he knew—or had known. A single shape that echoed within buried memory. Though he did not know what it meant, he knew he had seen it—but only ever once.

			The trouble was: when?

			It was smudged beyond recognition, but if he squinted his eyes, he could almost—

			His grip tightened as he stared at the image, racking his brain to think of where or when he’d seen it. Suddenly, he wished he had taken it a bit easier on the whiskey. His head pounded and thrummed in defiance as the old gears turned, but he ignored the pain, combing his dusty memory for some shredded thread of information.

			But it was no use.

			There was too much rust. Too much dust. And no shortage of whiskey.

			He growled, ready to give up and grab the bottle again, but the photo gnawed at him. He needed answers.

			Or was it something else he needed?

			He ground the cigarette to mash between his teeth, spitting it out into an empty bottle.

			It didn’t matter. He couldn’t go down this road. Not again. He had already told the kid he was out. It was best he stay that way.

			Yet a feeling loomed over him, one of responsibility and dread. His gut told him this was unfinished business. A loose end no one but him could tie up, and if he didn’t, good people might get hurt.

			The kid might get hurt.

			And deep down, he knew he was right.

			“Damn it, Grimsby,” Mayflower growled.

		

	
		
			EIGHT[image: ]

			Rayne stared at the badge in Defaux’s grasp. Her chest felt bound in an iron cage, her heart a furious inmate imprisoned within, rattling its bars. She had been searching for months but had found no trace or hint of what had happened to Hives after Peters had taken him. Yet here was his badge, which had almost certainly been with him when he vanished.

			“Where did you get this?” she asked, reaching out with a shaking hand.

			Defaux grinned and slipped it back into her jacket before Rayne could even touch it. “Are you hungry?” she asked.

			Rayne paused, still shocked from the revelation of Hives’s badge. “What?”

			“Hungry. Food,” Defaux said very slowly, as if teaching Rayne the pronunciation of the words. “I feel like I haven’t eaten in ages! Where’s your cafeteria around here?”

			Without waiting for Rayne to answer, she wheeled on her heels and strode out into the hall, her sharp stilettos echoing their clicks down the empty tiled corridors.

			Rayne shook herself and began to follow, then paused and returned to her office long enough to collect the RUIN folder. She couldn’t risk leaving it alone. She rushed to catch up and called, “Wait a minute!” But Defaux seemed not to hear her, instead looking around like any given door might lead to her next meal.

			Though there were no windows, Rayne knew it was past hours. Most of the other personnel would have already clocked out for the evening, leaving the halls empty and echoing.

			Where had the time gone?

			She shook her head, focusing on the task at hand. Defaux didn’t seem to be the hottest stick on the pyre, but any shred of information she knew could lead to a major breakthrough in the search for Hives.

			So why wouldn’t the blasted woman just stand still?

			Rayne’s temper flared, hot in her belly, eclipsing her shock. She needed answers, and now.

			She hurried after Defaux and grabbed her shoulder, perhaps harder than was strictly necessary.

			Defaux glanced first at her hand, then seemed to trail her eyes over her arm back to her face. “Yes?”

			“Tell me where you found his badge,” Rayne said. Then she felt her resolve falter and crack, supplanted by the whelming desperation of months of failure. “Please.”

			Defaux shrugged off her grip. “I will,” she said, “on the way to the cafeteria.”

			Rayne drew in a deep breath, bracing her collapsing patience like shoring up a failing dam. “Fine. Follow me, and keep talking.”

			She walked briskly past Defaux, keeping her head half turned to listen as she led the way.

			“A group of Agents found it in a bust in Newark,” Defaux said.

			“Like inside a sculpture?” she asked, frowning in mild confusion.

			“Um, no. A bust of an illegal smuggling ring.”

			“Oh,” Rayne said, suppressing the urge to slap her own forehead. “That would make more sense.”

			Defaux suppressed a smile, though she seemed to put in considerably less effort than Rayne had. “When was the last time you slept, Bathory?”

			“It’s—it’s not important.” She waved the question away like a gnat. “Who’d you hit?”

			Defaux shrugged. “A bunch of small-time Unorthodox that broke off from the Kindred clan out there and went rogue. A cyclops, a couple minotaurs. Oh! And a dryad. She was a mean one. All bark and nearly as much bite.”

			She smiled at her own remark and seemed to expect Rayne to at least loose a courtesy chuckle.

			Rayne, however, was in no mood. Instead, she waited for Defaux to continue, but the seconds of silence seemed to drain on and on until her patience was dry. “And what did you find?” She hoped that Hives himself was among the contraband, but she also knew that hope was in vain. If he’d been recovered, she would have heard by now.

			“Mostly we found illicit components, a couple illegal grimoires, and a handful of trafficking victims. But Auditor Hives’s badge was among it all.”

			“What the hell was it doing there?” Rayne asked, mostly wondering aloud.

			“The badge itself explains that, doesn’t it?” Defaux said. “Probably some contraband shipped in from Boston. We get a lot of it,” she added somewhat pointedly.

			“We cover twice the area with half the people—” Rayne began, bristling instinctively at the jab before reining herself in. “It doesn’t matter. The only thing I care about is finding out what happened to him. Was—” she began, though her voice caught for a moment. “Was there any other sign of him?”

			Defaux shook her head. “No, and I doubt he was ever there. Probably someone just pawning his stuff. There’d be good money in genuine Auditor badges.” She halted as they reached the central foyer that connected the three wings of the Department. The cafeteria, used equally by all staff, was just beyond the entrance to the logistics wing.

			It had become Department policy to keep a moderately stocked buffet for overnight work, as it was common enough that it had become a necessity, though the quality of the food was eternally suspect.

			Defaux didn’t seem to care. She dragged Rayne behind her and hurried through the banks of empty tables. Unlike the operations wing, logistics—and by extension the cafeteria—was nearly devoid of anything wood or stone. Stainless steel, plastic, and industrial carpet were the substitute standard, and it felt to Rayne uncomfortably like a prison.

			Defaux looked over the smattering of overcooked, dry foods in the various bins as though they were a waiting feast and she couldn’t decide where to begin.

			Rayne tried to remain patient, but each time she did, the effort grew greater. “You’re certain he wasn’t there? Or at least some other sign of him?”

			“What do you normally get?” Defaux asked, ignoring her question. “It all looks so good.”

			Rayne growled and snatched a tray, shoveling random food onto it. She piled on overcooked eggs, steam-split hot dogs, and bruised apples.

			Defaux’s eyes followed her all the while, oddly hungry.

			Rayne found herself glaring in thought at each mediocre morsel, wishing she could use Suspend to help her collect all the stray threads of possibility that wrapped around her mind.

			“There,” she said, leading Defaux to the table and dropping the tray down for Defaux before setting the RUIN folder before herself. “If you want it, you’re going to have to talk.”

			Defaux smiled. “Of course.” She settled in beside the tray, but her eyes lingered on Rayne, waiting.

			She took a deep breath. “Okay, if his badge was in New York, how did it get there?” She framed it as a question, but really she was simply tracing her thoughts aloud, hoping they might spark some insight from Defaux. “He’d never part from it willingly.”

			Defaux arched a brow. “Unless maybe he was trying to shed his identity? He’d been associated with Peters, after all.”

			“It’s possible,” she said, tracing invisible lines on the RUIN folder to orient her thoughts. “But if Hives was intact enough to try and lie low, that would mean that Peters hadn’t abducted him; he had extracted him.”

			“Which, by extension, would mean he was as much a traitor as Peters, and is on the run.”

			Rayne shook her head, scratching out the lines as she tossed out the thought. “No, Hives was an ass, and probably a puppet—but he wasn’t smart enough to outwit the whole Department. Peters couldn’t trust him with anything incriminating. He probably manipulated him and then needed to dispose of him.”

			“So, logically, he’s probably dead, right?” Defaux said.

			Her words startled Rayne from her thoughts. She looked down, brow furrowed tightly. Her eyes bored into the folder’s cover while her mind churned.

			Defaux stared at her, her expression pressing. “Well? Isn’t he?” she asked.

			Rayne shot her a furious look, but it was undermined by her own shudder. The new evidence Defaux brought forth made the conclusion more and more unavoidable. And if he had perished, so, too, had her best shot to ever clear her name.

			“I mean,” Defaux continued, “if what you’re saying is true, and Peters wanted to get rid of him, what better way to dispose of him than having him killed? And as quickly as possible to boot?”

			Rayne’s stomach twisted. The thought had of course occurred to her, though she dared to hope otherwise. “Maybe. But if he had, we’d likely have found a body by now.”

			Or a familiar, she thought, failing to suppress a shiver. Peters had taught her the finer points of familiar-craft during her first year as an Auditor, but even in her nightmares she would never have dreamed he’d been making them out of people. They still didn’t know how many he’d made, or who he had made into the things. Hell, they weren’t completely certain how he did it.

			Though Rayne had some theories she’d decided were better left unspoken.

			Perhaps Hives had been made into one of those things before Peters was killed? A familiar could have been told to stay somewhere dark and hidden, and be unable to defy the orders of its master. It might wait there for days—years. If there was even a shred of the real Hives trapped inside such a creature, it would be the most horrible fate she could imagine.

			Suddenly, she felt her own ambitions of clearing her name were quite selfish.

			Either way, she needed to find him.

			Her feelings must have been painted on her face despite her best effort, as Defaux gestured to the tray of food. “You should eat something,” she said.

			Rayne waved her away. “Why did you bring the badge to me? Shouldn’t it be in an evidence locker in New York?”

			“I’ll tell you,” Defaux said, “if you eat something.”

			“I don’t care about eating!” she snapped, her voice sharper than she intended. A passing Analyst with multicolored hair paused outside the double doors and raised a brow at her, but after a hard glance from Rayne she quickly shuffled on.

			Defaux shrugged. “Then I’m out of answers.”

			Rayne groaned. “Fine. Fine!” She dragged the tray over to herself and seized a fork, bitterly shoving some scrambled eggs into her mouth.

			Defaux watched her for a moment, her eyes oddly focused, before she seemed appeased. “The badge has been in our evidence for a few weeks now,” she said.

			“What? Why haven’t I been told about this?” Rayne said, her hand covering her mouthful of mashed eggs as she spoke.

			Defaux shrugged again. “Classified? Look.” She leaned in, but paused, gesturing expectantly at the tray of food.

			Rayne seethed as she took a bite of rubbery hot dog.

			“Look,” she continued, her wide eyes intensely blue, “we all know about what Peters—and by extension Hives—did. The Department’s a bit . . . paranoid right now. After all, if someone respected and powerful like Peters could do something so terrible, who’s to say there aren’t others like him, still hiding? Who can we trust? Especially”—she cleared her throat apologetically—“here.”

			Rayne near choked on the food in sputtering, wordless anger, but her face must have said enough, as Defaux made defusing gestures with her hands.

			“Easy! The point is, we’re making certain every I is spectacled and every T is sipped before we make any moves. But we don’t have our heads in the sand down there. We’ve all heard about Hives’s partner’s search for him. We’ve . . . kept tabs.”

			“You mean you’ve been watching me? The Department’s been spying on me?”

			Defaux smiled. “Spying implies it’s illegal. Being observed is in your contract.” She tried to seem relaxed, but when Rayne’s expression remained stone, she became apologetic. “We’ve just had people keeping an eye on you. Can you blame us? I mean, come on, if Peter’s corruption extended past Hives, who’s the next person that would be . . . infected?”

			Rayne opened her mouth but then closed it again when no reply came out. So, the Department’s unofficial investigation of her had already begun. She had suspected that. But how much did they know?

			“So,” Rayne said bitterly, “that doesn’t answer my question. Why did you come to me?”

			Defaux’s smile totally fell away, perhaps for the first time since Rayne had opened her door to her. She withdrew the badge from her pocket and turned it in her hands for a moment. “Because I know you haven’t had any help with this,” she said. Then, more quietly: “And I know what it’s like to be alone for so long.”

			Again, Rayne found herself without reply. She felt her ire and hostility falter, quickly replaced by guilt. Though Defaux hadn’t exactly been forthcoming, she was here to help—and she was the first who had offered since Rayne had taken up the case of Hives’s disappearance.

			Aside from Grimsby, she supposed, though his good intentions were hollow through no fault of his own—or perhaps rather because of his own faults.

			She felt the meager meal churn in her stomach. When had she become so coldly calculating? Grimsby was a good person and had come farther than most anyone else would with as little as he had. He didn’t deserve an ounce of scorn—not even in her own mind.

			She shook herself and turned her attention back to Defaux.

			“I—” she began, before realizing she was overcomplicating something simple. “Thank you.”

			“Let’s just keep this between us, for both our sakes,” Defaux said, her smile returning. She made a small show of furtively slipping the badge into Rayne’s jacket pocket and winked. “Besides, don’t thank me yet. This doesn’t exactly solve your problem.”

			Rayne shook her head, but Defaux was right. The badge alone was just a clue, but what was it telling her? Nothing besides theories.

			“True, but it’s a step in the right direction. I just wish I knew what the next step was.”

			“Well, how about a tracking spell?”

			Rayne scoffed, trying to keep any scorn from her voice. “I already tried that. Wherever he is, either he’s shielded or he’s dead.”

			“That sounds like a pretty basic tracking spell,” Defaux said. “I might have something a bit . . . stronger.”

			“I used every accessible spell in the library. Not one could find him.”

			“Sure, but what did you use as a focus? A toothpick? Some dandruff from a comb?”

			Rayne felt her embarrassment rise. “A used water bottle from his desk.”

			“You were his partner for almost a year, and that was the only personal item you had of his?”

			“His apartment had been destroyed after he was taken,” Rayne said. “He hadn’t been in contact with his family in months, and never kept much. Even his blood was missing from the reliquary. I’m guessing Peters didn’t want him traced and had it removed. So, yes, a used water bottle was the closest thing to him I had.”

			“And you used a dowser?” Defaux asked.

			Rayne held up her wrist. On it were two watches, the first digital and cheap, the second mechanical and—decidedly less so. It was old, much older than her, and though it was in fine condition, the hands were still. “No luck.”

			“Doesn’t surprise me,” Defaux said. “A good shield will keep you from linking a piece back to the whole. Even fresh blood wouldn’t be enough to crack it. But even if you can’t track his body, you could still track his Impetus.”

			“To do that I’d need something important to him, not just some junk he left behind.”

			Defaux tapped a manicured nail on the badge.

			Rayne’s eyes widened, her sleepless mind finally catching on. “Of course. If this focus doesn’t work, nothing would!” Even if he had betrayed the Department knowingly, she’d never met an Auditor whose badge didn’t mean a great deal to them.

			“There she is,” Defaux said with a smile. “But a regular tracking ritual still won’t cut it. You’ll need something stronger. Fortunately, I’m a bit of a specialist in that field.”

			Rayne felt her heart thrumming, though this time, for the first time she could remember, it was with excitement rather than dread.

			Did she finally have the means to find the truth? Perhaps even get her life back to normal?

			Then her eyes fell to the folder on the other side of the tray of food, and dread returned once more. Hives wasn’t her only concern at the moment, though it was the older of the two. The RUIN case still loomed as well, and if she didn’t figure it out before someone else did, it might damn her in the eyes of the Department, especially considering her alleged connection to Peters.

			But there was time.

			With Defaux’s help, she could discover the truth about Hives and then turn her attention to the RUIN.

			Maybe she could manage to find a way out of all this.

			She idly opened the folder beside the tray, expecting to see photos of the scene, a scene she already knew all too intimately.

			Instead, she was greeted with a list of names and addresses.

			She stared in confusion, shuffling through the pages.

			“What is it?” Defaux asked. “What’s wrong?”

			Rayne didn’t reply, instead frantically sifting through the folder until she found a name, the name of the Auditor these foreign pages had been intended for, and the name of who almost certainly had the RUIN case that held her fate in its hands.

			“Damn it, Grimsby,” Rayne said.

		

	
		
			NINE[image: ]

			Grimsby grunted as he hauled his bike up the stairs to his apartment. The metal staircase rattled and groaned nervously, but the last time he had left his bike outside, a murderous black-skulled familiar had almost destroyed it, and without it he’d be considerably less mobile when it came to making house calls.

			He paused to catch his breath, his eyes falling to the scarred brick wall across from his home. Etched into the graffiti-stricken wall by claws months ago, the jagged words still made cold tendrils of worry slither around his spine.

			THIS ISN’T OVER

			Of course, that was easy to say, or scrawl, before he blew up old Blackskull with a land mine to the chest. At first, it had been a relief that the Department had found no trace of the familiar’s remains, save for a severed arm. It seemed a reasonable outcome to a point-blank encounter with explosives. Yet Grimsby had been nearly as close and he had survived largely intact. Over time, any relief he felt had putrefied into paranoid concern.

			Perhaps Blackskull wasn’t quite as over as Grimsby would have liked.

			His prickling nerves gave him a burst of energy to quickly climb the remaining steps and pull his bike inside, bolting the reinforced deadlock behind him.

			The studio apartment was dark, lit only by the flickering images of an old black-and-white Western playing on the nearly-as-old tube TV. Grimsby hung his coat in the closet, the door to which he had thrown out after the incident where a different familiar scribbled some hideous art project on the inside while waiting to ambush him in his home. He leaned his bike against the front door before grabbing a package of dried ramen from a pallet of the same, which he had bought from a warehouse with his first paycheck from the Department.

			“Hungry?” he called toward the couch.

			A nest of partially shredded blankets nestled in the cushions twitched but made no reply. A gray-green hand of knobby knuckles extended out, backlit by the television, and beckoned silently. The hand was half as wide as Grimsby’s own, but the fingers were nearly twice as long.

			Grimsby sighed. “Wudge, you know you can get up and take one whenever you want, right?”

			Wudge only beckoned again, this time twisting to face him enough that Grimsby could see the yellows of his eyes, horizontal pupils almost goatlike, burrowed deep in the nest of blankets.

			Grimsby sighed and took a step toward him in the darkness, but his ankle suddenly caught on some kind of tightened line suspended just above the ground. He flailed his arms wildly as he tried to regain his balance, but the trip line caught on the tongue of his shoe and he quickly fell forward to the ground.

			When he tried to catch his fall, however, he found the wooden floors had been coated in some kind of oil, and his palms slipped out from under him, making him crack his head against the floorboards.

			He lay there for a moment, hearing little besides his own groans and the ringing in his ears, but as those subsided, he began to hear Wudge’s croaking cackle, like a nearly pubescent bullfrog’s giggle.

			“Half-witch should watch where it steps,” Wudge said.

			Grimsby struggled to get enough traction to sit up, glaring at Wudge from under the throbbing lump that was already sprouting from his forehead. “I swear, Wudge. These pranks are getting old. I could have gotten a concussion!”

			“Wudge has no idea what half-witch talks about.” He extended his hand. “Raw-men, please.”

			Grimsby wobbled precariously to his feet, his knees caving to keep balance like a baby deer. “How is it that I’m an Auditor now, and still a half-witch? That should make me a full witch at least.”

			Wudge waved his extended hand dismissively. “Other witches are twice as big.”

			Grimsby bit back a sour reply. “I’m serious, Wudge, no more pranks. I—” He glanced back at the trip line. “Are those my shoelaces?”

			Wudge snorted, his eyes glinting from the mound of blankets.

			Grimsby felt his hands curl tight around the ramen package, cracking the noodles in his grip. He tried to take a deep, calming breath as he usually did when Wudge was misbehaving, but after the disastrous meeting with Mayflower, his chest already felt too tight to breathe.

			He felt sparks well up on his scarred arm, but he quickly remembered the oil he was standing in and forced his Impetus to subside. It was like trying to push a beach ball underwater with one hand, but he managed it with practiced effort.

			He slipped out of his oily shoes and padded his way into the kitchenette to wash his hands. The hot water burned on his scars and stung the half-moons his fingernails had dug into his good palm.

			He glared at Wudge, feeling anger clench around his throat and tongue, but something Mayflower had said came back to him.

			You got what you wanted, Grimsby. Not everyone else was so lucky.

			The Huntsman likely hadn’t known it, but the words might have been more true than he realized.

			Grimsby grabbed the half-crushed package of ramen and carefully trod over to the couch, looking out for any additional surprises Wudge might have constructed. He saw none, but that only made him more nervous.

			“Wudge,” he said, settling down on the small portion of the couch that wasn’t buried in blankets or ramen wrappers. “You’ve barely gotten off this couch in months.”

			Wudge said nothing, but a darting hand snagged the package from Grimsby’s grip, drawing it into the blankets. Tearing sounds and crunching noises quickly followed.

			“What—what did you do before we found you in Mansgraf’s lair?”

			“Wudge did what he does here. Nothing. Except here Wudge has cowboys.” His large yellow eyes were focused intently on the screen, watching a man in riding chaps wrestle a cougar.

			“But, I mean, what did you want to do? You said Mansgraf had something you wanted, right?”

			The yellow eyes scowled, and Grimsby caught a flash of dozens of needlelike teeth. “She-bitch lied to Wudge. Said she had door and would let Wudge through if he guarded her lair. But door was fake. Now she-bitch no more, Wudge no door. Now, Wudge just do as Wudge does.”

			“You can’t just sit here forever, Wudge.”

			The tiny creature hunkered down in the blankets. “Wudge can, too.”

			“No, I mean, you can’t just give up.”

			“Give up? Wudge has nothing to give. Especially not up. Too short, like half-witch.”

			Grimsby ignored the mocking moniker. “Well, what about this door you were looking for? Surely it’s still out there somewhere.”

			The blankets trembled in what might have been a shake of Wudge’s head. “Door lost. Wudge lost. Lost can’t find, only be found.”

			“But why not try? Anything’s better than moping around here for the rest of time.”

			The yellow eyes narrowed. “You just want to get rid of Wudge!”

			Grimsby scoffed. “Wudge, as much as I love it when you put glue on the toilet seat or freeze my pillow solid—”

			Wudge cackled.

			“I don’t care if you want to stay here for a while. Just—just try to find a way to make your life better while you do, you know?”

			Wudge’s cackle fell to silence. Then, in a voice unusually small, even for his size, he croaked, “But what if Wudge fails again?”

			Grimsby found a small, sad smile on his lips. “Simple. You just try again.” He neglected to mention that succeeding might not be so simple. “Trust me. I have a lot of experience in both areas.”

			There was a reluctant moment of silence, marred only by the quiet, low-definition sound of a cougar shrieking on the television. “Half-witch will help Wudge?”

			Grimsby hesitated.

			The last time he had agreed to help Wudge, the tiny creature had threatened to strangle him when he later refused to follow through. Though, in fairness, Grimsby had given his word and had tried to go back on it.

			Even so, he had surmised that Wudge had some kind of supernatural power when it came to making promises, one that he didn’t fully, or even partially, understand.

			“I will help you as much as I can,” Grimsby said, trying to pick his words carefully, “so long as it doesn’t keep me from my obligations at the Department.”

			Wudge took a sharp breath, then nodded. “Okay, half-witch. Wudge will try.”

			He grumbled and kicked as he tried to unwind himself from the coil of blankets, revealing his cartoonishly thin legs and arms and bulbous stomach. He pulled his head free, shaking his dangling ears, which reminded Grimsby of a furless rabbit. He still wore his odd helmet that seemed to be made of a large, hollow onion, and though it had sprouted numerous white hairs, it hadn’t begun to rot as Grimsby feared it would.

			Finally, Wudge stood, free from his blanket asylum, to a towering eighteen inches in height, which he had assured Grimsby multiple times was tall for his kind—whatever that was.

			“Wudge will look,” he said, cracking his numerous joints as he stretched. He grinned at Grimsby with far too many needle teeth and said, “Thank you, half-witch.”

			Then he simply vanished.

			No smoke, no fading from view. He simply existed one blink, and did not the next. If it wasn’t for the mess he’d left, Grimsby would have never known he was there at all.

			Grimsby tried to smile but found himself too tired to do so. More than that, suddenly the room felt a bit too cold, a bit too dark. How long had it been since he hadn’t had Wudge’s eccentric company?

			He glanced at where the missing closet door had been and felt his skin prickle with beaded sweat.

			He shook his head. “Ridiculous,” he muttered. There was no monster in his closet, at least not this time. There was no door to hide behind anymore. Besides, he was a grown man—more or less. He should be fine by himself.

			Then his mind wandered to Mayflower, and the words the Huntsman had left him with. Perhaps he was more by himself now than he had been in a long time.

			He tried not to think about it, but it was no use. The idea of being an Auditor but not Mayflower’s partner—it somehow made the job feel more bleak, more . . . frightening. It seemed an insurmountable task to try to do it alone, and even if he was assigned a new partner, a stranger, it would never be the same as if he and Mayflower were side by side again.

			The Huntsman had saved his life on multiple occasions, and he had returned the favor, though not quite as often. As far as Grimsby was concerned, Mayflower was about the only thing like family he had.

			But Mayflower didn’t seem to feel the same way, and that hurt more than Grimsby had ever imagined it would.

			He stared at the television Wudge had left on, but as the hero drew a worn revolver to duel the villain, he found himself turning it off as quickly as he could, leaving him in the quiet dark.

			He let himself sit for a time, the only sound coming from the clicking of the standing fan he had gotten to replace the one that had torn loose from the ceiling months before.

			He took a deep breath and felt it tremble in his chest. If he let that breath have its way, it would have come out as a small, shuddering sob.

			“No,” he said to himself.

			He exhaled quickly and stood, forcing himself to move. The old Grimsby would have cried in the dark. But that wasn’t him anymore. He had been alone before, and if he would be again, so be it.

			He was the only company he needed.

			Though, as he bundled up and tucked away his undermining emotions, he realized he was alone in his apartment for the first time since he had been hunted by familiars.

			And it was very dark.

			He waved a hand to the floor lamp in the corner of the room and said, “Bind,” forcing himself to do so calmly and more slowly than the prickling hairs on the back of his neck wanted.

			The lamp clicked on, spreading faint, warm light to shadow the studio apartment. Instinctively, he cast a quick glance to the open closet, but it was devoid of anything more threatening than a vacuum.

			“Don’t be a child,” he chided himself, though he kept the closet in the corner of his eye.

			He grumbled this to himself again and again as he cleaned up the oil from Wudge’s prank. He told it to himself another time as he settled into the cot he’d purchased when Wudge had commandeered the couch that had once served as his bed. And he told it to himself a final time as he climbed restlessly from bed and cleaned the apartment of ramen wrappers and noodle crumbs, all the while keeping the closet in view.

			Finally, more because he was too exhausted to be afraid than because his words had stuck, he face-planted back onto his cot and fell into fitful sleep, though he left the light on as he did. His dreams were full of skeletal figures, empty revolvers, and bloody Auditor badges. The ominous words of Blackskull rattled around in his mind.

			This isn’t over.

			He awoke with a start when a finger prodded his shoulder. At first, he thought it was just another dream. The rag-clad form of the Blackskull and its kindred had sunk their claws into him frequently in his nightmares since their last encounter. But even as he stirred enough to dismiss the idea, the prodding came again. When he realized it wasn’t in his head, the half of his brain that was conscious instantly panicked, while the remaining half refused to get out of his cot.

			The result was him tipping the cot over, tumbling to the floor in a twist of blankets and confusion.

			“Half-witch sleeps too hard,” he heard Wudge say. “Anything could eat him up.”

			He cracked open his eyes to see the nuisance standing over him, poking him with one eerily long hand and scratching under his loincloth with the other.

			“Wh— Wudge?” Grimsby mumbled, the gears of his mind feeling like they’d been caked with rust as they slowly groaned into motion.

			“Wudge finds it,” he said. “Now needs half-witch’s help.”

			“Found what?” he asked.

			Wudge only grinned toothily.
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			Grimsby shivered in the cold breeze that coursed through the alley. The air was damp with chill mist that bloomed around every streetlight, and the only sound was that of wind and occasional tires over asphalt. He was only wearing his pajamas and a plush bathrobe, as Wudge had insisted time was of the essence. He scowled at the cracked mirror that was leaned up against the brick wall among other refuse. It was big enough to fit him, though only just.

			“You’re sure about this?” he asked Wudge, clenching his arms tight around himself against the cold. Dawn was still hours away, and with it Boston would begin to rouse from its midnight slumber.

			Wudge nodded enthusiastically, making his flopping ears go wild. “Yes, yes! Wudge made sure. Found it and came straight to half-witch.”

			“And you found—what was it again? Your door?”

			“No! Piece of the door. Very small, but Wudge can feel it! It might help Wudge find the real door.”

			“And you need my help . . . why?”

			Wudge groaned in annoyance, like a toddler explaining to an adult why the sky should be purple instead of blue for the fifth time, slapping his onion-helm with one hand of knobby fingers. “Half-witch said he’d help Wudge. Did he lie?”

			“No, no, I didn’t lie. I just didn’t think it would be so . . . soon. You’ve been gone, what”—he yawned so wide that he felt his jaw pop—“six, seven hours?”

			“Wudge was gone for days!”

			“In the Elsewhere.”

			Wudge nodded.

			“And while you were searching for the door, did you keep going back and forth from our world to the Elsewhere?”

			“Your world,” Wudge corrected him. “But yes, Wudge did.”

			“You know time works weird in the Elsewhere, right? Just because it was days for you doesn’t mean it was a full night’s sleep for me.”

			Wudge waved away his words like annoying flies. “Bah! Half-witch wastes time. Go through. Wudge will be on other side waiting.”

			Grimsby glanced again at the mirror. The reflection was his own, but it was unlikely to remain that way for long. All mirrors were waiting portals to the Elsewhere. They just needed to be opened—which was why the only reasonably reflective surface in his own apartment was a polished steel mixing bowl mounted to his bathroom wall.

			He had been through mirrors before, but even so, he was forced to suppress a shiver, though it wasn’t easy in the cold air.

			The Elsewhere wasn’t a place a witch went without good reason. It was far too dangerous, and too bizarre. Besides, sometimes witches went through a mirror and didn’t come back for seven years, if they came back at all. It was probably where the superstition about mirrors and bad luck had originated.

			“Wudge, I don’t know,” he said. “This is serious stuff, I—”

			He turned to see Wudge’s beady eyes glaring at him. “You gave Wudge your word,” he said, but there was something beneath the anger that welled in his gaze. The tiny creature stood taut as though in defiance of the emotion that lurked within, but Grimsby was all too familiar with that move.

			Wudge was alone; he was frightened.

			And he needed help.

			Grimsby took a breath and shook his head. What kind of person would he be if he backed out now? Let alone what kind of friend? “All right, all right. I’ll go. But we better be back before I need to go to work.”

			Wudge’s scowl melted into a mischievous grin. “Wudge will make sure of it. Now, go!”

			And with that, he vanished.

			Grimsby stood there in his pajamas, alone in the alley.

			“Odd’s Bodkin,” he cursed, then he reluctantly closed his eyes and peeled the large round glasses from his face. He braced himself, then opened his eyes once more.

			His glasses were his mask—a kind of physical and mental trick that he and all other witches had to learn as children. It was a means of keeping your mind out of the Elsewhere while still being able to peer in when you needed to. Some witches, like Auditors prepared for dangerous fieldwork, used real masks, but most tended toward the more subtle glasses.

			Without them, without his mask, to shield him, the world had changed.

			Gone was the concrete and brick alleyway. Instead the ground had become grit-strewn cobblestones, slick with a fresh rain. The walls on either side of him seemed to tower much taller than before, though the gap between them felt more narrow. Vaulted buttresses arched between them high above, like he had fallen into a crack between two grand cathedrals, rather than a mini-mart and a laundromat.

			Beyond them, the narrow strip of night sky had become scarlet. It glared down, making his eyes strain. Set in its center, surrounded by cracks that wove through the clouds like broken glass, was a black sun. Or, perhaps, moon. It seemed to absorb all light that dared wander too near, and Grimsby had the sinking feeling it would do the same to him if he strayed too close.

			He tore his gaze from the sky and focused on the mirror. The longer he stayed without a mask, peering into the realm of the Elsewhere, the more likely it was for something to peer back at him. Unmasked, he would be like a beacon to some creatures on the other side, all eager to devour his Impetus like ethereal sharks.

			He stood before the mirrored glass, but the reflection was odd. It showed the warped alley around him, but he himself was distinctly missing from the eerie image.

			He pressed his palms against the glass and concentrated, willing his Impetus through his fingers and into the cool surface. It was more difficult with his left hand. The gnarled burn scars leaked power whenever he lost even the slightest measure of control. They glowed and smoldered, and he worried his robe might catch light if he pushed much further. But soon the glass shimmered, like the surface of standing water, and his hands pressed through, reaching in to join the reflection on the other side.

			He swallowed the lump in his throat and began to push into the mirror. It felt like his skin was being slowly encased in cooled steel with every inch he moved. Within moments, he was up to his elbows. Moments after that, he pressed his head through.

			As he did, he crossed the threshold. He felt like he was suddenly falling forward as the mirror pulled him in. Within a second, he was fully inside its grasp. Then, suddenly, he fell out into open air, like he had been pressed up against a door whose hinges had snapped.

			He tumbled forward onto cobblestone, the mirror shattering behind and sending shards of glass falling with him. He landed in a heap in the same alley he had just left, except this time it was a little different.

			Before, with his glasses gone, he had seen the Elsewhere, but it wasn’t real. It was an image, like the kind staring at the sun leaves when you close your eyes, or when you look down into a still pool of water to see the surface world reflected and alien below.

			Now, he was in it. The ground, the air, the sky—they were all fully real.

			For whatever that was worth in this place.

			He stood and brushed himself off, replacing his glasses before looking around for Wudge, but the creature was nowhere to be seen.

			Then he heard a chilling, familiar sound. It was distant, but even so, goose bumps prickled over his skin, revealing the many faint scars he had been left with the first time he heard that same sound.

			It was the keening wail of a Geist, drawn to the broken glass of the mirror. He wasn’t sure if it was the shattering itself or something else that attracted them, but Geists flocked to broken glass like ducks to bread crumbs.

			Squishy, Grimsby-shaped bread crumbs.

			He cast his eye to the sky, but none of the clouds moved.

			Yet.

			He needed to get away. Now.

			He took another desperate look around for Wudge but didn’t see him anywhere. He couldn’t wait. He had seen, and felt, what a Geist could do to a creature before, and he had no interest in being turned into red rain.

			He moved quickly down the alley, rather than out onto the road where anything could see him. The corners were more twisting and labyrinthine than the real world’s, and he quickly realized he had lost all measure of direction. The scale of this world to its waking counterpart was constantly in flux, appearing to be one way when he peered into the Elsewhere, while becoming something totally different when he took the plunge into it. The normally familiar neighborhood was completely foreign to him now, leaving him to wander and hope to find some recognizable landmark.

			The black sun was directly above, like a single, leering eye, offering no clue to which way he should go.

			He winced as a distant bell began to sound, like the toll of a clock tower. It tolled seven times for him, and him alone. Seven minutes had already passed, meaning he was in the second window. Whether he returned now or in just under seven hours, only seven minutes would have passed in the waking world. However, if he was just moments more, he’d return a full week after he had left.

			“That’s an easy way to get fired,” he muttered to himself. Then again, he imagined the Department was not wholly unfamiliar with that unfortunate event. He was certainly not the only witch to visit the Elsewhere, though he doubted Grieves would have sanctioned this particular expedition.

			He found an exit to the alleyway, the dark walls of stone looming tall over the empty street beyond, their slate-tiled rooftops adorned with broken, inhuman statues. Some seemed half sunk into the dark walls, while others were shattered and strewn about like fallen branches. He finally let his pace slow, reasonably sure the Geist would no longer be hunting him. The creatures were drawn to broken glass, but they seemed more like a swarm of insects than a living being, lacking any real intelligence.

			He pressed against the alley wall and peered out into the street, uncertain what he was looking for. He had been to the Elsewhere a handful of times before, but only once had it been as reckless as this.

			Far off in the distance, he spotted the broken skyline of towers that amassed near where downtown Boston would be. They seemed impossibly precarious; their damaged frames would have surely collapsed instantly in the waking world, but here they were still and steady. Between them, massive, skeletal figures strode with steps longer than most city blocks. They moved like titans of black bone, silhouetted against the red sky. The hollows in their skulls smoldered with green fire, though they felt closer to dying embers than open flames.

			Grimsby shuddered and looked away from the figures, afraid they might somehow feel his gaze even from miles off.

			“The big ones feed on folks,” Wudge suddenly said from behind him. “Their fear, their nightmares. They like the dark-tall places in the city.”

			Grimsby whipped around to see the small creature sitting on a crenelation set into the wall, bouncing his long, rag-clad feet on the engraved stonework.

			“Where the heck have you been?” he demanded in a harsh whisper. “You said you’d meet me on this side!”

			Wudge frowned. “Is this not meeting, half-witch?”

			“I was thinking something a little more prompt.”

			He shrugged bony shoulders and hopped down, idly picking at the navel of his potbelly. “Wudge didn’t say prompt.”

			Grimsby felt his temper flare as his cheeks grew hot, but he forced the feeling away, taking a deep and calming breath. “No, I suppose you didn’t. Let’s get moving. I don’t want to miss my return window.”

			Wudge grinned his too-many teeth. “Not far now. Wudge made sure mirror half-witch used came close.”

			“I thought that the mirrors were, like, paralleled with those from our world,” Grimsby said, “like two ends of a tunnel.”

			Wudge made a retching noise. “Half-witch thinks too much like a human. Mirrors go where they go, unless they go elsewhere. That is why it is Elsewhere. See?”

			“No.” Grimsby was pretty sure that wasn’t right.

			But only pretty sure.

			Wudge pondered for a moment, then nodded. “Probably for best. Especially for humans. Safer to not see, most times.” He padded out onto the open street, heedless of the distant titans of bone, the Geists above, or anything else that lurked about.

			“Wudge!” Grimsby hissed, but he was promptly ignored. He glanced around one last time, looking for anything lurking between shadowed gables, then hurriedly chased after his unreliable companion.

			They walked for a short while, Wudge moving briskly forward with Grimsby on his heels, casting nervous gazes anywhere shadows fell, which was practically everywhere in the Elsewhere.

			Slowly, figures began to emerge from the crowded structures all around, pouring forth like black mist from open maws. At first, Grimsby recoiled, then he slowly recognized them for what they were: Figments.

			He had only seen them before while looking into the Elsewhere from the waking world. They were shadows of people, real people, though here they were barely more than a dimming of the light in the shape of a person. He cautiously extended a curious hand, touching one as it passed. It felt oddly warm, but the Figment paused and almost seemed to shiver before moving on in shuddering bursts of quick and slow motion, sometimes forward and sometimes in a way that looked like it was being rewound.

			Grimsby thought back to all the times when unprovoked chills had crawled over his spine and suddenly wondered how many of them were from something in the Elsewhere actually crawling over him.

			Another shiver struck him, though he hoped this one was natural.

			Wudge didn’t heed the Figments, ignoring them even when the street grew smoky and dim as more crowded in. His gaze was focused on something ahead, a structure of some kind. Grimsby tried to get a better look, but between the alien architecture of the Elsewhere and dodging uncomfortable contact with Figments, he couldn’t get a clear picture.

			Finally, they drew close enough that Wudge grabbed Grimsby’s pajama pants leg with a clammy hand and dragged him behind a cracked and broken pillar of black marble. Wudge pulled him down to hunker behind the cover while simultaneously using him as a ladder to climb up enough to see over it.

			“There,” he said, pointing a spidery finger to the building across the street.

			For a moment, Grimsby didn’t see anything unusual about the structure. It was oddly tall, with no truly straight lines to its stonework frame. It was just as the other buildings were, all arcades, archivolts, buttresses, and other terms he had learned in his studies but forgotten. But then he noticed the doorway. Where the other buildings had open gaps where doors and windows might normally be, this one had an actual door.

			Actually, as he squinted through his thick glasses, he saw it wasn’t a door at all. It was a barricade of wooden planks, packed with stained cloth in the gaps, sealing the entrance off. The windows were the same, their sightless gaze blocked by boards. Though the farther they rose from the ground, the more haphazard the barriers seemed. Like whoever had constructed them had grown tired of the effort as they ascended.

			“So, your—what was it again?”

			“Piece of the door.”

			“That’s in there?”

			Wudge pointed far into the sky, toward the looming tower at the structure’s top. “Up there.”

			Grimsby followed his finger and caught sight of something moving behind the ramshackle shutters on the topmost set of windows, blotting out the candlelight illumination coming from within. Something very big.

			“And what else is inside there?”

			Wudge shrugged. “Does it matter? Big, small, few, or many, inside we go anyway.”

			“You’re frighteningly practical about these kinds of things, Wudge.”

			Wudge grinned and winked one yellow eye. “This’ll be fun, half-witch. You’ll see.” He darted across the street, leaving Grimsby crouched behind the broken pillar.

			Doubts assailed him as to just how much fun he was about to have, but he was quite certain of one thing: he wasn’t going to be bored.
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			Grimsby followed Wudge around the back of the building, down a crooked alleyway of leering arches and twisting shadows. The building had few windows on the sides, and those few they found were totally blockaded by old boards of gnarled oak.

			“How are we supposed to get in?” Grimsby asked. “Whatever is in there seems to have the place locked down. What is it, anyway?”

			“Wudge found a way. A secret way,” Wudge said, trailing his long fingers along the dark brick walls. “And what is inside is the thing that has what Wudge wants.”

			“I meant in a more specific sense.” He began talking faster than he meant to, betraying his growing anxiety. “Is it a transdimensional squatter, or maybe an ancient guardian from forgotten times, or a thief with a dubious past who learns the only real treasure is the heart of gold he had all along? Is there just one of them? Is it a sinister cabal with a collection of golden hearts? What are we dealing with here?”

			Wudge paused and frowned for a moment, honestly considering the question. Then he shrugged, casting it aside just as quickly. “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

			“Smoke and mirrors,” Grimsby cursed, feeling his stomach tense with nerves. “Well, how are we supposed to beat it if we don’t even know what it is?”

			“Don’t need to beat it. Just need to steal the piece of the door. Then leave. No get seen, no need beat.” He continued to trail his fingers along the wall until one of the bricks grated under his touch. He stopped, grinned, and pressed harder. The brick receded, and with it so did many others in a cascade of dust and crumbling mortar, revealing a door of moldy wood.

			Grimsby raised a brow. The door was just over Wudge’s height, barely big enough for Grimsby to even crawl through. “What is that doing there?”

			Wudge’s grin widened, baring his countless teeth. “Wudge can always find a way into places where he isn’t welcome.” He didn’t seem to care to offer any more explanation, and Grimsby was too nervous to press the issue.

			“Do we even have a plan?”

			Wudge groaned. “Plan plan plan.” He flapped his fingers up and down in a mockery of speech. “Half-witch needs to have more fun fun fun.”

			“You’d have a different definition of fun if you were human.”

			“Fleh!” Wudge said with a fed-up flinging of his hands. “Fine! Half-witch sneak in, find the piece. Wudge will distract. Half-witch take piece and run. We live, we leave, we win.”

			“That still seems a little vague—” he began. “Where do I even find this ‘piece’?”

			Wudge didn’t reply at first. He only opened the tiny door, rolled his goatlike eyes, and vanished. Finally, his faint words echoed from all around Grimsby. “Look for the ivy.”

			“The ivy? What does that even mean?” he demanded.

			There was no reply.

			“Puppy dogs’ tails,” Grimsby grumbled, kneeling down to crawl through the darkened opening. “I should have stayed in bed.”

			The rough ground bit into his palms and knees, cutting easily through the thin cloth of his pajama pants. He wriggled his head and shoulders through the narrow frame, his bathrobe tugging on the wood as he did. Finally, he pulled through, finding himself in a darkened tunnel. He began to crawl, his hands grating over the grit-strewn ground, and he was forced to ignore the bits of stone that stuck in his palms.

			The tunnel was far longer than it should have been. The walls couldn’t have been more than a foot thick, but the tunnel stretched on for far more. After a few feet, the door behind him creaked shut, leaving him stranded in dusty darkness. Then he saw a light at the end of the crawl space and began to worm forward, trying desperately not to think about becoming stuck in the cramped corridor.

			He drew close enough to the light to see it was cracking through the seams of a second doorway, identical to the first. It was slightly ajar, and Grimsby could just hear the departing, padding steps of Wudge’s flapping feet. He creaked open the door, wincing at the noise it made in the silence, but he heard neither shouts nor growls of alarm.

			He wiggled through the portal, managing to squeeze himself between the miniature doorframe after some effort, to land in an unceremonious heap on the other side. Despite the light he had seen, the room was still dim. What little illumination there was came from the cracks between boarded windows and a few scattered candles. The flames on their wicks tottered and swayed, flickering briefly to look like tiny, dancing humans before fading to shapeless fire once more.

			Grimsby climbed to his feet and brushed the dust from his pajamas and plush robe. He glanced around, but there was no movement. Then, above, the floorboards suddenly groaned and bowed as some great mass moved over them.

			He took panicked cover behind a broken wardrobe leaning against the room’s murkiest corner. It almost seemed like whatever was above might crack through the floor from its own weight, but after a moment of pacing the sound ceased.

			He let himself take a strained sip of air in relief, but it was short-lived. He needed to find this piece that Wudge was so adamant about, whatever it might be. Was it a piece of wood? A key? An old doorknob? Piece was quite vague and not at all helpful. Though it was about what he should have expected from Wudge.

			“Look for the ivy,” he muttered. “Look for the ivy.”

			The room he was in looked almost like a cramped hostel room, with only a wardrobe and bed. Unfortunately, it seemed like it was meant for a single person to stay in for a short while, not a vault for storing precious things.

			He glanced out the partially boarded window and realized Wudge’s door had taken them not only inside, but somehow several stories up as well, leaving a long gap to the hard ground. He felt his head spin and gulped, shaking away the sickening intrusive thoughts to see firsthand how long it would take to hit the ground.

			The only door in the room led to a hall.

			A quick glance up and down its length told him there were more rooms like his own, but none of them seemed outstanding or of interest. He crept around for a few minutes, looking for ivy, but none revealed itself, and he quickly had the nauseating suspicion that he would not find the prize here, but rather upstairs, where that large mystery thing was roaming.

			He spotted stairs at the far end and, after a brief session of minor hyperventilation, took those instead. With careful, toe-tipped movements, he climbed the steps, every creak and whine making him wince. Fortunately, the whole structure seemed all too happy to make noises of its own, hopefully masking his quiet ruckus.

			Then he heard a voice from the room beyond the top of the stairs. It was like the low rumble of grating stones but had an oddly childlike quality to it, with slow and uncertain words.

			“I’m bored,” the voice said. “Ain’t we waited our turn out yet?”

			It was loud enough that Grimsby moved more quickly, letting the sound hide his footsteps. He reached the top of the steps to find a more open level, like a loft. It was packed to the ceiling with crates, shelves of mismatched clutter, and haphazard mounds of worthless antiques. The largest of the piles was somehow smoother, though, like it was covered with a tarp of rough, shaggy leather.

			Then the whole thing twitched, and Grimsby realized it wasn’t a heap of covered garbage, but rather something. “Echidna? You there?” the massive creature called, odd concern in its voice.

			“Yes, yes, Lump,” a second voice distractedly answered. It was smaller and feminine, though neither quality was hard to manage relative to Lump, but it was sharper and decisive as well. “Mother’s still cross with us—I expect we’ll be here three more days, just before our window ends.”

			Lump groaned, his massive form shuddering. “T’ree days? That’s forever.”

			“Lump,” the one he’d called Echidna said, leaning out from the crowded shelves of books. She held one propped open in a lithe hand, her arm idly flexing sinewed muscle. Her head was a wild mane of dark and curly hair that bobbed around her face. She looked almost oddly human, except when candlelight struck her olive skin at the right angle, it gained a sleek, iridescent sheen. She peered over the open tome in her hands at Lump. “You’re how old?”

			The indoor mountain raised a meaty paw that was vaguely human, or would have been if the fingers weren’t as thick as Grimsby’s wrists. “Uhm, err,” Lump said, counting off on his fingers, “more than this many. Pretty sure.”

			The woman sighed, though when she did, it sounded like a hiss coming from multiple throats. “Yes. I’m pretty sure four centuries is more than that as well. You’ll live. We’ll be home before you know it.”

			“Okay, ’Idna . . .” Lump muttered, moments later groaning and letting his arm fall to the floor despondently, making the whole building tremble.

			The woman shook her head, making her dark locks of hair shudder oddly. “Just go back to sleep. I’ll wake you if I find anything good, or when it’s time to go.”

			Lump sighed but relaxed, his mountainous body taking a steady rhythm of breath. The woman receded back into the shelves, humming quietly to herself in time with the flutter of turning pages.

			Grimsby knelt behind the railing of the stairs, trying to get a better look at Lump in the dimness. The only things he could tell for certain were that Lump was massive, and he had hands that could crush Grimsby’s slight frame with ease.

			In fact, it was probably a safe bet to assume that was Lump’s primary function.

			He was likely some kind of guard. But the woman’s role, Grimsby was less certain of. Perhaps she was also on watch? She had the look of someone who knew how to fight. Though she seemed much more interested in the shelves of books than potential intruders.

			Either way, Grimsby was still more concerned with the massive Lump. He was quite certain the creature could crush him in his palm like a tin can of tomato soup.

			Chunky tomato soup.

			He felt his legs grow unsteady beneath him, and he had to grip the railing tight to keep his balance.

			Why had he let Wudge rope him into this?

			He gritted his teeth and glared hard at the ground, though he turned his glare inward. No, he hadn’t been roped into anything. He had volunteered to help because Wudge was his friend. A very odd and annoying friend, but a friend all the same.

			And it wasn’t right to leave your friends when they needed you.

			It wasn’t right.

			Grimsby didn’t realize he was angry until he felt the heat flush in his cheeks. The words were suddenly as clear in his mind as they had been when Mayflower said them.

			I was your goddamn babysitter, and I’m done with it.

			His stomach twisted into knots. His knuckles cracked as they scratched into the scabs still left there. His eyes burned.

			It wasn’t right.

			Mayflower wasn’t right.

			Grimsby was an Auditor. He didn’t need a babysitter.

			He needed a partner.

			He needed a friend.

			At the moment, he felt quite alone.

			He tore his mind away from the Huntsman, though it felt like threads tearing from their eyelets in his mind. He needed to focus.

			He was a professional.

			There was no need to worry about just how easily Lump could crush him to paste. Neither he nor Echidna had seen Grimsby yet. He just needed to avoid them, find the piece of the door, and get out.

			Unfortunately, finding the piece seemed like a task all too similar to finding a needle in a haystack. Except the hay was an entire floor of odd antiques, crates, and shelves. And the needle could be, well, anything.

			It could also be anywhere, in any container, or just rolling around on the floor, for all he knew. He glanced around, looking for some sign from Wudge, but the creature was nowhere to be seen.

			“Look for the ivy,” he muttered, but even with the words echoing in his head, he saw no trace of greenery or vines, save for Lump’s shaggy mane of hanging moss.

			He desperately hoped it wasn’t lodged somewhere in there.

			He shook his head and took a breath to steel himself. He had little choice but to look around, though every second he spent doing so was another chance at being caught. Fortunately, with Lump slumbering and Echidna reading, he might have a shot.

			He moved away from the stairs, keeping to the wall. Lump had situated himself in the room’s center, while Echidna was in the far corner. There was a rough path through the gathered junk, though much of it had tumbled and fallen at some point. He watched where he put his feet, stepping over a rocking horse of oiled and weathered wood, slipping under a fallen armoire, moving through its contents, which hung like dusty curtains.

			There was a strange heat in the room, but it wasn’t pressing or ambient. It was almost like he was walking through banks of invisible steam, which seemed to swirl and sway, dissipating with his passing before beginning to build up again in his wake. It wasn’t true heat, however, but rather something more ephemeral—like the memory of a hot breeze on the nape of his neck.

			For an infrequent moment, Grimsby was glad he was smaller than most. He easily fit through gaps that someone like Mayflower would have struggled with, and his lighter weight barely made the floors creak. Even so, he was careful to keep his steps irregular, trying to blur his own noise with the structure’s natural groans.

			He peered around for anything of interest, but nothing stood out. He passed shelves of glass vessels filled with what looked like ritual reagents or potion ingredients. There were chests left ajar and filled with moth-eaten clothes. He even saw a stuffed creature that looked like a half beast, half man, though neither term seemed an accurate description.

			He could still feel that heat pulsing all around, a warm sensation that made his scars itch and sweat tingle on his scalp. He paused, trying to locate the source of the sensation, but as he passed through cold and warm spots, he realized it wasn’t one location, but rather many.

			Yet that odd, shifting heat remained, like a looming titan’s breath, and as his eyes combed the collection of mismatched miscellanea, he realized what it was.

			It was ambient magic. Power radiating from the objects all around him.

			He felt his mouth go dry. He had seen enchanted items in his time, even made a couple himself, but many of these looked old, and magic that didn’t fade with time was often powerful—and, by extension, dangerous.

			He looked around at the mounds of gathered junk: were they truly all enchanted, or even cursed?

			The thought was a worrying one. Curses were simply enchantments that were bad for whoever possessed them, and it was far simpler to make a nasty curse than it was to make a moderately convenient enchantment. So, if he was right and he was really walking through a magical hoard, it was far more minefield than treasure trove.

			He held out his hand, though he avoided touching anything. Faint heat radiated from almost every item in the room, but there were so many, and most were so weak, that it felt like background noise on his skin.

			“Eyes aflame,” he cursed, barely a whisper.

			He briefly hoped maybe Wudge’s trophy would stand out more than the rest, but nothing arose in the sea of shifting magic, and without time to examine and test the objects, finding the specific one Wudge was looking for had become even more impossible.

			Then he spotted a wiggle of movement from an open cabinet that loomed at the peak of a pile of mismatched tomes, carved figurines, and other odd paraphernalia, directly above Lump’s resting place. Sitting atop it, kicking his rag-clad feet in plain view of everything, was Wudge.

			Grimsby froze, his eyes growing so wide he could almost see around his massive glasses. He was simultaneously trapped and in the open, not to mention he had no idea where the piece was. If Wudge made his ruckus now, there was no chance he’d both find it and escape.

			He waved a furtive hand at Wudge to get his attention, trying to tell him to stop and wait.

			The little creature was staring at Lump with a grin that would have been mischievous if it had a third as many teeth involved, but he didn’t seem to see Grimsby.

			He watched as Wudge reached behind his back and pulled out an actual anvil. Though it was of a small variety, only the size of Grimsby’s head. Wudge’s trembling, twig-thin arms showed surprising strength as he lifted it over his body. He positioned himself directly above Lump and what looked like the top of the thing’s head.

			Grimsby suddenly wished he had never let Wudge watch television.

			He felt his heart skip town and flee the country all in the span of a half second. Then, atop a leaning, two-legged chest between him and Lump, he saw a small and simple box of iron. On the front of it were imprinted two Roman numerals:

			
				IV

			

			“Ivy—” Grimsby breathed.

			Just then, Wudge hurled the anvil straight down with all his tiny might.

			Metal clunked. Bone cracked. Lump roared.

			Meanwhile, Grimsby could only manage a panicked squeak.
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			Grimsby didn’t stop to let himself think. He was afraid that if he let any rational thought enter his brain, it would be the irrefutable suggestion to run away screaming.

			That left only the irrational thoughts.

			He ran toward the chest with the IV imprinted on it, grunting as his foot caught on the sharp edge of a fallen suit of empty armor, which pierced easily through his slipper and into his heel before tearing his footwear away. He ignored the pain and tried not to let himself limp. He needed to avoid touching anything he didn’t have to. A bad curse might shrivel his arm to dust or turn his eyes to buttons, and he already had enough problems to deal with.

			Lump roared, in furious pain. The anvil had stuck fast in the side of his head, held by his tangled, mossy mane of greasy hair. He shook his shaggy head from side to side, and the sound of ripping fibers filled the room. Finally, the anvil tore away, peeling hair and scalp with it, leaving gray bone, the color of slate, bare beneath. Lump rubbed his exposed skull with one massive paw, but even as he did, the skin began to crawl back into place, knitting itself together like living leather.

			Grimsby gulped down the bile that welled in his throat, born of disgust and fear in equal measure.

			The creature was even bigger than he had thought, his shaggy head the size of a small boulder. He had a large, drooping nose and a craggy, pitted face that looked like worn limestone. His mop of green hair draped over his twin eyes, which glinted like angry garnets.

			The mountainous creature looked up, his face twisted in confused rage. There, standing atop the cabinet on the mountain of knickknacks beside him and wearing a jack-o’-lantern grin so wide it nearly split his face, was Wudge.

			He stuck his thumbs under his drooping ears and wiggled his spidery digits at Lump, dancing back and forth on his rag-clad feet. “Big dumb, big dumb, why don’t you come and get some!” he sang like a whiny bullfrog.

			Lump roared and slammed his fist into the side of the piled objects, shattering many and causing an avalanche of miscellanea, but Wudge leapt nimbly away, sliding down a tapestry draped between two mounds of sealed crates. He landed in a scurrying sprint in a direction that was thankfully away from Grimsby.

			Lump growled and set off after Wudge, not even bothering to stand. Instead, he clambered like a large toddler on all fours, desperately trying to crush the nuisance of Wudge under his palms.

			Grimsby tore his eyes away from the duo and reached the iron box. He fumbled with the latch that held it shut but otherwise found it unlocked. He threw open the lid, expecting to find some knocker or doorknob, or whatever other piece of the door it was Wudge had been after.

			Instead, all he found was dust and an old nail.

			He stared in confusion, trying to process in his mind. Had he found the right ivy? Had Wudge’s information been wrong? Had this whole absurd ordeal been for nothing?

			He fished around in the box, desperately hoping he had missed something in the dim light, but his fingers found only the nail, its surface cold and rough with dark corrosion.

			When he withdrew his hand, however, he found the nail came with it, dangling from the tip of his finger like he was magnetized.

			He frowned and shook his hand, but the nail refused to break contact with his skin. He tried to pull it away with his other hand, and it came loose easily. Except it then remained stuck to that hand.

			He was so distracted that he had forgotten that Lump wasn’t the only occupant in the room.

			A flicker of movement caught his eye, and he turned to see Echidna emerge from the stacked shelves of tomes not nearly far enough away. She looked surprised but focused, her keen eyes tracing Lump’s lumbering movements. Then, in less than a breath, her venom-green gaze turned to Grimsby.

			For a moment, they both froze, Grimsby doing so in some foolish, instinctive gambit that Echidna’s vision was based on movement. Echidna doing so likely to process the whole scene.

			Then she moved.

			She emerged from the shadowed shelves not on legs, but on serpentine coils, her sinuous tail propelling her forward at shocking speed, seemingly uncaring of the debris in her path as she slid nimbly over it.

			Grimsby was so shocked that he let loose a mouselike squeak, which would have been a full scream if he’d had the breath to spare. He stumbled back, but his bare heel struck a rusted black-iron cauldron. He fell onto his side, twisting around the pot painfully. He struggled to his feet to begin a stumbling run toward the stairs, but he had barely made it a few steps when something hard and sharp struck him between the shoulder blades.

			He tried to cry out, but the blow whipped the air from his lungs, and instead he tripped and crashed into a stacked pallet of candles made of black wax. His eyes blurred with tears at the searing pain, and his hands desperately reached back to check the severity of his wound. His robe and pajama shirt proved to be poor armor, as both had been slashed away, leaving a long and ragged welt across his back. It was shallow, but the sheer pain that flared over his back felt like his spine had been suddenly transmuted to red-hot iron.

			He managed to crawl to his hands and knees, sending candles rolling away, just in time to see Echidna slither before him. Her long locks of dark hair seemed to move and writhe of their own accord. This close, he could see the iridescent sheen of her skin was actually minuscule scales, as smooth as marble.

			“Who are you?” Echidna demanded, her tail whipping back and forth like a hunting cat’s. The tip had a metal barb on it that was speckled red with a splatter of his own blood.

			Grimsby clambered to his feet. “Would you believe I’m a professional?” he asked, gritting his teeth through the pain of her strike. “And you’re a what, a Medusa?”

			Echidna’s eyes flared in annoyance, her locks of hair freezing for a moment. “Medusa is—was—a woman, jerk. Not a species.”

			Grimsby glared, trying to look like he was recalling his history lessons, when really he was summoning his Impetus. He felt the heat grow in him and hoped Echidna would not notice his scars smoldering to life. “So you’re a gorgon?”

			Echidna glared and shook her head. “Idiot human,” she muttered, then lunged at him, her coiled lower body tensing to encircle him like a python.

			Grimsby raised his right hand and let his Impetus surge through him. “Torque!” he cried, expecting to send a twisting torrent of magical momentum.

			Instead, a field of dim motes of light bloomed forth, like a swath of distant stars caught in the shimmering heat from blacktop in summer. It hovered in space like a tiny, suspended nebula. However, when Echidna struck it, it suddenly seemed as though she was trying to move through invisible molasses. She lagged to a glacial pace, from her coils to the slightest twitches of her furious expression. As she writhed in slow motion, the stars swelled and grew slowly brighter.

			Grimsby stared in utter shock, his hand still limply raised.

			He had used Torque since he could speak. He had cast the spell ten thousand times over, and though sometimes he could barely manage the slightest force, it had always done the same thing.

			But this wasn’t Torque.

			It was alien to him. As much so as if he had tried to lower his left arm and instead started shouting obscenities. He was so stunned by the broken familiarity of his own magic that his focus wavered, and his spell shattered.

			The shimmering field boomed like the thrum of a drum, dispersing in an explosion of metallic mist. Echidna regained her bearings almost instantly, lashing out at him before he could run.

			He felt powerful muscle and sinew wrap around him so quickly that he could barely move. He managed to draw a breath and brace himself an instant before her serpentine coils drew taut, constricting his body from ankle to shoulder.

			Echidna’s lean frame curled around him like a snake around a tree branch. She came face-to-face with him, twisting in a way no human could ever replicate. From this close, he could see her split tongue and the thin-slitted pupils of her green eyes, whose piercing gaze made his skin itch.

			“Who sent you?” she demanded. “The Bloodline? Department? Bastion?!”

			Grimsby sputtered something that did not even remotely resemble words. He felt like his ribs were about to crack at any moment.

			Echidna sighed in more annoyance than anger and let her coils loosen by thin degrees. “Who sent you?” she demanded again.

			“W-Wudge,” Grimsby sputtered.

			Echidna frowned. “What the hell is Wudge?”

			Grimsby gestured with his head toward the other side of the building, where Wudge was still leading Lump on a mad chase, cackling as he did. Every passing moment sounded like an avalanche of breaking wood and rending metal.

			Echidna’s angered eyes widened with sudden and genuine alarm as though she was noticing the rampage for the first time. “Lump!” she shrieked. “Lump! Stop! You’re breaking everything!”

			Lump didn’t seem to hear her, instead only continued his crawling chase, roaring in frustration at every missed swipe of his quarry.

			“Mother is going to kill me,” she muttered to herself with genuine fear. Then, just as Grimsby was about to speak, her coils tightened and silenced him. She called out again, “Wudge! I have your witch! Surrender or I will crush him!”

			The cackling ceased, and though Grimsby couldn’t see Wudge, he saw Lump come to a skidding, confused halt.

			Then, just feet away, Wudge appeared, perched on the helmet of the scattered suit of empty armor. He scratched his onion-helm, glaring with yellow eyes. “Why snake-lady think it is my witch?” he demanded, looking at Grimsby like he was a stray cat. “Could be anyone’s witch.”

			The barbed tip of Echidna’s tail whipped back and forth in agitation. “So you wouldn’t mind if I simply”—her tail constricted, squeezing Grimsby until his bones creaked—“crushed him?”

			Wudge shrugged. “Finders, squeezers,” he said.

			Grimsby tried to croak a desperate plea, but he had no air left in his lungs to speak. His vision was beginning to grow blurry, and his skin was quickly feeling as though it was freezing over as his circulation struggled to move his own blood.

			Echidna said nothing, only continued to slowly strain the life out of him.

			Finally, just as his vision was beginning to grow dim, he distantly heard Wudge speak.

			“Fine. Fine! Is my half-witch. Let him go!”

			The coils loosened enough that Grimsby felt breath seep into his crumpled lungs. He coughed and sputtered, trying to wriggle his arms free, but he was still too numb.

			“Then tell me,” Echidna said, “how did you two find this place? Who sent you?”

			Wudge frowned at her through the eye gouges in his onion-helm. “Wudge found this place. And no one sent Wudge. Except maybe Wudge sent Wudge. Depends on who Wudge asks. Complicated question.”

			Grimsby managed to regain enough control to look around, though his head thundered so badly that it felt like it might shear in two at any motion—but only if his spine didn’t beat it to the punch. Behind Wudge, Lump had climbed to his feet and wandered over, his head nearly eight feet off the ground despite his hunched posture.

			Lump glowered at Wudge and raised a meaty paw to squish him, but Echidna stopped him with a wave of her hand. She mouthed something to him, and Lump growled before nodding.

			He knelt down and wrapped one massive hand around Wudge, leaving only his head free. Then he gripped the wrist of his clenched hand with his free hand and, with a strained noise of pain, he simply tore his own hand off and let it fall to the floor. The severed paw didn’t loosen its grip around Wudge, however, leaving him in a cage of detached meat and bone.

			Grimsby stared in muted horror. It was like the small lizards he had seen on sidewalks when he was a boy, which could detach their tails at will. Except Lump did it with his hand, leaving a gray-blue stump of meat and exposed bone.

			Then, in moments, the stump grew darker as flesh knit itself into existence. Tiny sprouts emerged, more like vines than anything human. They braided together, growing larger and thicker, until a new hand had grown where the stump once was.

			At the same time, the hand around Wudge cracked and shrieked as the flesh desiccated to dull gray stone, like it was the hand of a statue rather than something that had once been alive.

			Grimsby stared, almost forgetting the snake coils that confined him.

			Wudge, for his part, looked more annoyed than anything else. He struggled a bit as the hand became a cage of stone, but seemed to find himself trapped.

			“Wudge hates trolls,” he muttered.

			Echidna drew away from Grimsby, suspended by her tail still coiled around him, like a serpentine mooring. She paused just long enough to pick up the empty iron box Grimsby had dropped, then hung in the air before Wudge. She held out the iron box. “Tell me,” she said, eyeing the empty container, “what did you come here to find, Wudge?”

			Grimsby caught a glimpse of her face. It seemed too earnest, like she was asking the only question that mattered. He turned his attention to his wriggling arms. Echidna’s split focus had let her coils slip. He could almost free his right hand.

			Wudge wiggled in the stone hand, making it rattle on the floor. “That’s none of snake-lady’s business.”

			Echidna’s expression widened in frustration before settling into a smile like a bear trap. “If you do not tell me in five seconds, I will crush your witch, and then Lump will crush you.”

			Lump giggled at the idea.

			Grimsby, hoping the monsters were well enough distracted, managed to pry his arm loose just before Echidna’s coils tightened alongside her threat. She didn’t seem to notice he had managed to get one limb free. Or perhaps she simply didn’t care.

			“Five,” she said, slowly squeezing.

			Grimsby felt his joints begin to pop. It would be mere seconds before he was completely unable to breathe, let alone manage a spell. He needed to do something, anything, and he needed to do it now.

			“Four.”

			Wudge yawned, his worming tongue rolling over his needle teeth.

			Grimsby fumbled around for something in reach, but the only thing he got his hand on was the water-stained tome Echidna had dropped when she snagged him. It was thick and heavy, but even striking with the metal-bound spine, it would prove a poor weapon.

			“Three.” The metal box creaked in her tensed hands.

			Then he saw it. A nearby shelf was stacked high with precarious curios, but at the top was a glass vase holding a remarkably preserved rose. The flower did not interest him.

			The vase, however, was another matter.

			“Two.”

			His legs grew numb as Echidna crushed him. His spine felt as though his hips might detach from it at any moment.

			He summoned a mote of Impetus and thumbed it as a Bind rune on the book’s spine. With it, he might recall the book back and get a second chance if he missed.

			“One.”

			He whipped the book at the shelf, trying hard to hit the vase, or at least send the tome sailing behind the tottering cabinet to be pulled back to him.

			But Echidna seemed to sense his struggles, and a shifting of her tail seized the motion of his throw. The book landed a few feet in front of the shelf in a mess of its own pages.

			She turned to the sound, then glared at him and returned her attention to Wudge. She snapped the box closed in her hands, like jaws locking around prey.

			“Enough. Last chance.”

			Grimsby placed a second rune on his palm with shaking fingers and only barely managed a whisper through the wrapping of serpentine sinew around his chest. “Bind,” he wheezed.

			There was no tether of blue light as Bind usually had. Instead, a faint blue arc emanated from the rune on his palm, like a partial sphere around his hand.

			Something was wrong.

			Meanwhile, the rune’s opposite took on a soft red glow of its own. Both grew brighter, and he felt an odd weight against his palm, as though the book was in his hand despite its distance. It pressed against him, and he instinctively pushed back. The book skittered away from him, tearing pages loose, until it struck the shelf with the vase atop, sticking fast, like gravity had suddenly turned sideways.

			Even more than it had with Torque, the misbehaving magic left Grimsby with a jarring sense of confusion.

			Bind was the single most ingrained word in his mind. He was as familiar with it as he was with his own palm. It almost felt like reality itself was betraying him for his most defining spell to behave so oddly.

			Yet he had no time to question or reason. If Bind had suddenly begun behaving this way, he had to adapt or be turned into human paste.

			He forced more Impetus into the runes, making the connection stronger. Normally, this would have been like adding tension to a stretched rubber band, but now it seemed to be like adding pressure to a coiled spring. The blue and red arcs of light bloomed, and the tome pressed so hard into the shelf that Grimsby could feel it pushing back against him, like there was an invisible rod between them intent on extending further and further.

			Even Echidna noticed, turning her attention from Wudge as the mass she was encircling began suddenly forcing her sideways. Her eyes grew wide as she realized what Grimsby was up to.

			But it was too late.

			The cabinet tilted back. The vase fell, and all eyes seemed to follow it.

			It crashed to the ground, shattering into countless shards.

			Everyone held their breath, though Grimsby did so only because he could not draw one in his confinement.

			Then, the sky shrieked.

			The thin light that pierced the boarded windows dimmed, then fell to blackness. The only remaining illumination was from the scattered candles. At the edge of their light, seeping between the boards that covered each window, was a chillingly familiar mist. As it drew nearer, Grimsby could see the clawing, twisted faces in its depths and hear their warbling keen.

			They were Geists. Many Geists. And the room was being slowly flooded by them.
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			Mist seeped in through the cracks between boards, drowning out the already sparse strands of light that found their way into the lofty chamber. The candles that were strewn all over winked out one by one as the gray clouds rolled over them, their tiny, humanlike flames withering with small gasps of agony.

			“Damn it!” Echidna hissed. Her eyes darted around to the coming Geists, so formless and numerous that they looked like a haunting, hungry avalanche.

			Pained faces swirled in the shadowed depths of the mist, twisting into existence and wailing before rending apart once more. Grimsby felt a chill shudder through him. His dozens of small, raking scars from his last encounter with a single Geist grew cold, like icy nails over his skin.

			He struggled against Echidna’s scaly coils, spurred on by adrenaline and fear. She was so distracted by her own, likely similar emotions that he managed to slip free and tumble from her grip.

			Wudge wiggled in the petrified grasp of Lump’s severed hand, his bald ears flapping madly, but he couldn’t break loose.

			Lump only stood, dumbfounded, though his gaze seemed dull and distant, not so much terrified as confused.

			Grimsby took the opportunity to seize Wudge, stone hand-cage and all, though he was barely able to lift Lump’s petrified palm. He grunted and managed to carry it using the index and pinky fingers as handles, though it felt like the weight would tear his arms from their sockets.

			“Lump!” Echidna cried out, slithering back toward her companion, abandoning the empty iron box among the other massed curios.

			The massive troll knelt over her, wrapping his bulky form around her like a hand covering a baby viper. Then his skin began to grow dull and craggy. Within a few moments, it had turned to the same gray stone as his former appendage had.

			The Geists rolled over him; their invisible teeth and claws, or whatever it was they had, scraped and screeched against Lump’s petrified form, but though they left shallow scratches, they could not harm the stone.

			Unfortunately, Grimsby was not made of stone, but instead was primarily composed of much-squishier materials.

			The Geists seemed all too aware of this.

			They rolled toward him, keening cries almost deafening.

			“Run, stupid half-witch!” Wudge shouted from Grimsby’s grip.

			All too happy to follow some kind of command, since his panicked brain offered none, Grimsby’s body obliged. He ran, sprinting desperately toward the only exit, the stairs, though his gait was awkward and slowed by the weight of the stone hand.

			Wudge shrieked as he bounced along, though whether it was in sickening glee or emphatic fear, Grimsby was uncertain.

			He ignored the sound and ran with all his terrified might toward the stairs, hoping to descend quickly and find some shelter from the Geists. He might have been fast enough if he had been able to run normally, but with the added weight of the stone hand, he was too slow.

			The boarded windows above the stairs seethed with more mist. It flowed through the gaps like cigarette smoke straining between gnarled teeth. The Geists quickly suffused the stairwell, making it impassable. If he tried to use it now, it would be like forcing his way through cotton candy made of razor wire.

			He racked his brain for some way to use his magic to help, but nothing came to mind. Besides, he still was uncertain why it had been acting strangely to begin with. He couldn’t take a risk in using it until he figured that out.

			But his alternatives were running short. And while he didn’t know what his magic might now do, he certainly knew what the Geists would do if they reached him.

			He found himself trapped, standing in a single pool of light cast by a handful of candles. The mist drew closer, and he backed instinctually away. At least until his back hit another window. Unlike the others, this one’s glass panes remained intact, and it had only two boards barricading it. Outside it was almost blindingly bright. The Geists must have ignored the sealed portal and used other means of entry instead.

			Grimsby knew he was trapped. With nowhere to run, the Geists would close in on them, and within a few agonizing minutes, he and Wudge would be shredded into little more than red rain.

			He felt a cold weight on his bare heel and looked down to see the strange nail from Wudge’s box. Though he had dropped it in the chaos, it had stuck to his heel this whole time. It was a miracle it hadn’t impaled his foot.

			Whatever the thing was, he was sure it was cursed. After all, why else would it be stuck to him? You wouldn’t go through the trouble of preventing people from dropping a magical nail that made you win every lottery you entered or made spinach taste like cake.

			It would like as not do something far, far worse.

			The only grisly silver lining he could see was that he wasn’t going to live long enough to figure out what horrible things it would do to him. Although he also wouldn’t be around long enough to figure out why his own magic had betrayed him—

			Suddenly he suspected why his spells had been acting strangely—and that he might have another option.

			It involved doing something dumb.

			Very dumb.

			But he was fresh out of smart things to try.

			He turned to the window, dropped Wudge unceremoniously to the ground, and began to pry at the boards. He was lucky; whoever had hammered them into place had done so with only a single nail on each side, apparently unconcerned with burglars at this height. He managed to pull the side of the lower board free to dangle from the frame, leaving just enough space.

			Hopefully.

			“Half-witch!” Wudge shouted, his normally croaking voice closer to a squawk.

			The Geists were nearing now, the mist reaching his exposed feet, shredding away the wrapped leather like an invisible sandblaster on their hunt for the soft flesh beneath.

			He hauled Wudge away just before the Geists reached flesh. But Wudge’s relieved expression turned wide-eyed when Grimsby heaved back the stone hand.

			And then hurled it through the window.

			Wudge’s scream was drowned out by the shattering of glass and the renewed hunting keen of the Geists. The tiny creature’s voice quickly fell away, but Grimsby was not far behind. He took a short, bracing breath and ran toward the shattered window, diving through.

			He felt cloying, clawing cold bite into him as the Geists surged around him, but within a moment he was defenestrated and out of their grasp.

			And he was falling.

			He tumbled in the open air, trying desperately to figure out which way was up before it was too late. He managed to find the ground, approaching far too fast, and hoped against hope that he wasn’t wrong.

			He called forth as much Impetus as he could muster. It surged through him like a flare in his veins, causing his skin to grow fiery hot, while his scars burst into flame, burning away the sleeve of his cloth robe like the tail of a comet.

			He fervently hoped he was right about his hunch and threw out his right hand toward the ground, seeing Wudge nearing impact.

			“Torque!” he shouted, half expecting a spinning torrent of green energy to appear and then swiftly become the last thing he would ever see.

			Instead, the air wavered, filling with the blue-green motes of light as it had before when he had used the spell against Echidna. It was as though someone had put a block of star-suspended glass directly between him and the cobblestone ground.

			Wudge, still screaming, struck it first. The fist slowed nearly instantly, as though it had struck invisible gelatin. It still hit the ground, but did so at a fraction of the speed. The stone shattered, sending Wudge tumbling forward in a strangely slow-motion clamber.

			Grimsby hit it next and felt the air squeeze out of his lungs like he had belly flopped onto a trampoline made of ice. He sank down deeper and deeper but slowed more and more with every inch, feeling like he might be smothered by the force over his face and chest. Finally, he came to an almost stationary drift about a foot over the ground. The stars had begun to burn brightly, trembling like eggs beginning to hatch.

			When he dismissed the odd spell with a dull wave of his hand, a sudden boom nearly deafened him as the faltering field detonated into a wave of pressure and mist.

			He fell the last foot face-first, cracking his forehead on the ground, embedding some gravel between his eyebrows, and mussing his glasses. Tiny slivers of glass fell around him, though fortunately not large enough to shatter and reveal him to the Geists.

			He rolled over onto his back to see the top of the building enshrouded in them, seething around the broken window he had left in his wake as though searching for him. But, like blind hounds without a scent, the creatures had lost their prey and began to disperse.

			With a small measure of relief, he saw they remained gray and were not hued red by the blood of a victim. Lump and Echidna must have stayed safe from the creatures.

			And, somehow, so had he and Wudge.

			He heard a scuffling of feet and turned to see Wudge standing over him, his long fingers balled up into fists and perched on his hips. He began to bat rapidly at Grimsby’s face like an agitated cat.

			“Half-witch so stupid! Now we never find door!”

			“Wudge—” Grimsby began, trying to both sit up and shield his face, but the little creature persisted.

			“Never should have asked half-witch help! Always do it own self, she always told Wudge, but no, Wudge ask help. Wudge stupid, Wudge deserve onion, Wudge—”

			Grimsby held up the nail.

			Wudge’s frown vanished, replaced by a rare breed of smile: one completely untainted with mischief. “Half-witch did it!”

			“One problem,” Grimsby said. He turned his palm upside down to let the nail fall, but it only dangled against his skin, refusing to lose contact.

			Wudge nodded. “Wudge thought maybe it was cursed.”

			“You knew?” Grimsby asked, his temper flaring despite his dissipating adrenaline.

			“Wudge figured. Not the same as knowing,” he said, then frowned in thought, placing one balled hand of knobby knuckles beneath his chin like he was imitating a sculpture. “But . . . maybe better this way!”

			“Better how?”

			“Well, this way Wudge isn’t the one who is cursed.”

			“How is that better?”

			He shrugged. “Better for Wudge.”

			“No, that’s not better, Wudge! This curse messed with my spells and nearly got us killed up there! Fix it. Now.”

			“Can’t fix. Not now, at least.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Wudge figure find the piece of door first, fix curse second, find real door third. Still working on fixing curse part.” His eyes widened in sudden realization. “Was that a plan? Did Wudge make a plan?” He seemed quite proud of himself.

			“Wudge . . .” Grimsby began, though words were an exhaustive effort. “Is that why you asked me along? To get cursed for you?”

			Wudge grinned but denied nothing. “Wudge will fix! But can’t fix if it cursed and attached to Wudge. So have it stick to half-witch, then fix! Obviously.”

			“Obviously.” Grimsby wanted to be angry, but he was too tired. He let the emotion slip away and just felt his whole body slump in exhaustion. He glared at the nail dangling from his palm and meekly shook his hand in one last attempt to remove it.

			It stayed put, so instead he shook his head.

			Maybe Mayflower had the right idea about helping friends.

			“Let’s just go home.”
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			It didn’t take long for Wudge to find a mirror for Grimsby to return through. Unfortunately, as he fell into the real world and the mirror shattered behind him, he realized he was in a gas station bathroom two blocks away from home. He glanced around, but Wudge was nowhere to be found. All he had to be sure his adventure had been real were a missing slipper and the nail in his pocket, which still refused to part from him. He sighed and hopped awkwardly over the grimy, glass-strewn floor, apologized to the confused clerk, and trudged home in the cool darkness, clenching what remained of his bathrobe around him.

			His bare foot was numb and bleeding again by the time he reached his stairs. He limped up to his door and stumbled inside. The room was dark, so he instinctively muttered “Bind” to the runes that linked his standing lamp’s drawstring to the ground. Instead of pulling together, however, they pushed apart, and his lamp fell over, shattering the bulb.

			“Silent nights,” he cursed in an exhausted mutter. He fumbled through the dark to his cot and fell into it, the numbness of the cold slowly departing to leave the dull aches of worn muscles and the sharp pains of his injured foot behind.

			What was he supposed to do now? With this cursed nail in his pocket, he couldn’t even manage the most minute magics of which he was normally capable. As if convincing Mrs. Ox, the Department Assessor, he was worth keeping on as an Auditor wasn’t difficult enough already, now his magic was even more crippled than normal.

			He tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable position, but between his aching body, the swollen welt Echidna had left across his back, and the mounting concerns of his looming assessment, he failed. The breaking daylight began to assail his eyelids, and just as he was finally about to drift to restless sleep, his brass alarm clock started blaring. It rattled and rumbled until it fell from the coffee table and clattered to the ground.

			He cracked open bloodshot eyes. His hours in the Elsewhere had passed as a mere seven minutes in the real world, but that didn’t mean they were any less exhausting. He felt like someone had put boxing gloves on the blades of a giant blender and dropped him inside.

			And now it was time to get up for work.

			He creaked to his feet, wincing as his right foot touched the ground. It was already painfully swollen and would likely annoy him for a few days.

			If it didn’t get infected first.

			He grumbled as he limped to the shower, stripping away his sweat-sodden pajamas and ruined robe. The robe stuck to him at first, frustrating him until he fished the nail from its pocket. Apparently it wasn’t finicky about where it was touching him, so long as it was. He ended up just holding it in his hand as he let the water grow warm.

			The hot water felt good, mostly. He instinctively recoiled from the warmth when it touched the gnarled burn scars that covered his left side, but eventually he let himself relax as it flowed over him. The scars weren’t sensitive to heat—in fact, they were more tolerant than his unblemished skin—but they had left him with a reflex to draw away from sudden warmth that even physical therapy hadn’t been able to cure.

			He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall of the shower stall, tracing his fingers over the nail in his grip to keep awake.

			There was some good news in all this. His usual Department work, such as checking on at-risk Unorthodox or looking for minor magical misconduct, rarely required any actual magic. Until now, that had been one of his greatest frustrations with it, but until he could rid himself of this cursed nail, it was an odd relief.

			With any luck, Wudge would find a way to remove the curse, and he could go back to normal. Whatever that might look like.

			Although, without Mayflower, normal was most likely going to be making house calls for the foreseeable future. Perhaps indefinitely. Not to mention doing it alone. He felt his stomach flip in place but tried to shove the feeling away.

			Even if that was the sum of his career, it still beat being a magician at a children’s theme restaurant.

			Didn’t it?

			At least there he had made kids smile. He had yet to have anyone be happy to see him at his current job. Up until he had met the two children outside Mayflower’s house, he had been mostly met with grimaces, glares, and an occasional guffaw. No one wanted an Auditor on their doorstep—or anywhere near them, for that matter. Unless it was the direst of circumstances, folks preferred to steer clear of the Department and pretend Auditors didn’t exist. His mere presence seemed to shatter that comfortable illusion. Although maybe that wasn’t a fault. Maybe that was what it was supposed to be like.

			Perhaps that was the problem.

			He didn’t just want to be an Auditor.

			He wanted to help people.

			He had thought that was what being an Auditor was about. Instead, he found it was just about making sure people obeyed the law.

			The realization was hollow. And yet, he had waited his whole life to be an Auditor. He had bled for it. He had fought for it. Eyes aflame, he had almost died for it.

			And even after all that, it wasn’t what he hoped it would be.

			But was that because he wasn’t doing it right, or because he had never realized what it really was? He was uncertain, and neither option gave him any comfort.

			The shower went cold as the hot water ran out, forcing him to peel open his eyes. He realized the water had pooled halfway up his shins in the tub. A quick glance at the drain revealed that it had vanished, leaving smooth plastic instead.

			“Puppy dogs’ tails, Wudge,” he cursed. It hadn’t been the first time his odd houseguest had pulled this particular trick. He’d have to get him to fix it the next time he came back for ramen.

			He knelt and dipped one hand into the water, willing forth his Impetus as he began to trace a circle on the tub’s bottom. After a few passes, a faint trail of dim light appeared where his finger touched, and soon there was the outline of a circle. He placed his palm on it and muttered.

			“Chute.”

			There was a muted boom as water suddenly blasted into his face as if from the end of a hose. It knocked him off his feet and out of the tub before he had enough wherewithal to sever his connection to the spell, dismissing it with a wave from the hard, damp floor.

			He coughed and spat tepid water from his mouth and nose, wincing and grasping at the lash across his back as he rolled on the tile.

			His confusion rose until he remembered the nail, still gripped in his left hand. He held it up and glared at it, pointed a threatening finger.

			“You’re lucky you’re already dead as a doornail,” he muttered.

			He climbed to his feet and shook himself like a wet dog. At the edge of his vision he realized there was something in the standing water that hadn’t been there before. A quick glance revealed it to be a . . . teapot?

			He scooped it up, pouring discolored water from the spout. He then tilted his head, making water do the same from his ear.

			Its surface was silvery metal, like finely polished steel, and it was elegantly engraved with a mixture of vines, roses, and other greenery that seemed odd in such monotone metallic shades.

			“Huh,” he said as the dripping water came to a halt. He looked at the nail, then back at the pot. “Did you do this?” he asked.

			The nail did not reply.

			He shook his head. “Talking to inanimate junk.” He glanced over to the polished bowl that served as his mirror, seeing his steam-guised reflection. “Does that seem reasonable to you, Grimsby?”

			He shook his head at himself. “Seems quite silly, Grimsby.”

			“Then I better quit it before they send me to the Asylum,” he said.

			“Most certainly,” he replied.

			He found a towel that was almost dry, padded out to his only other room, and put the teapot on a shelf in the doorless closet, right beside the wooden box he’d gotten from the Lounge. It seemed as good a place as any to put them. Both were things he didn’t want to think about, and neither was a thing he had time for today.

			He quickly dressed, shoved a snack bar into his mouth, and exited the apartment. He latched all three locks behind him and half stumbled down the stairs in his exhaustion, nearly choking on his breakfast. But, as he picked up his bike and willed some Impetus into the enchantment on its rear wheel, the air began to glimmer with dim sparks of light. He tried to pedal, but the nail’s curse turned his Torque from a boon to a brake. He grumbled and had half a mind to hurl his bike at the wall, but it wasn’t until he dismounted and turned to do so that he realized he wasn’t alone.

			He blearily realized it was Mayflower, dressed in his aged and worn suit, arms crossed as he brooded against the graffiti-stricken wall.

			Grimsby wasn’t sure what to do. He had half expected to never see Mayflower again after they had last spoken. He felt his face flush in anger and his stomach twist in unease, yet even so, he felt some great warmth of relief spread over his chest. He wanted to think of something to say, something cutting and poignant that could convey the sudden storm of mixed feelings.

			He failed, and instead only managed a solitary “Hi.” Through a mouthful of peanuts and chocolate.

			Mayflower grunted, holding up the folder Grimsby had left in his hurry. “You forgot something,” he said, then raised a brow. “You look like crap.”

			“Yeah, well.” Grimsby swallowed his food and tried hard not to glare. “Crap looks twice as good as I feel,” he said, taking the folder, uncertain what to do with his hands otherwise. “You dress up in uniform just to return the lost and found?”

			Mayflower glowered over his shaded glasses. “I think there’s something to that RUIN,” he said, sounding like he was forcing professionalism. “It’s worth checking out.”

			“Checking out?” Grimsby asked, failing to keep the bitterness from his tone. “Well, I hate to break it to you, Mayflower, but it’s not my case—and certainly not our case. Those are reserved for people who show up to work.” He felt his throat strain tight as he spoke. “People with partners.”

			The Huntsman looked away, staring at the clawed marks left on the wall by Blackskull months before. Grimsby knew the man had a few scars of his own from those claws. “I shouldn’t have been so hard on you,” he said.

			“Is that an apology?”

			“No. I meant what I said, just not how I said it. You need someone who can watch your back, someone to keep you safe. That’s not me, not anymore.”

			“So why are you here?”

			He said nothing for a long moment, then let loose a breath. “I think this case, this RUIN, has something to do with an old case of mine. Something I need to put to rest. And—” His gaze seemed ready to bore through the brick wall like a drill. “And I need your help to do that.”

			Grimsby felt hot anger rise in his chest, almost like his own Impetus. Mayflower had all but cast him aside, all but abandoned him, because of some self-destructive, masochistic guilt parade. He’d left Grimsby to twist in the wind for weeks, and now, now he wanted help?

			Grimsby wanted to tell him to buzz off. To go and dig up old wounds on his own. He wanted to scream at him, to demand he apologize, or at least say anything that would make it feel like their friendship hadn’t just been an illusion.

			He felt himself almost swelling up, like a balloon about to burst forth with furious, justified tirades of why he was right and Mayflower was wrong.

			Then he let himself take a breath, and as quick as it had filled him, all that anger waned to dull, thudding pain.

			Mayflower needed help. The rest of it didn’t much matter.

			He said nothing for a moment, then sighed and forced a tight smile.

			“All right.”

			Mayflower tore his eyes from the wall and glanced over at him, and though his expression quickly became stern and stoic, Grimsby thought he saw a flash of surprise in his partner’s face.

			The Huntsman nodded, and Grimsby knew it was about as much as he could expect in the way of thanks. “Good.”

			“But you do understand that it’s still not our case, right?” he asked. “I stole it.”

			Mayflower raised a brow. “Stole? I go away for a few weeks, and you start stealing?” He shook his head. “Kids these days.”

			Grimsby scoffed, but halfway through it became a genuine chuckle.

			“This case is ours,” Mayflower asserted, turning and heading unceremoniously toward the street and the jeep he’d left there. “I told Grieves this morning.”

			“Told him?” Grimsby asked, following the Huntsman. “I bet he didn’t like that much.”

			“He did not. It was a good way to start the day.”

			Mayflower climbed into the old, pitted jeep and idly unlatched the passenger door for Grimsby.

			He got in, taking some comfort in the rough, sunbaked leather seat. “So what now?” he asked.

			“Now we go to the Department to get the case materials. And you tell that Rayne girl of yours that we’re taking her case.”

			Grimsby gulped. “What? I’m telling her?”

			Mayflower nodded. “Grieves’s condition was that he did not want to be the one to inform her. So, the polite thing for you to do is let her know.”

			“Me? Why don’t you tell her?”

			Mayflower shrugged. “Because I don’t care about her enough to go out of my way. I’m guessing that’s not the case for you.”

			Grimsby felt any relief fade away in an instant. “On second thought, maybe I’m not on board with being your partner again.”

			“Tough luck,” Mayflower said, latching the locks shut and revving up the old beast. “You’re stuck with me for now.”

			For now, Grimsby thought, his gut twisting into knots. He quickly shoved the dread down, deep down, and focused on the problem at hand: how would he avoid being throttled by Rayne?
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			Grimsby stood in front of Rayne’s office, adjusting his ill-fitting coat and clearing his throat. “Rayne, I sort of messed up— No, no, I definitely messed up.” He shook his head and tried to stand taller, keeping his voice low. Everything he could think to say just kept coming out worse. “Rayne, I’m sorry, I might have borrowed your case . . . And I’m not giving it back, because Mayflower wants it . . . Gah!” He threw up his hands. How was he supposed to tell her? He hadn’t meant to take the case. Well, actually he supposed he had, but he hadn’t thought it through. If he had, he would have—

			“Grimsby!” a sharp voice said behind him.

			He whirled around to see Rayne stalking toward him, her stride clipped and furious, her face disturbingly even aside from her eyes, which were wide enough to show the whites all around her teal irises.

			“You!” she said, pointing one finger.

			“Me?” He took a reflexive step to one side, and then to the other again, glancing back at the frosted office window in confusion.

			She came to a halt over him, her hands on her hips. “Where is it?”

			He gestured over his shoulder to the office, flustered. “You were supposed to be in there.”

			“Oh, I was?” she asked. “You know, I think you’re right. I was supposed to be in there working on a case. My case. Now, where is it?”

			He cleared his throat again, but his voice was barely above a whisper. “It’s, um, well. It’s not your case.”

			She froze, her head tilted a couple of degrees too far to one side, her eyes still dangerously wide. “Excuse me?”

			“The case. It’s, well, Grieves is giving it to me and Mayflower.”

			“He is what?”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to take it! I would have taken any of them. But on the bright side, you can focus on finding Hives, so really if you think about it—”

			“Focus? You think I’m unfocused?”

			“What? No! I just mean—”

			“You know what? Forget it.” She looked away, her face shadowed. “When you offered to help, I didn’t realize this was what you had in mind.”

			“I didn’t! I had nothing in mind, I swear. I rarely do!”

			“Just—” She forced her way past him and unlocked her door. “Just go. I have work to do. And so do you.”

			“Rayne, I’m sorry, I—” He stopped as she looked back, her face a brittle mask.

			“I thought we were friends.”

			Anything he was going to say withered in his throat. He tried to cobble together something, some desperate apology, but everything was so fragile that it fell apart before he could even try to say it.

			“Rayne—”

			She shut the door, leaving him in the echoing quiet.

			He let his arms fall to his sides. He wanted to try knocking, he wanted to explain himself, but what would he even say?

			He heard a gruff chuckle behind him and turned to see Mayflower leaning against the hallway corner.

			“Was that entertaining?” Grimsby demanded, storming toward him. “Does my crumbling life amuse you?”

			The Huntsman stifled his chuckle, though he took his time about it. “In a way.”

			“Have you been waiting there this whole time?”

			“Long enough,” he said. “You look like crap.”

			“You already told me that this morning.”

			He shrugged. “Needed to be said twice.”

			Grimsby balled up his hands to keep from clawing at his own hair or making an ill-advised attempt to strangle Mayflower. Then he took a deep breath and forced them back down to his sides. “I’d appreciate it if we could just get to work.”

			Mayflower nodded, though he seemed frustratingly smug. He revealed Grimsby’s folder. “I had Finley print off some extra information that wasn’t in the original file. Some extra photos, new angles, that sort of thing.”

			He handed the file over. The front still read oversight tasks, which were Grimsby’s normal responsibilities, but the first page was instead labeled ruin, an acronym for a ritual of unknown intent and nature.

			Grimsby glanced through the pages, skimming the information.

			“So there’s no clue as to the ritual’s intended function?” he asked.

			“No.”

			“So why this case? What makes you think it’s tied to something?” he asked, trying not to look like he was intent on Mayflower’s reply.

			“It’s a hunch,” the Huntsman said. “Probably nothing.”

			“Sure, but there’ve been dozens of other jobs, other RUINs, also probably nothing, and yet you stayed in your all-day robes. Why did this one lure the Huntsman out of his lair?”

			Mayflower scowled. “It’s a home, not a lair.”

			“Well . . .” Grimsby said with a shrug and a tilt of his head that implied it was most certainly a lair.

			“I have a feeling about this one.”

			“A good feeling?” Grimsby asked.

			The Huntsman was quiet for a moment, his gaze burning into the distance. “Trust me. Whatever this was meant to do, it wasn’t good.” His eyes were masked by his darkened glasses, but Grimsby could tell he was holding back.

			“How can you be so sure?”

			The Huntsman grunted. “It’s a hunch. Let’s just leave it at that for now.”

			Grimsby was just about to argue when something in the file caught his eye.

			“What is it?” Mayflower asked.

			“Well, usually RUINs are, well, ruins. Mostly heaps of magical ash and burnt-out symbols painted onto the ground, the innate magical energy of their components having been expended.”

			“So?”

			Grimsby pointed to the photos. “But with this one, something must have gone wrong. It’s too—well, clean. Maybe it was miscast, maybe it was interrupted. Either way, I don’t think whoever started it finished it.”

			“You think they might try again?”

			“Maybe. It would be impossible to know for sure without knowing what the ritual was meant to do.”

			“And what was it meant to do?”

			“That’s the thing; it’s a RUIN. If it were obvious, it’d be filed away by now.”

			Mayflower glared in response. “Aren’t you supposed to be the witch?”

			Grimsby felt his face redden, and he bit back a sharp reply. The Huntsman was right; this was his job. He needed to do better.

			He needed to be better.

			“All major rituals have five main components—one for each section of the pentagram. Each is chosen and designed to help channel the magic in the right way, like digging a channel for water before opening a dam.”

			“Skip the lecture. Tell me the important crap.”

			“Without us knowing what those ingredients were, it’ll stay a RUIN. Unknown. But if we can somehow figure out at least a few of them, we can narrow down an idea for what we’re dealing with.”

			“And find who’s behind it,” the Huntsman said, his tone grim.

			“Yeah, maybe that, too. But there’s a chance this could be nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			“Well, we’ve got nothing to go on yet. It could be something small—like some kids trying to bind a spirit to prank their teacher, or a tracking spell to find someone’s lost dog. That’s why most Auditors hate RUINs; they’re usually a waste of time.”

			Mayflower said nothing for a long moment, then pulled out a cigarette to chew. “So why did Rayne want it so badly?”

			Grimsby opened his mouth, but no reply came out. It was a good question, though it still didn’t assuage his guilt. He glanced over his shoulder to her office before turning his eye back to the photographs.

			“So, what now?” he asked.

			“We go to the scene,” Mayflower said.

			“What? Why?” He held up the folder. “The Department already swept the area. They’d have already collected the evidence and left nothing behind.”

			“You overestimate the Department’s thoroughness. They always miss the most important leads.”

			“What? What leads?”

			Mayflower said nothing; he only started toward the jeep. Grimsby was forced to hurry after him, trying not to think about Rayne and whether she might ever forgive him.

			He did a poor job of the latter.
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			Grimsby checked the map in the RUIN folder against the street signs, then gestured down a narrow side street. “It’s down there, I think,” he said, ducking the piercing gaze of a vagrant man beside the alley.

			Mayflower grunted and turned off the main street, the jeep bouncing lightly as it hit the half curb that led into the alleyway. It was crowded with empty dumpsters and fire-escape ladders, but the jeep narrowly managed to fit between them.

			“I don’t see any tape or signs cordoning the site off,” Grimsby said, “but it should have been around here somewhere.”

			Mayflower ground the jeep to a halt and held out his hand for the folder. Grimsby passed it over and the old Huntsman scanned the photos within. Then he scanned the alley. “Down there,” he said. Without a pause, he unclipped his seat belt and hopped out, stalking down the alleyway with purpose.

			Grimsby followed, barely managing to squeeze out of his door due to an adjacent dumpster. He hurried after Mayflower, glancing about with casual nervousness. He was glad it was broad daylight, as he had avoided alleys at night since his first encounter with Blackskull.

			“Are you sure this is the place?” he asked, casting a glance back toward the main street. Pedestrians and cars passed by, as calm and busy as on any other street in the Mission Hill area. “It seems hard to believe that anyone would try an illegal ritual so close to so many people.”

			“I’ve seen men stabbed to death in crowds before, and no one noticed until someone started screaming,” Mayflower said, half distracted as he referenced the pictures against a few alcoves in the alley.

			Grimsby’s stomach turned at the thought. “You— You weren’t the one stabbing them, right?”

			Mayflower shot him a glare that was disturbingly ambiguous. “Point is, people do terrible things right under other people’s noses. Sometimes it’s even the best way to hide it— Here, this is the one.”

			He pointed to a segment where an older structure had been renovated, leaving an alcove large enough for a pair of narrow parking spots. Yet there was nothing occult that Grimsby could see. No sigils or runes, no painted pentagrams, not even dusty footprints.

			“How can you tell?” Grimsby asked. “I don’t see anything.”

			“Don’t look at what is here,” the Huntsman said. “Look at what’s not.”

			Grimsby frowned but didn’t argue. There seemed to be a lot that wasn’t there in the alley—almost everything in the universe, in fact. But as he looked closer, he realized the place seemed almost too clean, especially compared to the rest of the alley. Like a power washer had passed through, but only in a ten-foot radius.

			“Looks like no leads were missed after all,” he said, feeling a touch deflated. Despite his words, he had hoped there would have been something left behind. Some clue they could follow.

			Mayflower nodded. “They’re quick about it these days, I’ll give them that. Pentagrams and strange symbols make folks nervous—though they’d be more so if they realized exactly how much bad a ritual can do.”

			Grimsby scuffed his foot on the ground in annoyance, hoping in vain to dig something up beneath his heel. “So this was a waste of time.”

			Mayflower glowered carefully around, then turned an eye back to the alley entrance. There, the idle vagrant man had shifted enough to watch them from beneath the brim of his street-worn baseball cap.

			“Not yet,” the Huntsman said, pressing the RUIN folder back into Grimsby’s grip. “Look around. See if you can dig up anything.” Then he took long, easy strides down the alley toward the vagrant.

			Grimsby let out a short breath but decided it was better to be thorough. The Department had already swept the area, but maybe they’d missed . . . something.

			Though what a team of professionals might miss that he wouldn’t was beyond him.

			He carefully traced the area around where the site would have been, using the photos to help him picture it in his mind. The pentagram was usually the primary shape of a ritual—it was one of the most fundamental symbols of complex magic. He scraped his heel across the concrete, leaving behind a vague streak to mark the circle the pentagram would have been within. At each point of the star, a symbol and a reagent would have been placed, each intended to shape the magic that was being conjured forth. Unfortunately, though a few minor components had been found when the Department arrived on the scene, they weren’t helpful or conclusive. It was sort of like trying to tell what someone had been cooking by finding salt in their kitchen.

			A breeze swept down the alley, kicking up grit into his face and carrying with it the thick scent of exhaust and damp trash. He coughed the smell away, then paused, watching a loose plastic bag twist and dance as it was pulled deeper down the alleyway.

			Someone had cleaned up the site after they had finished, or abandoned, the ritual, and the Department had further scrubbed the area when they found it. This place would hold no answers.

			But what if something had been left behind that wasn’t in this place?

			He cast a glance to Mayflower, who was leaning on the wall beside the vagrant, tersely conversing, then turned to follow the dancing plastic bag as it drifted deeper into the alley.

			It caught once or twice on chain-link fences and garbage bins, but he pulled it free and returned it to its course. The wind died down once or twice, and he waited patiently for the inevitable breeze to return and carry the bag once more. Eventually, he found himself in a vacant lot, which had been hastily filled with gravel and marked as a paid parking area. It was surrounded almost entirely by brick-faced buildings, but their shape channeled the breeze toward a dead-end corner, where he could see a gathered pile of trash had already found residence.

			He examined the pile for a few minutes, at first finding nothing that wasn’t sodden down by the recent rains, but then spotted a loose, dry scrap of paper that had found its way to the top of the stack. It looked somehow . . . familiar. It fluttered away from his grip once or twice before he managed to snag it.

			It was a simple paper label, like one used at a yard sale. The ink had partially faded, bled away by either sun or rain, but he could still make out the words Eye, newt. 3 oz.

			More importantly, he recognized the handwriting. It belonged to Samuel Goode.

			He felt his heart begin to speed up. The odds of a reagent tag like this being unrelated to the ritual nearby seemed slight—though not so slight as the odds of him finding it in the first place, let alone recognizing it. Even so, Goode’s home wasn’t far from here; in fact, he might have been the closest reagent vendor in the area.

			It wasn’t anything conclusive, but it was a lead. And it was more than the Department professionals had managed to dig up.

			He carefully stowed the tag in a baggie inside the RUIN folder and returned to the jeep, having to consciously command his legs not to run giddily. He needed to remain professional—except being professional was exactly what was making him so excited.

			He had the first lead of his first case, and he had found it on his own.

			He saw Mayflower leaning against the jeep, his eyes boring bullet holes into the pavement where the ritual had been.

			“Find anything?” he asked without looking up as Grimsby approached.

			Grimsby held up the baggie with the tag inside. “You could say that. Nearby vendor’s price tag for some basic ritual components. It’s not much, but—” He paused as Mayflower took the baggie and raised a brow.

			“Told you they missed things,” he said, handing the evidence back with a nod. “Not bad.” The words didn’t sound special, but Grimsby felt like there was some weight behind them. It made his face redden with awkward pride.

			“What about you? Find anything the Department overlooked?” Perhaps it was more feasible than Grimsby had realized.

			Mayflower nodded. “Same place as usual.”

			“As usual?”

			“Witches are so worried about the strange and the Unorthodox that they forget the normal stuff—and the normal people.” He paused, then shrugged. “No offense.”

			Grimsby hadn’t felt a single inkling of offense until the Huntsman had said no offense, but he was too focused to let it bother him. “So what normal thing did they miss?”

			“Clyde.”

			“Who?”

			He jerked a thumb to the spot where the vagrant had been, though it was now vacant. “Clyde over there was the one that reported the site, though he didn’t offer up his name when he did. Turns out there was something here that wasn’t there anymore by the time the Department arrived.”

			Grimsby perked up. “Was it a reagent? If so, we can start to narrow down what this ritual was about!”

			“I imagine it was. Silver chains etched with some symbols.”

			“Skies alight! That’s fantastic news! The symbols might tell us even more. Where are they?”

			“There’s the rub. They’re long gone by now. Clyde pawned them for a new coat.”

			Grimsby felt his chest deflate, though a small voice told him he shouldn’t have expected it to be so easy. “Well, that’s still something. Chains can be useful for all kinds of things, but it’s almost always binding magic.”

			“Like trapping something?”

			“Not necessarily. It can also be linking two things together. Connecting objects, which can be good or bad depending on how you do it.”

			“So basically that doesn’t help us at all.”

			“Well, it’s a start. We at least know the ritual probably wasn’t some kind of magical bomb. And I know where to head next.”

			Mayflower gave him an odd look, then snorted and shook his head, gesturing to the jeep. “Then let’s get moving.”
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			Rayne tried to keep her rage contained as she strode through the long corridors to her office. The only passersby were a scant few Agents and a passing flock of familiars that looked to have once been ravens. They fluttered by on paper wings, their bodies made of little more than hollow aluminum mounted to their bleached skulls. They held documents in their clutches, probably from one of the older Department witches who had yet to trust an email.

			Her heels clicked sharply on the tiled floor despite her best efforts. After confronting Grimsby, she had planned to take the issue up with the director but had turned around before reaching his office. She couldn’t risk him seeing how invested she had been in the case; it would lead him to asking questions she couldn’t answer yet. Even so, giving away her case had been a betrayal—though perhaps not one as great as Grimsby taking it in the first place.

			How could Grieves have simply given away her RUIN case? She chastised herself immediately for asking such a simple question. There was little the director wouldn’t do to keep the Huntsman under heel—though whether that was because he was a valuable asset or because he was simply less dangerous that way, she wasn’t sure.

			Besides, it wasn’t as though Grieves knew the import of the RUIN to her. She hadn’t told him, nor could she. If he knew, she would at the very least be suspended until the case could be pursued further.

			The worst part was she didn’t know what such a pursuit might lead to, whether it be damnation, vindication, or something between. But that was why she had risked pursuing the case in the first place. She couldn’t trust anybody else to handle what they found—only herself.

			Not even Grimsby; though of all people, she thought he might have been her ally, not her enemy.

			She told herself what she always had: she didn’t need anybody else. She had come this far alone, and she wasn’t going to stop for anyone or anything. She was strong.

			She just wished being strong didn’t mean being alone.

			Deep within, she felt that old, grating rage begin to rise, like a caged beast stirring from hibernation. She hadn’t felt it since she was a child—at least, not until recently. But it had begun troubling her a few months ago and had only worsened as her stress made her discipline fray.

			She forced the feeling away and scolded herself, lashing down her welling emotions to make certain nothing broke loose. Now was neither the time nor the place—and it never would be.

			Her frustration boiled in her belly, and she felt her cheeks grow hot as she contained her anger. It wasn’t until she had unlocked and entered her office that she let herself lean against the wall and loose a constrained groan that gave a voice to what thrummed in her veins. Her calm slowly returned.

			“Rough day?” Defaux asked.

			Rayne jumped, knocking her glasses askew. She quickly righted them before they fell altogether, leaving her unmasked and exposed to the Elsewhere. She must have been so focused inward that she hadn’t noticed Defaux, seated on the edge of Hives’s desk.

			“Where have you been?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you all day.”

			Defaux leaned over her crossed legs. She had one high-heeled shoe dangling loose from her toes, bouncing in time with her knee. “I was looking into what it might take to create a tracking spell for the former Auditor Hives,” she said.

			Rayne’s heart stalled. She had been so consumed with worries about the RUIN case that she hadn’t thought of Hives for hours—there was so much to do. She suddenly felt like more weights had been placed upon her chest, making it difficult to breathe.

			“And?” she asked, letting brevity hide her breathlessness.

			Defaux shrugged and stood up, stretching until the seams in her jacket creaked. “I think we can do it—but not without class-three approval.”

			Rayne groaned. “That would take weeks, even if it did get approved! I can’t wait that long.”

			“Hives might not have that much time,” Defaux agreed, “but it’s the only way we can be sure to break through whatever shroud might be hiding him. Unfortunately,” she said, gesturing to the badge on Rayne’s desk, “every moment that passes makes his connection to our source all the weaker, and therefore makes the ritual less likely to work.”

			Rayne dropped into her chair, propped her elbows on the desk, and threaded her fingers through her tied-back hair. She stared down at the badge beneath her, her stomach twisting into knots like a Gordian snake.

			Her RUIN case had been taken. Hives seemed to be growing farther from reach each passing second. And Grimsby, one of the few people she’d thought she might trust, had betrayed her.

			She was alone.

			There was so much to do, yet so little time to do it. Every moment seemed to bring with it another fuse, each burning short in rapid order, and all trailing back to a Damoclean powder keg. If she missed extinguishing any single one, it would be disastrous. But she only had so much time, only had so many hands, and after so long bearing the burden alone, it was like she was being crushed beneath its growing weight.

			She felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Defaux seated on the edge of the desk, her languid curls of dark hair shadowing her face.

			“There’s something going on,” Defaux said, her voice calm, even soothing. “Something besides Hives.”

			Rayne said nothing. What could she say? She had known Defaux for barely two days, and yet now, more than ever, she needed someone else to help her shoulder the load.

			Yet she had no one.

			Hives was gone.

			Grieves was busy with his own schemes.

			And Grimsby . . .

			She felt the cloying despair in her chest sharpen into anger.

			To hell with Grimsby.

			It was Grimsby who had put her in this mess. Him taking the RUIN was just one more fuse for her to stomp out. But she couldn’t do it alone. She needed help, or eventually a spark would find its way to that powder keg.

			And when it did, her whole world would go to hell with it.

			Though she had known Defaux only briefly, the stranger from New York had been the first to offer a tangible hope to find Hives, to make things how they were before. She had risked herself and her position to bring Rayne that faint chance at redemption. And she asked for nothing in return—no favors or payments. Nothing.

			If Rayne hadn’t been so desperate, she might have been suspicious.

			But she was long past being able to afford suspicion.

			She needed an ally.

			She needed a friend.

			And, aside from Defaux, she seemed to have run out.

			“A few days ago,” Rayne said, managing to keep her voice steady, “there was a RUIN—a ritual of unknown intent and nature.”

			Defaux raised a brow. “So? We get a dozen of those a week on Long Island alone.”

			“Yes, but I—I found the ritual. Before anyone else had reported it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She took a deep breath. “I woke up there. In the middle of the night. One second”—her voice shook despite her best efforts—“one second I was at work. The next, I was there.”

			“Did someone take you there?” Defaux asked, leaning forward intensely. “Or were you somehow transported?”

			Rayne hesitated. The response wasn’t what she’d expected. She had anticipated suspicion, apprehension, or even for Defaux to walk out and report her on the spot.

			Instead, she had an odd fervor to her, like she had just received a puzzle to solve after years in solitary confinement.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know if I was brought there or—or if I had some kind of part in it.” She shuddered, anxious doubts clawing apart her insides. “I can’t remember anything.”

			“What was the ritual?” Defaux asked. “Could you tell?”

			Rayne shook her head. “No—most of the reagents were already burnt-out or gone, and I didn’t recognize the sigil. I knew no one would believe me, so I scratched it out and ran.”

			“That’s a shame; that sigil could tell us a lot.”

			Rayne arched a sharp, slightly prideful brow. “That’s why I memorized it.”

			The New York Auditor smiled. “Impressive. What did it look like?”

			Rayne grabbed for a pen and paper, her hands finding the manila folder that had once held her now-pilfered assignment. She scribbled an imitation of the sigil on the cover. It wasn’t perfect, but it was close enough. She slid it over to Defaux, who stared at it for a long moment.

			“Hmm,” she said, crossing her arms and standing a spare pace away from the symbol as though it might bite. “Interesting.”

			Rayne felt her heart begin to speed up. What would Defaux do? With this information alone, she could make certain every fear Rayne had about Grimsby’s own investigation might come true. Defaux could have her suspended, investigated, and perhaps even disbarred, if not full-on arrested.

			Perhaps an even worse fate awaited her, should the ritual’s true purpose come to light and prove to be malevolent.

			Regardless of what its intent was, when the Department was informed of the situation, Rayne would become an unknown quantity, a rogue asset, especially with the shadow cast over her by her relationship with Hives. She would be excised, one way or another.

			Yet she could do nothing. She was powerless. She felt so foolish to have spilled her secret, all because she couldn’t bear it alone anymore. She should have stayed silent. She should have shunned this stranger before—

			“Well,” Defaux said, nodding to herself, “it’s not much to go on. But it’s a start!”

			Rayne said nothing for a moment, then slowly asked, “You’ll help me?”

			Defaux gave her a confused smile of perfectly white teeth. “Well . . . yes? Why wouldn’t I?”

			Rayne stared. Of all the outcomes she had imagined, this hadn’t been one.

			She had expected Defaux to turn on her, like the others. Instead, she seemed almost . . . excited. Eager, even, to help.

			What could Rayne say? How could she voice the surge of unexpected relief that flowed over her?

			For once, she wasn’t alone.

			The words didn’t come, so instead she slowly reached out and grasped Defaux’s arm. “Thank you.”

			Defaux tilted her head. “You—don’t get help often, do you?”

			She scoffed, but it came out more bitter than she meant. “I don’t usually need it.”

			“What you need is some sleep. This place have a bunkhouse?”

			“Yes, but I don’t have time. I—”

			“When was the last time you slept?”

			Rayne opened her mouth to reply, then realized just how long it had been. She said nothing.

			“Exactly,” Defaux said. “You go get some sleep. When you wake up, you look into that symbol. Meanwhile, I’ll see what I can scrounge together to find Hives.”

			Rayne wanted to argue, but she relented. It would be foolish of her to think she could go for days on end without rest and still perform at the level she needed to. “Fine. But—please, be discreet. I don’t need any more eyes looking at me than there already are.”

			“I think I can manage that,” she said, mouth twisting into an odd smirk. “You rest.”

			Rayne nodded and went to the door, pausing to look back. “Thank you, again. Just—thank you.”

			Defaux smiled serenely. “Of course.”

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN[image: ]

			Grimsby felt every bump in the road through the worn cushions of the jeep’s aged leather seat. The familiar whistle of wind whisked through the cabin, filtered in through numerous scars in the rust-mauled exterior.

			He watched the highway go by, downtown Boston in the distance. The towering buildings caught the morning sun and scattered it across the city, creating light and shadow where they shouldn’t be.

			He remembered the cityscape’s desolate visage in the Elsewhere, and the colossal titans of dark bone that stalked its ruins. He shuddered and forced the image from his mind, turning his attention to the plastic bag in his hand. Inside was the tag he had scrounged. Despite the Department having swept the area, no one had found the connection to Samuel Goode.

			No one except Grimsby.

			He felt a small thrill of satisfaction. It was most likely just luck that he had found it, but maybe it was more than that. Maybe he was actually cut out for the job after all.

			He just had to convince Grieves of the idea.

			And just maybe himself as well.

			“Thanks,” he said to the brooding Huntsman, bracing himself as Mayflower swerved around a slow lane of traffic.

			“Eh?” he grunted, hunched over the wheel, hands diligently at ten and two.

			“Thanks for coming back. I know we didn’t leave on the best of terms when we last spoke, and we both said . . . things. But I’m glad you’re back.”

			The Huntsman said nothing, though his eyes seemed to grow distant. He took another turn, this time an exit, cutting across three lanes. Horns blared, but no one was forced to speed up or slow down to make way. Somehow, the Huntsman navigated the road like it was an open river. An open river filled with a flotsam of annoyed bystanders.

			The jeep caught a pothole as it slowed for the exit. The rune-engraved bars that separated the front and back seats rattled. Once, Grimsby had been back there instead of up front. Now, however, things were different.

			He and Mayflower were partners again, and it felt right.

			Grimsby hardly recognized Goode’s neighborhood as it sailed by. The last time, he had ridden through it on a bike, feeling like a child in his big brother’s suit. This time—well, at least he wasn’t on a bike.

			Mayflower glared around at the run-down town houses, cramped together with their narrow strips of yards. “These folks should take some pride in their homes.”

			“I don’t know,” Grimsby said. “Maybe they just don’t have enough to spare at the moment.”

			“You don’t need to have anything, not if you just do the work.”

			“Didn’t I step over broken beer bottles when I came to your house?”

			“Whiskey. Beer makes you soft.”

			“So what’s whiskey good for?”

			“Flesh wounds,” he said, then more quietly: “And making you forget.”

			Before Grimsby could inquire further, he spotted Goode’s home on their right. “There! The one with the tinfoiled windows.”

			Mayflower pulled up outside the half wall of collapsed bricks that outlined the dead yard. He got out of the jeep and walked around to the back. Grimsby quickly followed.

			“What are you doing?” he asked as Mayflower opened the trunk.

			He didn’t answer for a moment, instead rummaging in the collection of boxes and cases until he found what he was looking for: a case about the size of a deck of cards. He opened it to reveal two rows of six rounds, their tips gleaming silver. He began to exchange them for the rounds in his gun with deft hands.

			“I don’t think we’ll need those,” Grimsby said, swallowing the nervous lump in his throat.

			“That’s a fool thing to say.”

			“What?”

			“He’s a Therian, Grimsby. Even outside of the lunar cycle he’s faster and stronger than either of us. We’d need these to take him down.”

			“Who said anything about taking anyone down, out, up, or otherwise? We’re just here to talk.”

			“Because talking always turns out so well for us.”

			Grimsby opened his mouth, then closed it again, not wanting to admit Mayflower was right. “We just need to know what he knows so we can find a lead. That’s it.”

			“And does my having silver bullets prevent us from doing that?”

			Grimsby frowned. “Well—no.”

			“And does my having silver bullets prevent him from deciding to fur-out and rip us to pieces?”

			Grimsby felt a bad taste in his mouth as his imagination supplied unfortunate images, and couldn’t find room to argue. “I suppose maybe you’re a little right. Wait—what do you mean deciding to? I thought Therians shifted involuntarily.”

			“That’s what you’re supposed to think. It makes people feel safer to think their neighbor can’t eat them in broad daylight,” he said. “Most can’t choose to shift. But most is far from all.”

			Grimsby thought of having gone to Goode’s home alone and unarmed and felt sweat prickle on his temples. “How come I wasn’t told about that?”

			“The Department slants information to suit what they need. People wouldn’t let Therians live among them if they thought they might turn into monsters at any moment. And upsetting a group of Unorthodox that can occasionally turn into hungry murder-machines is a bad habit historically.” He slotted silver slugs into his gun as he spoke. “So, you say they only shift during lunar cycles, which is mostly true, and stick them in the Asylum during that time. Keeps both groups grumbling but complacent so long as there’s no accidents.”

			Grimsby did not care for the way Mayflower said accidents; it somehow sounded red and messy.

			“Besides,” the Huntsman said, pocketing the box of remaining rounds, “not bringing these goes against one of my core rules.”

			“Which is?”

			He clicked shut the cylinder of his revolver and holstered it. “If you’re going to talk to someone who can kill you, you better be damn sure you can kill them right back.”

			“That’s psychotic.”

			“Maybe to you. Where I come from, it’s called respect.”

			Grimsby’s mouth was left agape, and though he was uncertain Mayflower’s words were right, he couldn’t help but feel there was at least something like wisdom in them.

			But it was a dangerous, lonely kind of wisdom, one he wasn’t sure he envied.

			“So if that’s one core rule, what are the others?” he asked.

			“You’re not ready,” Mayflower said simply, straightening his haphazard jacket. In its shifting lining, Grimsby saw a glimmer of silver threads.

			Before he could press the question, the Huntsman was moving, and he was forced to keep up.

			They approached Goode’s front door, Mayflower’s heavy steps creaking on the old floorboards of the deck. He rapped his knuckles on the threshold. “Sam Goode,” he called, sounding both at ease and demanding, “we’d like to speak with you.”

			There was a rustle and clatter of noise from inside, and a few moments later Goode’s many dead bolts and chains began to click and rattle. The door opened a crack, revealing Goode’s round and shiny face. His long, lank hair had been pulled back into a short tail at the top of his head. His reddened, dark eyes curled into a scowl as he saw them.

			“Two suits this time? What do you want? My stint at the Asylum doesn’t start until tonight.”

			Grimsby waited for Mayflower to speak, but the Huntsman remained silent. He glanced over expectantly, only to realize Mayflower was waiting for him to do the talking.

			“We—uh, have a few questions for you,” he said, clearing his throat to rid his voice of the squeaking noise it was making. “Regarding some reagents found at a crime scene.”

			Goode glowered. “And?”

			“We think they were purchased from you,” Grimsby said.

			The Therian’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know that. I don’t sell anything you can’t find a hundred other places. Why don’t you go check with each of them first before bothering me?”

			Grimsby pulled out the plastic bag with Goode’s handwritten tag on it. “Because of this.”

			The Therian glared at it for a moment. “Oh. Well, I suppose that probably narrowed down the search a bit.”

			“Just a touch. Look, you’re not in trouble—”

			“Yet.” Mayflower’s grave voice tolled, his lone syllable a warning tone.

			Grimsby tried to smile away the Huntsman’s not-so-subtle threat. “We’re just trying to identify what the ritual was intended to do. What can you tell us about it?”

			Goode glanced at the tag. “About what? It’s newt eye. Practically every ritual from bogus ones to regrow hair to the real deal needs it. Either way, it’s not my job to ask. It’s my job to sell. I’ve no idea what they would want to use it for, and I don’t care.”

			“Do you remember who you sold it to? Maybe anything else they purchased?”

			Goode’s face was hard, but a sheen of sweat beaded on his brow. “I told you, it’s common crap. I sell a dozen of those jars a week.”

			Grimsby couldn’t quite tell what, but there was something beneath Goode’s words, something he wasn’t sharing.

			“I think you’re lying to us,” Grimsby said, his words surprising both Goode and himself.

			The Therian growled, and the sound was more literal than Grimsby had ever heard from a person before. “Well, why don’t you go draw up a warrant to bring me in? Or you can find me tonight in my cell, though I wouldn’t recommend it.” His voice was bitter but had a note of defiance in it. “Meanwhile, I’ll start thinking real hard about any details I missed, new guy.”

			Grimsby opened his mouth but found no argument he could make. He couldn’t officially interrogate Goode, even if he had been trained to do so, and so any information he divulged or withheld was up to him. He could get a warrant, as the Therian had so annoyingly described, but without any reason for urgency, it would take too long to get processed. Even if he could get one the same day, Goode would be in the Asylum before he could get back, and he’d likely be in no mood for talking when he had grown horns, claws, and who knew what else.

			He was about to concede defeat when the Huntsman stepped forward.

			Goode glanced over to him with dark eyes, sizing him up. His nostrils flared as though he were catching a scent, and shortly after, his skin grew a shade paler.

			“I don’t think a warrant is necessary,” Mayflower said.

			“Whatever, man,” Goode said as he began to shut the door.

			He was interrupted when Mayflower leaned back and kicked it open with a short, devastating blow.

			Goode was knocked away, falling back into the darkened entry. His shocked expression became wide and furious in the light that dawned over him. Mayflower straightened his ill-knotted tie and stepped inside.

			“Hey!” Goode barked. “You can’t do that, you’re—”

			Mayflower crouched in front of him, conveniently pulling his jacket back enough to reveal the revolver at his side. “The only thing that should matter to you is that I’m asking a question. Right now, every other damned thing in this world is secondary. Understand me?”

			Goode began to clamber to his feet, but Mayflower drew the gun from his coat, letting the business end dangle toward the floor.

			Goode froze.

			“I know you can smell the silver in here. Now, answer my partner’s question: who did you sell the stuff to?”

			Goode was pale even in the darkness, though Grimsby could see yellow flash in his eyes as he shook his head. “I can’t, I can’t! If people knew I’d spill to any suit that came asking, no one would ever buy from me again.”

			“You have a license, though,” Grimsby said, fighting the discomfort of being so near Mayflower’s foreboding presence. “Why would they not?”

			“No one is licensed to sell anything worth a damn! You think I keep this house peddling newt eye and cat bones? People can buy that crap online. They buy from me because they get what they need and can’t be traced.”

			“And now we want to trace them,” Mayflower said, standing to loom over Goode’s rotund body. “Who were they, and what did you sell to them?”

			The Therian groaned and shook his head, but his shoulders slumped in defeat. “I don’t know who it was. A bald guy. He wore a scarf over his face and I never caught his name. He didn’t even talk; he just gave me a list.”

			“What did he buy?”

			“A bunch of stuff. More than I sell in a year.”

			“What for?”

			“You think someone waves that kind of cash around and I’m going to start asking questions? No way. He bought. I sold. End of transaction.”

			Mayflower dug in his pocket and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. He tossed them down to Goode. “Write it down. All of it.”

			Goode meekly took the implements and began scribbling.

			Grimsby felt like he had become suddenly carsick, but he tried to keep a straight face until the Therian had finished.

			He held up the paper and pen to Mayflower, and the Huntsman took them, his eyes never leaving Goode’s, as though he were watching for any ill motive or sign of movement. He must have found none. He backed away out the door and turned to the jeep.

			Grimsby stayed where he was, his legs refusing to move.

			Goode glared up at him, some of the fear having fled his eyes, leaving him looking hurt and ashamed. He glowered at Grimsby. “Get out of my house,” he said, his voice cracking.

			Grimsby stepped forward and offered a hand to help the man up. “I’m sorry, I—”

			Goode slapped it away. “I said get the hell out!” he screamed.

			Grimsby, stunned more than hurt by the blow, stumbled back out of the house and hurried to the jeep. He heard the door slam shut behind him, the clatter of locks quickly following.

			Mayflower was waiting, his eyes scanning the paper he had extracted from Goode.

			“This list has some serious stuff on it,” he said. “I’m guessing whoever was interrupted managed to recover the more important reagents before they booked it.”

			Grimsby didn’t hear him, not really. His mind was too busy replaying the shrillness in Goode’s voice. He kept seeing the fear in his eyes again and again. It made him sick to his stomach.

			This wasn’t what being an Auditor was, was it?

			No, it couldn’t be. It wouldn’t be.

			“Grimsby? You listening?”

			He shook his head and looked up at the Huntsman. For a moment, he didn’t look like Mayflower. He looked like a stranger.

			“That was wrong,” Grimsby said, his words emerging of their own accord.

			“Excuse me?” the Huntsman asked, his tone as level as the horizon, but his eyes guillotine sharp.

			Grimsby felt a swell of panic under that executioner’s gaze, but he tensed himself and made the words come out. “What you just did. It was wrong. You shouldn’t have threatened him like that.”

			“He had the info we needed. I just got it out of him.”

			“By threatening his life.”

			“I didn’t say anything. I just implied it.”

			“You of all people should know how much you can say without a word. You made him afraid for his life, and that’s why he talked.”

			“Yes, yes I did,” Mayflower said, turning to square with him. “You have an issue with that?”

			Grimsby felt his reserve waning. The Huntsman’s glare weighed on him, and more than just because of its intimidating nature. Mayflower was his partner. He wanted to do right by him. He wanted to be friends with him.

			He wanted to make him proud.

			But there was no pride in what the Huntsman had just done.

			Grimsby took a sharp breath and raised himself up as much as possible. He met Mayflower’s gaze and held as steady as he could. “Yes. I think I do.”

			They stood that way for longer than Grimsby was comfortable, and then some, but he didn’t dare back down. He felt like he was staring down a train, and the only thing that kept it from running him over was his own stubbornness. His own will.

			Then something in Mayflower’s face cracked, like a hairline fissure in a mountainside. It was a razor-thin motion, but one Grimsby noticed. He couldn’t dare guess at what was going on behind the Huntsman’s eyes, but he knew enough to know it was difficult.

			“Okay,” Mayflower said, turning his eyes back to the list in his hand.

			“O-okay?” Grimsby asked, feeling like someone had opened a trapdoor beneath him, yet he remained floating above the abyss solely due to disbelief.

			“Yeah, okay,” he repeated, “you’re right. That was over the line. Now shut up about it, and let’s make some good out of it.”

			“I’m . . . right?” Grimsby muttered, his voice deadened to a whisper by shock. What had just happened? He had never seen Mayflower back down like that. Not once. And yet he had just watched the Huntsman concede before his very eyes.

			And to him no less.

			“You want to explain how I’m right?” he asked with a nervous chuckle. He was only half joking.

			“Don’t push it,” Mayflower said. “Just take a look at this.”

			He handed the list over, and Grimsby skimmed it, trying to focus, though his head was still reeling.

			“I’m more of an expert at stopping rituals than performing them,” Mayflower said, “but . . . a lot of this stuff seems pretty delicate. Living branch of a century oak, last tears of a virgin, and—what the heck is ‘the sole of a kurdaitcha’?”

			“Aboriginal shaman,” Grimsby said, scanning the list, “or the shoes they wear. Depends on whether he spelled ‘sole’ right.”

			“Any of this make sense to you?”

			Grimsby shook his head. “It’s like puzzle pieces that don’t fit. There’s too much on here for any one ritual.”

			“So you think it’s just the first of many?”

			“Maybe. Though maybe not.” He furrowed his brow in thought. “I think maybe our bald perp bought some red herrings to throw off anyone curious about his recipe.”

			“Makes sense. So we have no idea which of these might be part of the ritual—or if this is even the whole list. He could have other suppliers.” Mayflower nodded. “But did you see the last one?”

			“ ‘A fallen stone during its first full moon.’ What is that, like a meteor?”

			“Meteorite.”

			“What?”

			“Once it hits the ground, it’s a meteorite,” the Huntsman said distractedly. “Before that, it’s a meteor, and before it hits the atmosphere it’s a meteoroid.”

			“Oh. I didn’t realize you were an astronomer.”

			“I’m not. My wife—” He paused, then let out a sudden breath, like he’d just moved a twinging muscle. He shook his head. “Point is, something like that is pricey and has a pretty short expiration date. Not something you’re likely to throw on the list as a decoy.”

			“So you’re thinking whoever is behind this is going to try again, before that meteorite’s expiration date?”

			He nodded. “Before the full moon’s over.”

			“So we just need to find out where, and we can see for ourselves what they’re up to.”

			“That’s my thought.”

			“So, where do we start?”

			“Not where. Who. Finley.”

			“Ah,” Grimsby said, then paused. “Wait, who?”
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			Grimsby climbed out of the jeep and glanced around at the lot of black, mirrorless cars. Mayflower’s rusted-out vehicle stuck out like a mountain crag in the middle of a rolling black sea.

			“Didn’t they offer you a car when you came back?” he asked as they entered the building’s concrete facade.

			“They tried,” Mayflower said, then scoffed. “Even insisted.”

			“And you said no?”

			“That jeep has been with me since the start. I’ve rebuilt her from little more than scrap more than once. I know every sound she makes, every grind of every gear. You think I’d trade that for anything?”

			“Okay, but have you ever thought about the ship of Theseus?”

			“Yes.” The Huntsman scowled. “But Theseus never had a jeep.”

			Grimsby shrugged. “You could at least get a radio installed,” he said, suppressing a grin.

			Mayflower’s only reply was a growl. He nodded to Stanwick, who bobbed his frizzy mess of gray hair in return and opened the door to the runed hall.

			Grimsby still felt nervous as the tiles twitched and hummed, occasionally glowing with soft light as they passed. The Huntsman ignored them, taking long strides that forced him to keep up.

			They entered the main hall to find it mostly empty. A few assistants and Agents moved about or spoke in quiet tones, but the rest of the staff was likely at work in the library or reliquary, or in the field.

			During his short period at the Department, Grimsby had spent most of his time in the operations wing, along with the other Agents and Auditors. Enough so that the odd mixture of old architecture and modern construction was familiar to him. He had occasionally visited the research wing as well.

			But he had never been to logistics.

			That was where Mayflower led him.

			The hall branched off the main hub, where the domed roof and walls sported original murals. However, the hall quickly grew long and empty. It felt almost barren. The occasional art along the walls looked like modern efforts at old styles rather than the genuine articles, and the floor had shifted from hardwood to razor-thin carpeting that did nothing to cushion the concrete floor. The sound of Grimsby’s shoes and Mayflower’s boots scuffing on the ground seemed to echo more loudly than it did elsewhere, making the space feel endless and empty.

			Mayflower stopped at a wooden door with a frosted-glass window. Painted letters on the glass read Remote Analysts. He entered and Grimsby followed, though he balked as he did.

			It was an office. A massive office.

			Dozens of people muttered quietly and shuffled around off-white cubicles. Somewhere a phone rang endlessly. There were computers on practically every surface, and in front of each was someone dressed in a simple collared shirt, slacks, and usually a plaid jacket of some kind, though there were a few solid-colored variants; none, however, wore the gray-black of Auditors or the blue of Agents.

			Grimsby had to regain control of his slackened jaw to shut his mouth. How had he not known about this place? So many people, so many computers, and yet he’d never heard of it?

			“What is this place?” he asked.

			“You think the Department runs on Agents and Auditors?” Mayflower scoffed. “They just do fieldwork. Analysts handle everything else, from research to acquisitions to PR. For every Agent or Auditor, there’s likely twenty other personnel.”

			“I thought all the researchers were in the library or reliquary.”

			“You aren’t going to learn everything stooping over a century-old tome. You can learn even more from the internet.”

			“I—” Grimsby said, sheepish. “I don’t know how to use a computer.”

			“Me neither, and I’m too much of a bitter old bastard to learn. That’s why we have Finley.”

			He looked around the office, then began walking, weaving through cubicles as Analysts scurried from his path like gazelles before an elephant.

			Soon, Grimsby began to hear the tinny blare of rock music, as he often heard on the bus during his commute. They reached a cubicle that might have been off-white like the rest, but it was impossible to tell with the strange, shifting rainbow of colors that were projected by every device inside. It was a vomit of hues that instantly made his head hurt.

			Seated in front of three screens, with her feet tucked up beneath her like a cherubic gargoyle, was a young woman perhaps a few years older than Grimsby. She bobbed her head under massive headphones, from which heavy guitar riffs leaked. Her hair had been dyed almost as many colors as had been projected on the walls, and it was currently bound back in a chaotic braid. She wore the relatively standard style of the other Analysts, though her jacket was a plaid of black and blue, rebelliously close to the colors reserved for Auditors and Agents. She also sported a collection of chains around one wrist and spikes on her heavy boots.

			“Finley,” Mayflower called, but she made no motion of having heard. She only glanced over at one of her monitors, which displayed a full-screen video of a very fit woman dancing under spotlights to the thrum of the music.

			“Finley!” Mayflower roared, drawing a dozen nearby eyes. Grimsby was pretty certain people could see him from the farthest-flung cubicles in the office, like a haunted, looming lighthouse in an off-white sea.

			Again, no reply from the woman.

			Finally, Mayflower growled and reluctantly reached out to tap her on the shoulder.

			She peeled off the headphones and whirled around with a scowl, her freckled brow charmingly dissonant with her hooded eyes, but the frown vanished when she saw the Huntsman.

			“Les!” she cried, leaping out of her chair and wrapping her arms around him in a hybrid hug-tackle. As she did, the headphones around her neck stretched their cord tight before ripping it from the computer. The music began blaring painfully loudly from terrible speakers, making people around the office groan and glare at them.

			Grimsby hardly noticed, as his jaw had dropped open so wide he could practically taste the chaotic rainbow of light.

			Finley was hugging the Huntsman.

			Mayflower, for his part, held his hands up like a gun was pointed at him, though he looked more uncomfortable than surprised. After an extended period, he lost his will to remain stoic and gently began prying her arms from him.

			“Yes, hello, Finley,” he muttered under the music. “Good to see you, too.”

			She allowed herself to be pried away, though her dark eyes remained bright. “I was starting to think you’d never drop by.”

			“Sorry. Things got . . . complicated.”

			“They always do with you,” she said, a tinge of sadness beneath her mirth. She turned to Grimsby and raised a brow. “Who’s the dweeb?”

			“Dweeb?” Grimsby said, uncertain he had ever heard the word before, but very certain it was not a compliment.

			“Grimshaw Grimsby, Miranda Finley. Miranda Finley, Grimshaw Grimsby. There. Introductions are done.”

			She rolled her eyes at him and grinned covertly at Grimsby. “I’m guessing he’s always this much of a grump?”

			“Only when he’s around,” Grimsby said, half shouting over the music.

			“Enough!” Mayflower said, glowering. “We’ve got work to do.”

			“Let me guess,” Finley said, plugging her headphones back in to stifle the blaring music. “You need my help.”

			Mayflower grumbled something unintelligible, but it was clearly an affirmative.

			“Yay!” she said with genuine excitement. “Whatcha got?”

			Mayflower handed her the list. “We’ve got a RUIN with a list of ingredients. We need to find out where it might take place again.”

			Finley skimmed the list. “If whoever got these was a real pro, there’ll be decoys on here. Junk they didn’t actually need, but that would throw off the scent of the ritual’s true intent.”

			Grimsby nodded. “We thought so, too, but I figured with all that information and the location of the original attempt, we could still narrow down—”

			“The viable locations where ley lines might intersect to perform the ritual again,” Finley finished. “Makes sense. I have a few simulations I could run. If the heavy mojo here matches up with the right flavors of ley lines, we might have a shot at finding a location.”

			“How long will it take?” Mayflower asked, glaring dubiously at the triple screens of the computer behind her.

			She shrugged. “Couple of hours, maybe.”

			He grunted, “Fine,” and leaned against one of the cubicle’s wobbly walls.

			“You’re just going to wait here, huh?”

			He nodded.

			“All right, fair enough. And what about you, dweeb?”

			“Me?” Grimsby said, stumbling. “Oh, I don’t know—”

			Mayflower grunted. “Go get some sleep, Grimshaw. I can tell you’re lacking.”

			“I’m a witch who lacks many things. What’s one more?”

			The Huntsman glowered.

			“So you do care!”

			“I just care that my witch being short a nap might cost me my ass.” His face was hard, but there was some genuine concern in his voice. “There should be some spare cots in the operations barracks. Go on, I’ll come find you when this is done.”

			Grimsby began to argue, but a yawn overtook and nearly unhinged his jaw. Maybe Mayflower was right. He had barely slept after his escapade with Wudge, and he was no use to anyone half awake.

			“All right, all right. But don’t go anywhere without me.”

			Mayflower grunted and waved him away. Finley had already returned to her seat and had begun clicking away at the board of keys in front of her.

			Grimsby left them in the cubicle and made his way back toward the operations wing of the Department, feeling his eyes grow heavier with each step.
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			The barracks was dark when Grimsby entered. The room had a dozen double-bunked beds, and all but one of them were empty. Grimsby left the light off and maneuvered through the dark, using only the single band of illumination that spilled in from the crack beneath the door.

			He took a bed on the opposite side of the room from the only other occupant, lying on the narrow mattress. As he did, he felt the soft surface almost envelop him. How long had it been since he had slept on anything other than his couch or a cot?

			He couldn’t remember, and he certainly hadn’t remembered how much more comfortable a real mattress was. His exhausted body was all too happy to sink into the cushions and be forgotten, ready for sleep, but his mind yet wandered.

			What would they do when they found whoever was behind the RUIN? Grimsby had never arrested anyone before, and his last real fight had been before he’d gotten his Auditor badge. Would the perpetrator come along quietly, answer to the law, and one day be released again?

			After all, despite Mayflower’s hunches, they still weren’t sure what the ritual was intended to even do. The only facts they had were that the RUIN was unlicensed, that it was almost certainly more powerful than was allowed by the Department, and that it was binding magic. But such magic was amorphous and could be used for almost anything. Although, as far as Grimsby knew, little of it was used with good intentions. Trapping and imprisoning was often by its very nature a cruel act.

			And yet, that was exactly what he was supposed to do to whoever was behind the spellwork.

			His stomach twisted and thrashed with guilt from something he hadn’t even done. But it was his job to do it. It was the job he had always wanted, and now it left him lying awake when he was otherwise exhausted.

			He twisted and turned, the mattress now more confining than comfortable.

			“Guilty conscience?” a familiar voice asked.

			Grimsby sat up to see a figure seated on the edge of the bunk across from him. He readjusted his glasses and squinted his eyes before realizing who it was.

			“Rayne?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”

			She gestured to the bed she had left on the other side of the room. “Sleeping. Or, at least, I was.”

			“Oh,” he said, awkwardly detangling his legs from the blankets. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was you.”

			“No, I should thank you. I had already overslept.” Her tone was oddly smooth and relaxed. “There’s too much work to do, you know?”

			He nodded. “I know the feeling.”

			She leaned forward, her visage hidden in the shadows, but he could smell a waft of her familiar perfume. It was dark and sweet, like cloves and honey. “Have you made any progress on the RUIN case?”

			“Uh, sorta,” he said, scratching at the side of his face and turning away from her intense gaze. “I probably shouldn’t talk about it yet.”

			“Shouldn’t talk to me about my own case?” she asked. “How Department of you.” She chuckled, the sound halfway between soft and bitter.

			Grimsby balked. Even a half-hearted laugh had been more than he’d heard from Rayne in a long time, and suddenly he felt like he was holding something fragile. Something that might break if he said the wrong word.

			“No, not like that!” he said. “I’m just not sure what we have, if anything, you know?”

			He felt her hand rest on his, and the sudden heat there was enough to make him worry his scars might smolder in the dark.

			“Grimsby—Grimshaw,” she said, her voice growing soft. “I need to know what you know. It’s important.”

			He felt his first reply stammer to its death in his throat, leaving him mumbling against the heat of her touch. The last time she had touched his hand like this had been years ago.

			“Please,” she said. The one word seemed to stretch on forever.

			Instinct and procedure both told him to keep his mouth shut. Auditors were supposed to keep details between themselves, their partners, and their superiors, and Rayne was none of these. Yet even so, the touch of her hand on his brought him back to that sunny afternoon, years ago now, when she had played the piano for him.

			When they had their first, and only, kiss.

			It was the last day he would see her for a long time, as she would pass on to become an Auditor and he would not.

			They had never spoken about that kiss since, not once, and it had been such a fevered moment in his memory that he’d begun to wonder if it ever happened at all. The sun, the piano, the kiss. It had been something too perfect for him to be a part of, and the long years since had been so dull and dark that the memory seemed less and less likely to be real.

			Yet he had told himself again and again that it had to be, not because he believed it, but because on his coldest days, it was one of the few sparks of warmth he could conjure to keep him going.

			He knew he should deny her. He should tell her nothing.

			But he couldn’t.

			She had given him something wondrous.

			And to deny her now would bring him closer to believing their shared moment so long ago was just a figment of his imagination.

			It was one of the few truly beautiful moments of his life, and he couldn’t bring himself to part with it.

			His eyes found hers in the quiet dark, and the words poured forth. “The Department didn’t look far enough beyond the ritual site. After some snooping, we came up with a list,” he finally managed, voice almost desperate to tell her whatever she wanted. “Some reagents that were used for the ritual. With those, and some ley-line mapping, we’re pretty sure we can figure out where they will try it again.”

			“Try it again?” she asked, her face placid. “You don’t think they succeeded the first time?”

			“No—at least, I doubt it. I think they messed up.”

			“Did they?” she asked, her gaze narrowing. “How?”

			“Well, we discovered some etched silver chains were involved, but the guy who found them pawned them. If the ritual had gone to plan, that silver would probably have turned to ash or at least molten slag.”

			“Perhaps the ritual wasn’t as dangerous as you thought.”

			“Mayflower says otherwise.”

			“Mayflower?”

			Grimsby nodded. “He says he’s seen it before. He isn’t sure where, but he’s sure it wasn’t good.”

			“Interesting,” Rayne said. Her eyes grew distant, like she was dwelling on memories of her own.

			“Whatever the case, based on the components involved, this ritual was something serious and time-sensitive. And, if our list is right, whoever’s behind this invested a lot into it. If they failed, they’ll try again.”

			She thought for a moment, then finally nodded. “I imagine they will. Thank you, Grimshaw.” She smiled. “Now, shouldn’t you get some sleep?”

			He balked, hoping he might find some way to drag on their conversation, to delay long enough until he found the words to apologize for taking her case.

			And maybe to ask if she remembered that sunny day, long ago.

			Whatever those words might have been, they eluded him.

			Instead, he only nodded numbly.

			Rayne withdrew her hand, leaving him feeling all the colder for its absence. She stood and stretched before heading toward the door.

			Grimsby stared anywhere except for the silhouette of her lean figure as she did, and he could almost hear that piano’s somber tune.

			Rayne shouldered on her jacket and glanced back at him, a curious and foreign gleam in her eyes.

			Then she was gone.

			He lay back down, trying to force his eyes closed, but though his exhausted limbs felt weighed down with irons, his mind felt like it was spinning inside his skull. The heat of Rayne’s touch still lingered, and her fading perfume made him dizzy.

			He wanted to go after her, to ask her if she remembered that sunny afternoon. But he didn’t, and it was for the same reason he hadn’t since he had become an Auditor.

			He was too frightened.

			Because if she didn’t remember, then maybe it really only ever had been a dream after all.

			And somewhere, deep down, he needed it to be real. Even now.

			Though if it was, that only made his betrayal of her all the worse.

			He groaned and shoved his face into the pillow until his closed eyes flared with distorted color. “Sleep, idiot!” he chided, though the odds of that seemed to only grow more distant.

			Despite his knowing he needed to rest, no position felt comfortable, felt right, and as a result he found himself tossing for long minutes, his mind as disobedient as his body. His stomach twisted with anxious guilt for what he had done to Rayne. Whatever her interest in this case was, he had never meant to pry it from her—heck, he would have been happy to help her with it if he had ever been given the chance.

			He finally tossed away the blanket and climbed to his feet. He needed to go after her; he needed to apologize.

			But most of all, he needed to ask her if she remembered.

			Perhaps he could still make things right. He could speak to Grieves and bring her in on the case alongside himself and Mayflower, though he doubted the Huntsman would be pleased at the idea. Even so, it felt like the right thing to do, and it was the only amends he could think of that loosened the growing coil of guilt in his gut.

			He went to the hall, eyes glaring against the bright, fluorescent lights, and hoped to see Rayne, but it was in vain. His minutes of tossing and turning had given her ample time to go wherever she was going.

			“Eyes aflame,” he cursed, regretting his indecision.

			Perhaps she had returned to her office? It seemed the most logical place.

			He hurried that way, hoping to find her, determined to mend their relationship—whatever it might have been.

			He found her office with little trouble; each frosted glass window was marked with the names of the office’s occupants, though many were blank. He supposed that must have meant they were empty, although he found that made him wonder why he still didn’t have an office of his own, and that led to a whole slew of thoughts that he simply didn’t have time to reason with.

			He felt a jolt of mixed dread and jealousy when he spotted Rayne’s office, as the door read: Auditor Elizabeth Bathory and, just beneath it, Auditor Wilson Hives.

			There was no love lost between him and Hives, especially after their last few encounters—during which Hives had nearly killed him several times. But even so, Grimsby couldn’t help but feel regret for what had happened. It had been he who turned over Hives to Peters, after all. He had thought he had been bringing the Auditor to justice; instead he might have condemned Hives to a terrible fate. Or perhaps helped him escape.

			Grimsby shook his head; it hardly seemed fair that he felt responsible for both extremes simultaneously, especially given they were mutually exclusive. The guilt was like black ink on his palms; the more he wiped it away, the more it coated him.

			He raised a shaking hand and knocked on the glass, though the sound was fainter than he intended.

			He growled at himself and stood a little straighter, knocking more forcefully.

			At his touch, the door creaked open, apparently having not been fully latched.

			“Rayne?” he called, peering through the dimly lit crack. He could just see Rayne’s desk, with a haphazard pile of photos and notes scattered around it in a loose circle, but she was nowhere to be seen.

			She must have gone somewhere other than her office.

			He grabbed the handle, intending to close the door, but as he did, his eyes fell to the wastebasket just inside the doorway. Within was the manila folder that had originally held the RUIN case, and now likely held Grimsby’s original assignment.

			He hesitated a moment. The contents were still, technically, his responsibility, though they weren’t as pressing as the other items currently on his agenda, like a cursed artifact or rogue ritualist. Even so, they would need to be dealt with.

			Yet he knew how—well, weird it would be to go rifling through Rayne’s garbage.

			He shook his head; he was a professional. He had a job to do, and if that meant digging through trash, so be it.

			It wasn’t creepy if he was a professional.

			Right?

			He quickly fished the folder out of the bin, glad it was full of only paper and nothing more foul. It was then he noticed the odd symbol scribbled on the folder’s face, just below the assignment number printed on the front. It seemed almost frantically drawn, and immediately put him into a strange unease.

			“Auditor Grimsby!” a rough voice called, somehow already short of patience.

			He yelped and jumped, feeling like a child caught with his hands in a jar of unappetizing cookies. He slammed shut Rayne’s door and turned to see Oksanna, the Assessor, glaring at him over her crossed forearms, which looked like twin oak logs sticking out of the rolled-up sleeves of her charcoal jacket.

			He froze in his tracks, clutching the folder to his chest. “Oh, Mrs. Ox! H-hello.”

			“No ‘hello, Mrs. Ox’ me, Grimsby! I wait for you this morning for assessing, and no Grimsby! I think, ‘Surely he would not miss appointment, is good boy,’ and wait longer, and still no Grimsby!” The familiar on her shoulder bristled its paper wings and cawed from its hollow skull, sharing its mistress’s distemper.

			“I—”

			“No! You want be termin—terminat—” She groaned in annoyance at her own words. “Fired? You want to be fired?”

			“N-no, ma’am.”

			“Then come. We make assessment now.” She whirled on her heel and began to storm away.

			Grimsby’s mouth went dry, and his hand unconsciously found the nail in his pocket. With its strange effect on his magic, there was no way he’d pass an assessment. Not to mention that he would much prefer the Department not find out about the item altogether. They might demand he turn it over, which would be troublesome to begin with, and even if it were possible, it would be a betrayal of Wudge’s trust in him.

			He had hurt enough of his friends already.

			“Maybe we can do this another time?” he offered.

			Mrs. Ox whipped around on her heels again. “I know you did not just say this. I know, after graciously giving you not one, not two, but third chance, you did not just ask for fourth. It surely cannot be!”

			“It’s just— Now’s not the best time, you know?”

			“Not the best time is exactly best time for assessment. Is it best time when you are wrangling gargoyle before it tear down building? Is it best time when you must go into Elsewhere to destroy evil spirit? Is it best time when bad man in alley pulls gun on you for being witch? No! Is bad time. And if it is bad time now, it is good time to assess. Now, come.”

			Once more, she turned to stalk down the halls, the raven on her shoulder fluttering its wings to keep balance, her broad form perhaps a bit less brooding than it had been a moment before.

			Grimsby sighed, unable to argue. He couldn’t talk his way out of the assessment altogether, but neither could he pass.

			What could he do?

			He could only hope he came up with a plan before Mrs. Ox began his trial.
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			If it hadn’t been for the growing ball of twisted nerves in his belly, Grimsby might have fallen asleep on the short drive to the testing ground. Mrs. Ox had refused to let him out of her sight, as though he might somehow disappear, and so had firmly offered to give him a lift to the nearby glade where he had failed his first test.

			The Assessor crunched the Department-issued black sedan to a halt, its shiny black paint already marred by dust and dirt from the gravel road. She climbed gruffly out, giving Grimsby a stern gaze to ensure he followed. She approached the tree that had bested him, which he immediately recognized by the trunk, its bark stripped away by his spells. He tried to ignore the dozens of stumps nearby, each of which marked a successful trial, but found it impossible. It felt like they were all spectators, whether cut, scorched, or shattered, and had come to watch him fail once more.

			He began to trudge glumly toward the victorious tree, but found Mrs. Ox had instead moved to a lone stump nearby.

			She propped one foot up on the smooth wood, her heels at odds with the thickness of her calves, and waited for him to approach.

			“Mrs. Ox, I really don’t think I can—”

			She hushed him with a glower, producing her dreaded clipboard. “Auditor Grimsby, as you have failed to fell tree for first trial, I have had to find other means to begin second trial.” She stomped on the stump, which looked to have been cleaved apart by a single strike from the sharpest blade. “This is tree felled by Auditor Bathory for her trial. Since I had intended to find her, but found you instead, you shall continue where she left off.”

			Grimsby eyed the stump warily. “What, you want me to put it back together again?” he asked, before realizing that, without the warping magic of the nail, his Bind spell might actually do a decent job of it.

			Oksanna shook her shawled head. “No. You will now remove stump, so we can plant new tree for Auditors in future.”

			He felt his jaw tighten even as his eyes went wide. The stump itself was almost two feet across; the roots beneath likely went down dozens of feet.

			“A bulldozer would barely get this thing out!” he said. “How in blue blazes would I do it?”

			Oksanna glanced to the familiar on her shoulder, then they both shrugged. “With Torque?” she offered. Then she stepped away a few feet, holding her stubby pencil poised above her clipboard.

			Grimsby stared, his eyes feeling hot in his skull. His hand unconsciously fell to the nail in his pocket. He couldn’t even manage this feat on the best of days, let alone this day. He was tired, he was worried about his first case, and on top of it all, he dreaded the thought of Rayne never forgiving him. It had shadowed each passing moment, building in the back of his mind like a storm cloud. Compared to all that, being cursed seemed like a minor inconvenience.

			Or at least it had been.

			Now, however, he couldn’t even manage his own magic, though the past had shown that, even if he could, it wouldn’t be enough.

			He would fail.

			He had failed.

			Odd’s Bodkin, he wondered if he could have ever succeeded in the first place.

			He looked at Rayne’s perfectly cut stump, as smoothly sliced as if it was ready to seat two for dinner. He doubted it had taken her more than a few moments.

			He glanced back to his tree, where he had spent hours laboring with his most reliable spell. Its trunk was scarred and ragged, but it remained tall and strong.

			She has proven she is competent. Grieves’s words from the day before came back to him. You have merely proven you are fortunate.

			He didn’t feel fortunate.

			And he certainly didn’t feel competent.

			He felt empty. Drained. More like a scarecrow than a man—one dressed in ill-fitting Auditor’s garments.

			Perhaps it was best he failed. Perhaps he didn’t belong at all.

			He stood over the stump, his hands balled to fists at his sides, his left hand clenched around the nail, his right held so tight that his knuckles popped and his palms welled with thin slits of blood beneath his fingers.

			He felt every fear and doubt building within him, stacking like iron plates in his stomach. One after another, until he felt like falling down and never standing back up again.

			The stack grew so high that he felt like he might choke.

			Instead, he screamed.

			It wasn’t flattering. It wasn’t inspiring or brave.

			It was a child’s scream, and he hated the sound it made.

			He lashed out with the heel of his foot, kicking the side of the stump uselessly. Pain immediately shot back up his heel and through his leg as his blow rebounded. He glared, then kicked the stump again and again. Each was as useless as the last. He’d need a crane to tear this thing up—or perhaps a keg of gunpowder.

			“Perhaps try magic, Auditor Grimsby,” Mrs. Ox called, jotting a note on her clipboard.

			He wanted to turn and shout at her, vent his frustration in one massive gale—but he froze.

			Perhaps his old magic would have been useless in surmounting the trial. His spells were built around nuance rather than strength. Where other witches could manage the same forces as a bulldozer or explosives, he had always made do with levers and pulleys.

			But with the nail, maybe things were different.

			His mind rushed back to the night before, when he and Wudge had plummeted from the rooftop toward certain death—only to be saved by the warped magic of his Torque spell. Somehow, instead of creating a force that turned objects, it froze them, sapping their momentum instead of adding to it.

			He supposed that made sense. If his Binds now pushed apart instead of pulling together, the nail had made Torque also perform in an opposite manner to its nature.

			The part that was important, though, was that after the spell absorbed their fall and abated, there had been a wave of pressure that surged outward. The force didn’t vanish, but rather was held, like tension in a spring. When the spell ended, the spring was free to expand.

			But what if he kept applying force to the spring? How much could it take? And what would happen when it sprung?

			It might just mean boom.

			It wasn’t a bulldozer, but it might very well be explosive.

			And it was his only chance.

			He glared at the stump, this time not with childish rage but with determination.

			“One of us isn’t going to make it,” he said to himself.

			He knelt down and, using the nail, he carved the rune for his Torque spell into the fresh wood, scouring it one inch at a time. He needed a physical manifestation to help contain the magic. Merely placing a magical impression of the rune wouldn’t be enough—although perhaps none of this would be enough if he was wrong.

			Yet at this point, he had no other options.

			With the rune completed, he put his palm on the surface and began to concentrate. He would need as much power as he could muster—though he’d still need some strength afterward.

			He focused, calling forth his Impetus, and felt heat begin to flow into him, drawn from the Elsewhere. It was almost like inhaling fire into himself. He felt the heat well in his chest, though not as much as he had hoped. His memory flashed back to Mrs. Ox’s advice from the day before:

			Stay stubborn long enough and you will be strong.

			He wasn’t certain he could be strong.

			But he was certain he could be stubborn.

			He just had to hope she was right.

			With his right hand on the rune, he pushed his still-bleeding palm down onto the splintered surface of the wood and forced the Impetus into it—or rather used his Impetus to will power from the Elsewhere into it.

			His scars smoldered and snapped as the rune began to fill with light, like someone had begun pouring molten steel into it. With each moment, he felt his warmth waning, his body growing chill, but he forced forth the power until the rune was filled with solid light.

			Then, he stood and stepped back, holding out his palm, maintaining his concentration, and said, “Torque.”

			There was a hollow sound, like a ball bouncing at the bottom of a well, and motes of light appeared around the stump, the rune still glowing on its surface.

			Grimsby took a deep breath, partially to steady his nerves and partially to keep from passing out, and stepped forward to deliver another solid kick to the stump’s side.

			And absolutely nothing happened.

			He slowly smiled—it was exactly what he wanted.

			There was no flash of pain as there had been before. It instead felt like his foot briefly stuck in invisible quicksand, rather than striking the stump’s hard surface. A few more kicks confirmed the feeling.

			The spell was absorbing all the force of his kick, storing it like a spring.

			And that spring needed to be tighter.

			He looked around, ignoring Oksanna’s curious eyebrow raise, and found a stone about half the size of his head. He picked it up and hauled it over to the stump. Then he held it tight and brought it down on the stump.

			Thump.

			The sound was light and thin, and though the surface of the stump should have been scarred by the hard stone, it was not.

			The motes of light, however, grew more numerous.

			Grimsby raised the stone again and again. Thump, thump, thump. At first he used his strength to haul the rock down into the stump like he was throwing it at his feet, but before long he grew too tired and simply raised it to let it fall down once more.

			Even so, he kept going.

			Thump, thump, thump.

			The motes grew brighter and more numerous, until the air looked alive with fireflies. The chill from his spent Impetus was replaced with fevered exertion.

			Still, he did not stop. If his spell failed here, whether because he lacked the strength to power it or the control to contain it, he would fail his trial.

			And he refused to fail.

			Thump, thump, thump.

			Sweat poured from his brow, and his back muscles burned like welding torches along his spine, made all the worse by the welt left by Echidna’s tail in the Elsewhere. His palms were scuffed and scraped, though his left hand was too toughened by scars to bleed. Still, he peeled off his Auditor jacket to continue his work.

			His mind went blank, the labor too heavy to allow thought. There was only the steady rhythm of his breath, the hammering of his heart, and, beneath it all, the anxious dread of what would come next.

			But he was stubborn.

			Thump, thump, thump.

			He needed to keep going. It was the only instinct he had strength for. One more strike, and one more, and—

			Thump, thump, crack.

			The stone split in half, falling on either side of the glowing stump. The rune was flickering madly, and the motes of light were a trembling curtain.

			He felt a rough hand on his arm. “We go now,” Mrs. Ox said, hauling him back.

			Grimsby was so exhausted that he fell when he tried to stumble after her, only to then be dragged like a sack of potatoes until they were both behind the black car.

			Grimsby clambered to his feet, holding himself up only by gripping the car’s antenna, and raised his hand to abate the spell.

			Before he could, it shattered on its own with an explosive boom.

			Each blow had been frozen, its force held in magical limbo by the nail-warped nature of his spell, each adding to the tension building within the field, and when it collapsed, those suspended blows all struck.

			At once.

			Grimsby realized he had no need for a keg of gunpowder, as he had made one himself.

			The stump vanished in an instant—shattering to countless splinters that themselves were then split again, leaving little more than a crater of broken chunks of wood, churned earth, and raining dirt.

			The stump—Rayne’s stump—was no more.

			It took a few seconds for the bits of wood and dirt to stop raining down. The glade was silent, devoid of the creak of insects or chirp of birds.

			Mrs. Ox looked from Grimsby to the stump and back again. Then she jotted another note on her clipboard. “I thought Torque was supposed to . . .” She flipped through older notes. “ ‘Turn stuff.’ ”

			“It, uh, turns stuff into little pieces of stuff,” he said, trying to shake away his own shock. He was too exhausted to do much more than lean against the Department car. At first, excitement boiled within his burnt-out body. He had succeeded, after all. But seeing what he had done—he didn’t think it was possible, at least not for him. Had the nail not only warped his magic but made it stronger? If so, this was no success at all.

			It was a test, and he had cheated.

			After all, he couldn’t have ever done this on his own.

			Could he?

			Any elation was smothered by sudden doubt. If he couldn’t have passed without the nail, he didn’t deserve to pass at all.

			Mrs. Ox punched him lightly on the shoulder, though his already aching muscles insisted it was a vicious blow. “Well done, Auditor Grimsby,” she said.

			Grimsby felt a bitter taste in his mouth. “Actually, Mrs. Ox, I—”

			“Cannot say I expected you to use a rock as part of your spell, but I am not here to argue with results. You pass.” She beamed at him, apparently completely unaware of the coil of nausea that pulsed in his stomach.

			“I—” he began, but stopped himself. What would have happened if not for the nail? Would he have failed and been stripped of his status as Auditor altogether, returning to his life as it was just months ago?

			He shuddered at the thought.

			Those days had been hard, but they had also been hollow and seemingly endless. They were a blur, each day melding with the last until sinkholes of amorphous but draining memories were all he had of them. He could never go back.

			And if he told the Assessor the truth, he just might have to.

			“Thank you,” he finally said, forcing a smile over the acrid taste in his mouth.

			“No need to thank; you earned it.”

			His false smile withered and died, so he only nodded.

			“Let us get you back to Department. I’m sure you have plenty of work left to do today.”

			Grimsby suppressed a groan. He had been so focused on his trial that he had nearly forgotten everything else going on. His body was already exhausted, his muscles twitching and aching with numb heat. He glanced over at the small crater and wished that he had been a bit more prudent with his magic—and his raw palms made him wish he had done the same with the rock.

			He took a breath and let himself lean heavily against the car. For a moment, he thought he might still have time to find Rayne, but he cast the thought away. He was tired. He was battered. He would ask her if she remembered on another day.

			Two lies in as many minutes, he thought to himself.

			He needed to rest, if there was still time. The trial had been just over an hour. Depending on Finley’s simulations, he might have time for a nap. He entertained the thought longingly, though without much hope, as he opened the passenger door and collapsed into the seat, collecting the folder he had scavenged from Rayne’s trash bin and placing it in his lap.

			Oksanna went around to the driver’s side and climbed in as well, dropping heavily into the seat. She paused before clearing her throat and tilting her head at the window.

			Grimsby looked up to see a broken splinter of wood about as wide as his finger sticking through the glass. A web of cracks spread out from it like veins in a bloodshot eye.

			“Oh,” he said. “Oops?”

			“Oops,” she confirmed, though a smirk shadowed her lips. Then her gaze fell to the folder in Grimsby’s lap and the color drained from her usually ruddy face. She reached out and snatched it from his grip with surprising and urgent speed.

			“What—” he began, but her wide eyes silenced him.

			She let the papers within fall, her stare fixed on the blank side of the folder. Except it wasn’t blank; it still had the odd symbol sketched on it.

			“Did you make this?” she demanded. She never looked away from the symbol; her voice was harsh and intense.

			“N-no!” he said. “I don’t even know what it means.”

			She finally tore her focus away and looked to him. “Where did you find this?”

			He bit back his reply. He didn’t know what Mrs. Ox saw in the symbol, but it obviously wasn’t good. “It was there when I got my assignment,” he lied.

			She didn’t even seem to be listening as she turned back to the symbol and uttered a single word under her breath.

			“Strygga.”

			Then she shook herself like she was trying to wake from a bad dream, and her fingers sparked with light. Within a second, the folder burst into flame and vanished into ash, leaving only a wave of heat to tell of its passing.

			“What is it?” Grimsby asked, trying to remain casual despite Oksanna’s obvious disturbance.

			“You truly do not know what it means?” she asked, looking away from the falling ash to core out Grimsby’s expression like an archaeologist at a dig.

			“I don’t. At all, really,” he said. This time he did not have to lie.

			Her gaze softened, and she took a deep, relieved breath and settled back into the seat, though some concern plagued her features. “It—it is a witch who has stolen the Impetus of another at their time of death.”

			“Stolen Impetus? Is that even possible?” Grimsby asked, while another question plagued him, which he did not give voice to: And what is such a symbol doing on my file?

			“Possible, and terrible.” She eyed him for a long moment. “And you know nothing of it?”

			“No, nothing.”

			“Then let us both forget we saw it and move on,” she said, though her grim expression betrayed that she didn’t seem to be forgetting a thing.

			She started the car and began driving back to the Department headquarters on the edge of the reserve.

			Grimsby collected the fallen papers quietly. He wanted to pry but decided against it, and Mrs. Ox seemed content with the silence. The strygga symbol seemed to have upset her more than he thought possible. The stern Assessor was normally stoic, and occasionally flippant, but never had he seen her disturbed to such a degree.

			She pulled the car up to the base of the main stairs, gesturing outward. “Go on, now. Rest. Work. Whatever it is you need do.”

			“Thank you, Assessor,” he said, too focused on the word rest to really consider the remainder of her sentence. He climbed out and the black Department car slid away, the engine nearly silent.

			He waved to Stanwick as he entered, and after a bob of twin frizzes of hair, the steel doors opened and he made his way through the hall of runes. As he reached the main foyer, he glanced up at the tapestries and murals, but he stared straight through them.

			While his exhausted body trudged on, his mind wandered. The symbol stuck in his head, and the idea behind it made him shiver.

			A stolen Impetus.

			A strygga.

			To steal an Impetus—it was like stealing someone’s heart, even their soul. He didn’t like to think the idea was possible, but Mrs. Ox’s reaction said otherwise. Just the symbol had made the normally ironclad Assessor pale. But what was it doing on the folder he had taken from Rayne’s office? Had she written it only to discard it, or had it been someone else? Neither potential answer sat well with him, so he tried to push the thought away and focus on the task at hand.

			He still had work to do to find whoever was behind the yet-unknown RUIN case. Even if he and Mayflower managed to find them, how was he supposed to help with his curse-twisted magics?

			Though perhaps they were stronger this way than before—but that thought only worried him more.

			All the troubles and concerns weighed on him, and, combined with the weariness of his strained and spent muscles, it was too much.

			He needed to be unconscious, and he needed it now.

			He stumbled his way to the barracks, heedless of those he passed, and collapsed into the first bunk he found. His last memory was calculating the rough trajectory in which he needed to fall to find a mattress.

			He was pretty sure he missed.
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			Mayflower leaned against the cubicle wall, his eyes burning holes into Finley’s out-of-date calendar pinned to the corkboard across from him. Something about the Therian’s claims didn’t add up—mostly the description of the man who bought the reagents.

			“Bald. Mask. Didn’t talk,” he muttered to himself. It didn’t sound familiar, at least not enough to justify his initial draw to the RUIN. There was something else he was missing.

			“You say something, Les?” Finley asked, peeling back one earpad of her oversize headphones.

			“No, nothing.”

			Finley arched a brow at him, turning to lean over the back of her chair in a gesture that reminded him of her father. “You know brooding never helped anybody.”

			“You don’t brood enough, then,” he said, crossing his arms, though a small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. Ever since she was a little girl, Finley had never taken him seriously. She was perhaps the only person who didn’t, though he’d never admit that was a relief.

			“Come on, talk through it. It’ll help, I promise! If you’re embarrassed, I won’t even look,” she said, turning back to her work but keeping one ear tilted toward him.

			He grunted but cleared his throat and muttered gruffly, “Our only witness, the Therian, claims the suspect is one way, but it doesn’t sit right with me. Like someone swapped out my favorite chair for a fake.”

			“Why? Did you already have a favorite chair in mind?”

			“Not quite. But up until now, everything has felt familiar, like déjà vu. I swear I’ve seen this case before—but this guy the Therian described, he doesn’t feel that way.”

			“Maybe your werewolf was lying?”

			“Therian,” he corrected. “A Therian can’t control what they turn into. Usually they’re some piecemeal collection of different animals. To become pure wolf, werewolves have to have some degree of self-control. But no, I doubt he was lying. Wrong, maybe, but not lying.”

			“So you think you ran this case before? Or one close to it?”

			“Very close. But I can’t remember. It was after Mary—” He cleared his throat. “It was a long time ago.”

			“Right,” Finley said, turning enough to offer him a soft gaze. “You . . . still miss her?”

			His jacket seemed to cinch down over his chest, but he kept his tone level, even if it was barely above a whisper. “I miss all of it,” he said. If anyone else had asked him, they’d have woken up with fewer teeth.

			But Finley wasn’t anyone else.

			She was family, even if she wasn’t blood.

			“I’m sorry, Uncle Les.”

			He gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to pull out a cigarette. “Point is, I don’t remember those days as well as I should, and I can’t place this damn case.”

			“Well, I can pull up a list of old files from around then, ones with you or Mansgraf tagged in them. It might help jog your memory.”

			“How long will it take to dig up files that old?”

			She snorted, her nose wrinkling, then after a few moments of typing she leaned back and gestured to the monitor. “Done.”

			“What?” He shook his head. “Damn computers.”

			He leaned over her shoulder and watched as she smoothly scrolled through the pages of scanned documents. Large swathes of text had been blacked out, censored by some Department committee. Most of the cases were more black bars than text.

			Then one caught his eye. “Stop.”

			Finley obeyed, hovering over the image, though she turned her head to the side in disgust.

			It was a picture of a woman lying on the ground. She wore a dress of expensive low-cut silk. In the photo, the dress was gray, but he remembered it had been venom green. The gray silk was stained black with blood, which pooled around her splayed dark hair like a radiating halo. Her eyes were wide and bright, her face elegant yet cruel. Her lips were still parted, caught halfway through a spell she had begun to utter at Mansgraf when the old witch’s back was turned to deal with thralls.

			And finally, at the center of her forehead, was a clean pinhole the size of Mayflower’s pinky, where he had shot the woman. Despite the grisly beauty of the photo, Mayflower knew that, just out of frame, the back of her head was largely scattered over the wall.

			He felt his stomach twist even as the name found his lips.

			“Janice.”

			“If you say so,” Finley said, looking at another monitor that displayed the progress on the simulations. She looked distinctly greener, and it wasn’t just the vibrant light of her gadgetry. “The only names not redacted are yours and Mansgraf’s.”

			“Show me the other photos.”

			She scrolled quickly away, all too happy to leave Janice’s placid expression behind. The other photographs were of the scene, and with each he saw, he recalled more of that night, roughly two decades ago.

			“She was going to kill a girl,” he muttered, the memories so strong that he could smell the damp tunnels and aged oil of the abandoned railway. “Mansgraf said something about her being a sacrifice.”

			“A sacrifice for what?”

			“Didn’t know, didn’t care. All I needed to know was that woman was going to murder a child.”

			“What—what happened?” Finley asked, her tone making it seem like she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

			“We found her partway through the ritual. Mansgraf held off the thralls she had taken over; I went after the girl.”

			“Thralls?”

			“People Janice had mind controlled. She somehow enslaved them with magic, made them less than dogs, bound to her will.”

			“Did you stop her?”

			He nodded grimly. “She seemed surprised I shot her. Maybe she thought I’d let her finish her threats.”

			“And the little girl?”

			“We got her out. Mansgraf even managed to save the thralls before Janice’s spell broke them. It . . .” He found himself feeling an odd sensation in his chest, one that he had nearly forgotten about.

			It was pride. Perhaps the first he had felt in a long time.

			“It was a good day,” he finally said.

			“That’s good, because the only thing I can tell from all this blacked-out mess is that it was, allegedly, a day.”

			Mayflower’s brow furrowed. The case was indeed the memory that Grimsby’s RUIN had called forth, but why? There was perhaps a similarity, but nothing that he could directly compare. It was only as it ever had been: a hunch.

			Janice was dead, of that alone he could be certain. After all, he had put the bullet through her head himself. He’d watched the wall turn red behind her. He had seen the light bleed from her eyes.

			He had killed her, and he had slept heavy that same night.

			So why was it now bothering him so?

			“I’m guessing the Department didn’t leave in the part about what Janice’s ritual was meant to do?”

			“No, that’s practically double-censored. Guess they don’t want anyone trying to replicate it.”

			“Maybe. Any way to get the original?”

			“Leslie Mayflower!” Finley said, faking appearing aghast. “To do such a thing would be strictly against Departmental policy! And would take a few hours, give or take bathroom breaks.” She winked at him.

			He nodded. “Thanks, Fin.”

			One screen began flashing repeatedly, and as Finley turned her attention to it, it revealed a map at her touch. “You can thank me again, because it looks like there’s only two chances left for our ritualist to take their shot. The first one is tonight, the next is tomorrow. Still crunching ley-line calculations for tomorrow’s, but there’s only one spot our suspect could try their luck tonight.”

			He glanced at the map and nodded. “Thanks again, then. I better go get my witch.”
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			Grimsby!” Mayflower’s harsh voice barked.

			Grimsby shot upright, or tried to, but his wrinkled suit had grown tangled in the stiff sheets of his cot, causing him to tumble from the bed onto the ground in the dim light.

			“I’m up, I’m up!” Grimsby mumbled, extracting himself from the blankets and wiping away a dab of drool on his chin. He adjusted his skewed glasses and looked up to see the Huntsman’s towering form.

			“Come on. Finley got us a lead on where the next ritual might happen.”

			Grimsby tried to shake the sleep from his head but succeeded only in giving himself a headache. “Already? That was fast.”

			“Fast? It’s near dark.”

			“Dark?” Grimsby groaned. “I feel like I slept for twenty minutes.”

			“Make it up later. We need to get into position before the ritualist gets there.” He turned and began striding away without another word, forcing Grimsby to scurry to keep up.

			He shook his head, trying not to think about the warm, soft bed he was leaving behind.

			It was only then that he noticed the haste in Mayflower’s stride and the tenseness of his stance. Even his words had been unusually clipped and harsh, though it was only by degrees. Something was off about the man, but he didn’t know what.

			Dusk was heavy when they exited the Department into the humid summer evening. The Mystic River drenched the air with a thick curtain of dew, making sweat instantly prickle on Grimsby’s temples and the small of his back beneath his suit.

			They moved quickly through the lot of mirrorless black cars, like an assembly of dark beetles. Sticking out from the midst of them was Mayflower’s rusted-out jeep, twice the height of the uniform shells around it.

			Yet, when Mayflower didn’t even sneer at the plastic cars around the old steel stallion, Grimsby knew something was definitely off.

			They settled in and were on the road before Grimsby finally broke the silence. “Les?”

			Mayflower grunted.

			“Why did you come back to work this case?”

			“It’s a job.”

			“Yeah, but Grieves had a lot of jobs he would have given you. Why did you come back for this one?”

			Mayflower slid the jeep onto the highway ramp, accelerating enough to make the old beast roar before it fell to a growl. He didn’t seem like he would answer.

			But Grimsby prodded on. “You’ve been odd ever since you came back.”

			“Odd how?”

			“As in edgy. Tense.”

			Mayflower glanced over long enough to raise an obvious brow at him.

			“I mean more than normal. Odd’s Bodkin, Mayflower, you threatened a man’s life after being back on the job for an afternoon.”

			The Huntsman’s face darkened at that, but he still said nothing.

			Grimsby turned his gaze to the road, trying hard to shape the fears that had been building in him into words. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

			Again, silence from Mayflower.

			“You—” Grimsby said. “You weren’t going to come back, were you?”

			“No,” the answer finally came.

			“So, why are you here?”

			Mayflower took a breath, guiding the jeep through a knot in traffic while barely losing speed. “I worked a case, maybe twenty years ago. Thought it was finished. But now I think I was wrong.”

			“Twenty years ago?” Grimsby asked, trying to not think about the idea of Mayflower never returning. “You—you think the same person is responsible for this RUIN?”

			He shook his head. “It’d be a pretty impressive trick, considering I shot her in the head the last time. The bald guy your Therian mentioned is probably one of her apprentices, if I had to guess. Trying to carry on her work.”

			“Her?”

			“A witch named Janice. She was one of the dregs that rose to power after the Coven was wiped out back then.”

			Grimsby shuddered at the mention of the Coven. He had heard whispers about it before—an organized syndicate of witches who held themselves as superior to all other beings, Usuals and Unorthodox alike.

			Fortunately, they were gone now.

			“Last I saw her, she and her cronies had abducted a baby girl and were planning on sacrificing her to make Janice more powerful somehow—to make her Impetus stronger.”

			Grimsby paused, the idea sounding familiar. “How?” he asked. “By stealing the girl’s Impetus?”

			Mayflower frowned. “Maybe.”

			Grimsby’s brow furrowed. The symbol he had seen on his folder earlier and Mrs. Ox’s reaction to it came to mind. “I think I’ve heard about something like that, and recently.”

			“That’s a hell of a coincidence. Where?”

			“The Assessor, Mrs. Ox. She saw a symbol someone had written on my old folder and freaked out. Read it as strygga. Told me what it was.”

			“On your folder? Who the hell wrote it there?”

			Grimsby started to say Rayne, then stopped himself. He wasn’t sure it had been her, though it seemed likely. But even if he were sure, he certainly didn’t know what that would mean. Had she kept looking into the case after Grieves had taken it from her? Had she found something on her own? Or was she involved in some other way?

			Regardless, he could imagine a dozen ways Mayflower might react, and none of them were good.

			“I—I’m not sure. I dug it out of the trash and found it with the symbol.” While it wasn’t technically a lie, it wasn’t far off, but he had little choice. Mayflower wasn’t exactly levelheaded about the situation, and if Rayne was somehow involved as more than an investigator, Grimsby needed to know the specifics before he let his gun-toting partner in on the truth.

			The Huntsman’s face shadowed with doubt as though he could tell Grimsby was holding back, but he didn’t push the issue. “A strygga,” he muttered. “That does sound familiar.”

			“You think that’s what Janice was trying to do? Make herself into a strygga with that girl’s Impetus?”

			He shrugged. “Maybe so. In any case, it’s hard to do much of anything without the back half of your skull.” There was some grim satisfaction in his voice, though it felt a tinge hollow. “I shot her. We saved the girl. It was a good day, and I’ll be damned if I let someone undo it.”

			“So,” Grimsby said, realizing what Mayflower meant, “that’s why you came back. You think the RUIN is the same one that Janice tried back then?”

			He nodded. “It’s unfinished business.”

			“And once that’s done, you’re”—Grimsby tried not to let his voice choke or crack as he spoke, but failed—“also done?”

			Mayflower sighed, keeping his hard eyes on the road. “Kid, I’m an old man. An old man with too much blood on his hands. And I— I don’t—” The Huntsman seemed to lack for words, though this time not by choice. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. After this, I’m through.”

			Grimsby felt his mouth grow dry, uncertain of what to say, but quite certain there was a monsoon in his guts.

			“So,” he finally croaked. “This is our first and last real case together.”

			Mayflower managed a dry chuckle. “Yeah, looks that way.”

			They both fell quiet. There wasn’t anything more to say.

			Grimsby sat up in his seat and tried to forget about everything that was twisting up inside him. He knew it wouldn’t stay buried for long, but he refused to spoil the drive. The smell of sun-cracked leather, the rattle of rune-etched bars, and the sound of highway winds whistling through old bullet holes. He swallowed over the cracks that formed in his throat.

			If his time with Mayflower was to be short, this was how he wanted to remember it.
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			Rayne watched as the masked man reached out to her, the mark on his cheek glowing just above the cloth that covered the lower half of his face. His head was bald, threaded with thin veins that wormed through his scalp. In his hand he held out a smooth stone with a hole worn through its center, though through it she saw not his palm, but soft red light. His eyes were distant, yet strangely familiar, and they seemed to bore beyond her, seeing things she couldn’t fathom, or perhaps seeing nothing at all.

			She tried to speak, to step away and ready her magic to defend herself, but her body didn’t listen. Instead, she only watched as she reached out and took the stone from his palm. Her autonomous hand held up the pinhole to her eye, and beyond she saw long, dark corridors, their walls and ceilings ribbed with arches of skeletal stone.

			Her stomach twisted in nausea as her hand pulled the stone away. Then she felt her own body start—as though a jolt of electricity had gone through her.

			Her head slowly turned until her eyes fell to the ground, where a pool of stagnant water rippled from idle drips from the low ceiling. As the water settled, her reflection settled with it, though it was not her face staring back at her.

			Before she could see its features, however, her own foot rose and stomped the water away.

			Suddenly, she felt like stones were being laid on top of her, crushing her down into herself. She felt herself falling, pressed into darkness by some unknown force.

			Then, nothing.

			

			*   *   *

			Rayne shot upright, nearly catching her forehead on the metal supports of the bunk above her. Sweat plastered her brow, making her sweep her wild hair back. She was afraid for a moment that her hands were still not her own.

			This time, fortunately, they obeyed.

			She collected her stray hair and pulled it back into a tight ponytail. Cool air seethed over her sweat-dampened scalp, and she finally let herself take a shuddering breath.

			The bunkroom was still dark and empty. How long had she slept? She glared at her digital watch. Somehow the alarm she had set had been disabled. Perhaps she had done so herself, tossing on the stiff, narrow mattress in her restless sleep.

			Her mind turned back to the masked man, his vacant yet piercing stare, the glowing rune on his cheek.

			Ordinarily, she would have dismissed it as a simple dream, but ever since her dream of the RUIN case turned out to be far more real than she was comfortable with, she couldn’t help but wonder if this stranger was more than just a figment of her own mind.

			But if so, who was he? And what was he doing in her dreams?

			She shook her head. Perhaps her extended rest had given Defaux time to find some answers, if not about the dreams, then at least about Hives. Either way, it was time to get back to work.

			She pried herself from the hard bed, discarding the thin sheet before stretching her aching back. Her head felt like it was made of lead, and the stems of her eyes thrummed with thready pain. She felt the urge to lie back down but pushed it away. Sleep had given her no peace for months, and she doubted it would until she laid her twin concerns to rest.

			Light hammered her eyes as she exited the barracks into the fluorescently lit halls. She hadn’t meant to sleep so long. Most of the other personnel would be gone, or working late, though there were a fair few Analysts and Agents who worked the night shift.

			She made her way to her office, her footsteps echoing in the long halls. The only other people she saw were a pair of Agents who nodded at her, their eyes covered by the shaded glasses that gave them a poor imitation of witchsight. She returned the gesture, though it ended up being more curt than she meant. She tried to soften it with a smile, but the expression was drawn and taut.

			As they passed, she shook her head. She paused in front of her office door, pressing a hand to her brow to collect herself. She despised how tense and brittle she felt, like sidewalk chalk being ground to the nub. When had simple, casual things become so difficult? The stresses of both the RUIN and Hives felt like they were twin ropes, each tied to her limbs, slowly prying her apart.

			“Control yourself,” she scolded quietly.

			“Self-control is overrated,” a voice said behind her, far too close.

			Her heart skipped and she whirled around to see Defaux smiling at her.

			“Don’t—do that!” Rayne said, her tone sharp, though this time it was intended.

			Defaux raised her hands in a defusing gesture. “My mistake!” she said, though her smile made no apologies. “You look radiant. Have a good nap?”

			Rayne’s primary reply was a scowl. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that though Defaux was both somewhat annoying and from the New York branch, she was still her only ally. She opened her office door, holding it for Defaux. “Have any luck looking into my . . . problem?”

			Defaux performed an exaggerated curtsy before she stepped through the door. “How gallant! Chivalry isn’t dead after all.”

			“It’ll become a casualty if I don’t get some coffee,” she said, then more quietly: “And it might not be the only thing.”

			Defaux snorted and sat on the edge of Rayne’s desk while she did her best to rinse the burnt ring from the base of the coffeepot before filling it from the water cooler.

			“You want any?” Rayne asked.

			Defaux shrugged, picking up Hives’s badge from the desk and studying it. “No, I just like the way it smells.”

			Rayne frowned but didn’t push the issue. As far as she knew, most other Agents and Auditors, as well as the whole Department, ran on coffee, with the occasional tea-consuming heathen. Caffeine simply helped with magic.

			But perhaps things worked differently in New York.

			The machine gurgled and groaned, and the smell of roasted grounds filled the office. Immediately, she felt her aching head begin to subside, perhaps in anticipation of oncoming caffeine. Maybe she had a problem, but now was not the time to cut herself off. She waited a painstaking moment for Defaux to say something, anything, about the RUIN case, but instead she just fiddled with the badge and remained infuriatingly silent.

			“Did you have any luck?” Rayne asked again. “With the RUIN? With Hives? Anything?”

			Defaux let out a sigh that was almost childish. “Well, there’s good news and bad news.”

			“What’s the bad news?”

			“What? No, I don’t start with bad news. The good news is that statistically speaking, nine out of ten RUIN cases go unsolved.”

			Rayne pinched the bridge of her nose as though it might help contain her boiling anger. “And what’s the bad news?”

			“The bad news is that my sources had no light to shed on the RUIN. However, that news might not be all that bad.”

			“What? What part of potentially ending my career isn’t bad news?”

			“Costa Rica is beautiful this time of year?” Defaux offered, though she rolled her eyes when it didn’t even draw a snort from Rayne. “I think you may be overestimating the danger of this RUIN case.”

			“How so?” Rayne asked. She flexed her fingers repeatedly, making her knuckles crack. It seemed a more productive use of energy than strangling Defaux at the moment, though only just.

			“Think about it. What’s the more likely scenario here? That you’re somehow subconsciously bound to a failed ritual that was probably just some teenager trying his luck summoning a succubus or something, or that you’re so strained by the stresses of your search for Auditor Hives that it’s manifesting in other ways, such as odd dreams?”

			Rayne balked at that. She hadn’t ever really stopped to consider that perhaps her tie to the ritual was only in her own mind. “But—but I woke up there! I saw it!”

			“Perhaps.” Defaux shrugged, crossing one leg over the other as she sat on the edge of Rayne’s desk. “Or perhaps your sleep-deprived brain simply found some loose parallels and connected the dots. It’s basically déjà vu.”

			“So you’re saying I’m going crazy?”

			Defaux grinned. “Crazy is a very relative term. But, if you’re not even sure if you were there or not, how can anyone here tie you to the RUIN in the first place?”

			Rayne glared but said nothing. What was there to say?

			If Defaux was right, it would be a great burden gone from her shoulders, though that alone made it seem implausible. But even if she was right, that still brought forth the worrying thought that she might not be able to trust her own head.

			God, that coffee really needed to hurry up.

			“It’s a moot point,” Rayne finally said. “There’s no way to prove one way or the other—unless it’s too late to do anything about it.”

			“Precisely. Which is why you should concern yourself with the spell to track Hives. Let us focus our efforts on that, and once it’s taken care of, we can look back into your RUIN case if it’s still unnerving you so.”

			The coffeepot finally drizzled to a halt, and Rayne wasted no time in pouring the brew into her mug that read Magic Beans. It had been a gift from Grimsby when he joined the Department. A gift he had given her after his long-awaited employment.

			And she had gotten him nothing in return.

			She wrapped her hands around the warm ceramic, letting the heat soak into her aching fingers. Maybe Grimsby hadn’t been as cruel as she first thought. Maybe her mind had simply colored him wicked for taking her case because of her stress—

			She shook her head forcefully.

			Defaux was right. Her attention was divided, and in more ways than one. It had been undermining her for too long. She needed focus. Clarity. That was always when she was at her best.

			Just then, the hurried rush of boots sounded outside her door. Heavy knocks rattled suddenly against the glass. She nearly dropped her mug in surprise; the sudden dread that perhaps the RUIN had been dealt with and somehow it had condemned her filled her mind. She held the thought at bay and made herself calmly set the mug down before going to her door.

			She opened it to see one of the Analysts she vaguely recognized. The young woman was limber, dressed in apparel that was only by the loosest of definitions Department-appropriate. But it was her hair that Rayne most recognized. It was dyed in a dazzling hue of colors that looked to have been both an investment and a waste of time and money. The boots she had heard were the woman’s spiked black platform shoes.

			“Yes?” she asked, brow raised.

			The Analyst was breathless, resting her hands on her knees; a silver necklace with a small amulet in the shape of a half heart dangled from around her neck. “Auditor Bathory—” she panted. “You’re friends with Grimsby, right?”

			Rayne bit her lip. “That’s a bit ambivalent at the moment. Why?”

			The woman handed her a sheet of paper, still warm from whatever machine had printed it. Rayne scanned it and saw it was an alert from the Asylum—the facility that contained dangerous Unorthodox when necessary. One of their expected attendees had not arrived. They had requested a task force to be dispatched to collect him.

			She frowned. “What does this have to do with Grimsby?” she asked.

			The woman finally caught her breath and threw back her rainbow mane. Her face was an unusual mixture of sharp angles and freckles. “It’s one of Grimsby’s guys—a Therian he’s responsible for,” she said. “If he goes beast-mode and hurts anybody—”

			“Then Grimsby will be held accountable,” Rayne said, taking a deep breath. She frowned at the notice. The dispatch team would be slow to gather at this time of night. If Grimsby hurried, he might be able to get to the Therian in time and collect him before anything went wrong.

			If he even knew something could go wrong in the first place.

			Anyway, why should she care? He had taken her case from her; he had betrayed her trust, though perhaps it hadn’t been wholly intentional.

			“You shouldn’t go,” Defaux said from behind her.

			She turned to see the New York Auditor had picked up her mug of coffee and was inhaling the fumes.

			“If you’re truly worried about him”—she paused to glance at the Analyst—“digging up trouble, then this is the perfect distraction. Let him deal with the problem on his own. It’ll give us time.”

			Defaux was right. With Therian troubles to distract him, Grimsby would be less likely to be able to focus on the RUIN case. He would have more pressing concerns—like internal questioning, or chastisement from Grieves.

			Or he might be too injured to pursue the RUIN.

			Maybe worse.

			It was, perhaps, the first stroke of fortune she’d had in months, and it had cost her nothing.

			Though it might cost Grimsby dearly.

			For a moment, it was all tactical; all she had to do was take the Analyst’s report and delay for longer than was strictly necessary. All she had to do was nothing.

			Then her eyes fell to the mug in Defaux’s hands.

			Magic Beans.

			Rayne felt her stomach twist, and it was like a splash of cold water over her mind.

			The tactical value of the situation evaporated. Logic crumbled and fell by the wayside.

			Grimsby needed help.

			Her eyes met Defaux’s, and the New York Auditor’s face darkened, though she said nothing.

			Rayne turned back to the Analyst to see her looking confused, glancing behind her toward the desk and back again.

			“All right,” Rayne finally said, “where is Grimsby?”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FIVE[image: ]

			The jeep ground to a halt over the chipped remains of sun-scoured pavement. Grimsby could taste the salt in the air from the nearby bay, and with it the accompanying stagnant smell of polluted water that made his stomach cringe.

			Mayflower gestured past the edge of the streetlight’s glow to an old warehouse close to the waterfront, its corrugated walls corroded to brittle honeycombs of rust. “Fin says that’s the place,” he said. He seemed relaxed, but his brow was pulled taut into decades of well-worn frown lines.

			Grimsby eyed the broken windows of the warehouse as they seemed to return his gaze. “It’s always someplace abandoned or run-down,” he said, trying to suppress a shiver. “Why can’t bad things ever happen in the nice part of town?”

			“Maybe it’s abandoned because it’s an intersect for ley lines. The magic probably scared people off.”

			Grimsby frowned, though he figured his own frown lines were much younger than his partner’s. There wasn’t anything magic about this place, at least not to him. To him, magic was what kept him safe. It was what gave him some small control in his life. It was what gave him a path to follow: to become an Auditor.

			This place was dark. It was cold. It wasn’t his kind of magic.

			Yet somehow it was magic all the same.

			He felt for the cold iron of the nail in his pocket. Maybe he was simply wrong about what magic was. He couldn’t even trust his own spells right now. What did he know of magic?

			Would he even be ready to face the ritualist if they found him?

			He shook away the thought. He had managed to find a use for this foreign magic before, both to escape the Geists in the Elsewhere and to pass Mrs. Ox’s trial, all despite the nail’s strange effects. He could do it again if he needed to.

			Hopefully.

			He was so wrapped up in his growing anxiety that he hadn’t realized Mayflower had exited the jeep until the door slammed. He quickly followed suit but was slightly gentler with the door. The jeep had always been good to him, after all.

			Mayflower had parked in a shadowed alley, well away from the warehouse, likely to keep the jeep from view of their would-be ritualist.

			“Let’s move,” he said. “I want to find a good place to hole up before full dark.”

			“What makes you think whoever we’re after isn’t here yet?”

			“I’ve dealt with Janice and her kind before. They’re cowards. Whoever this ritualist is, he’ll wait until it’s dark, do his deeds, and try to vanish before dawn finds him.”

			“You make them sound like monsters.”

			He scoffed. “If only. Monsters are much simpler to deal with than people.” His face grew grim. “Much simpler.”

			Mayflower led the way to the warehouse, his stride long and confident. Grimsby followed, casting furtive glances all around. The Huntsman seemed certain the place would be empty, but Grimsby was less sure. Whoever they were after had been able to avoid being found so far. That meant he was smart, and if he was smart, he might know they were out here looking for him.

			It would make a fine trap.

			The warehouse doors had been closed once, but the hinges had rusted off in the brine-drenched air, leaving the doors hanging at awkward angles. Mayflower peered in, then nodded to Grimsby to follow him inside. Grimsby wasn’t even certain the structure had ever held electric lights, but if it had, they’d all burned out. The only light was what managed to splay through the dusty windows just below the roof, allowing little more than shafts of dim luminescence and stark shadows inside.

			“This place looks like it’s about to collapse,” Grimsby muttered.

			Almost as if in response, a breeze blew in from over the bay, and the warehouse groaned and creaked. Grimsby gulped, hoping he was wrong.

			“I don’t care,” Mayflower said, “as long as it stands up until I find this guy and end this for good.”

			Grimsby’s stomach turned again, though this time it was because of more than just fear. For a moment, he had forgotten that this would be his only case alongside Mayflower. But that moment was gone, and now even his looming worries turned to worries of a different, less immediate sort.

			“Are you sure about retiring, Les? I know I’d feel much better if you had my back.”

			“I’m sure,” he growled. “There’s a catwalk up there. That’s where we’ll set up.”

			“It’s just—what will you do with yourself after you’re done with all this?” Grimsby asked. He couldn’t imagine the Huntsman without a hunt.

			“I’ll do what I did before I met you in the first place.”

			“Day drink and brood?”

			Mayflower growled again but didn’t disagree as he mounted the rickety steps toward the catwalk.

			Grimsby gripped the rusted handrail tightly as he followed, focusing his attention on the Huntsman’s back. “You could be saving lives!”

			Mayflower tensed but said nothing.

			“You’re good at this—” he began, but Mayflower froze mid-stride and whipped around.

			“I’m not good—!” he snapped, then seemed to bite his words back. After a moment, his voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m not good.”

			“What are you talking about? You’re a good man, Les, I—”

			“Sixty-three,” he said, the number choking his throat like a noose.

			“What?”

			“Sixty-three. That’s how many—” He seemed like he wanted to trail off, but he gritted his teeth and hissed the words. “That’s how many I’ve killed. Men. Women. Monsters. And worse.”

			Grimsby didn’t know what to say; he wasn’t even sure he could understand, but he tried to find something helpful to fumble out of his mouth. “I’m sure you had no other choice.”

			“I always had a choice, kid,” Mayflower said. “Sometimes it was as simple as me or them. Usually not. Some days I wonder if I made the right call. Most days, I think I didn’t.”

			“Les . . .”

			“I’m a killer, Grimsby. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been worth a damn at. And after today, the body count will be sixty-four, and that’s where it’ll stay.”

			“Wait—you don’t mean you plan to kill this guy?”

			“This guy, someone else, hell, even the goddamned pope. Whoever shows up to do this ritual, I’m going to put them down and then go home.”

			“No, no way! You can’t just murder them! We have to arrest them. Take them to the Department to stand trial.”

			“They tried this shit twenty years ago and meant to kill a baby girl to do it. There’s no need for a trial. Hell, putting a bullet through Janice’s skull was one of the few things I’ve done that doesn’t keep me up at night.”

			Grimsby shook his head. “I can’t let you do that!”

			“Let me?” Mayflower asked, suddenly seeming much taller and darker than he had just a moment ago. “It’s not your call to make.”

			Grimsby felt small, but he also felt heat begin to boil in his stomach. Sparks snapped from his scars, snuffed from life by his sleeve. “We’re partners. Whether you like it or not, we’re in this together. What you do, I do.”

			“No,” Mayflower said firmly, his eyes locking Grimsby’s down for a moment. “I’m pulling the trigger. I’m the one responsible, understand?”

			“Not anymore, Les. You’re not a lone Huntsman. You’re my partner, and if you hurt someone, that’s on me, too.” He felt welling guilt in his stomach, and his voice grew quiet. “I still have nightmares about Peters—about killing him.”

			“That wasn’t you. I killed him.”

			“Did you?” Grimsby asked. “Does it even matter? I was the one that—” His voice choked at the vivid memory of Peters flayed and gutted by his own familiars, turned against him by Grimsby. “Even if you pulled the trigger before his heart stopped, he would have died because of what I did. Does that make me any less a killer?”

			Mayflower’s face darkened, but his mouth twisted in a sickened expression. He turned away toward the dim interior of the warehouse below and said no more.

			Time passed, and Grimsby anxiously let it go by. The twilight deepened to darkness, and the only sound came from the water nearby, splashing against concrete retaining walls before receding once more.

			The Huntsman lurked beside him, his expression hidden in the dark but his posture looming and unwavering, like a statue of an executioner.

			Then he finally spoke.

			“That’s why I can’t stay on as your partner,” he said quietly, as if to himself.

			Grimsby almost didn’t reply. He was afraid that if he did, he might startle Mayflower off. “Why not?”

			“Because you’re a good kid,” he said, the words sounding like great weights on his voice, “and if I stay, you might end up like me.” He turned, and his hard eyes caught a glint of faded streetlight from the broken windows. “Don’t ever end up like me, Grimsby.”

			Grimsby’s mouth fell agape, but silent. He tried to imagine himself like Mayflower—grizzled, bitter, and dangerous—but he simply couldn’t picture it. It was like trying to imagine dry water. Maybe that was for the best.

			Or maybe it was inevitable.

			Before he could say anything, the sound of wheels grinding over gravel came from outside. They both tensed, then hunched deeper into the dark.

			Grimsby felt sweat tinge his temples and dampen his shirt. His heart quickened, and suddenly even his oversize suit felt too tight. Was this their ritualist? He tried to steel himself, but it was all he could do to keep still, lest the rickety catwalk reveal their position.

			The headlights poured into the broken doors of the warehouse, making Grimsby squint and shield his eyes. The wheels ground to a halt, though the quiet engine continued. He heard a door open, then the approach of footsteps.

			A figure appeared, backlit by headlights, slender and fetching. Almost familiar.

			Grimsby felt his palms sweat within his clenched fists, and he began to drum up his Impetus, feeling it well within him like a torch in his stomach.

			Beside him, Mayflower’s steady hand drew his revolver, thumbing back the hammer until it locked, ready to fire.

			A woman stepped forward, looking around; then she cast her gaze up at them.

			Grimsby’s eyes finally adjusted to the light, and he saw not just a familiar figure, but a familiar face, too.

			It was Rayne. She must have seen them as well.

			“Boys,” she called up to them, “we have a problem.”
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			Rayne?” Grimsby called from the catwalk. “What are you doing here?”

			Mayflower growled, “You’re giving away our whole stakeout.”

			“There’s no time for that,” she said, taking a few steps through the empty warehouse toward them, her shadow cast large by the bright headlights of her car. “One of the Therians you’re responsible for, Samuel Goode, has missed his Asylum deadline, Grimsby.”

			Grimsby gulped, feeling his skin grow cold. The Asylum was the only place that was sure to safely contain Therians when they transformed. If one transformed beyond its reinforced cells, they could go on an uncontrollable rampage.

			Goode was one of many Therians who had a spotless record of attendance, and so it was standard procedure to simply contact them before the full moon and make certain they were aware of and capable of performing their obligations.

			If he hadn’t shown up, that meant something was wrong.

			And it might get much worse if they didn’t find him quickly.

			“Mayflower,” he said, turning to the Huntsman, “we have to find him before he transforms and hurts someone.”

			The Huntsman scowled at the gun in his hand, his taut brow burdened in thought. Finally, as Grimsby stood and began to go, he heard the Huntsman utter a single word.

			“No.”

			Grimsby froze, then half turned. “What do you mean no?”

			“I told you, Grimsby. This is my last case. This case, right here. We find and stop the ritualist. I’m not getting dragged off target by some fool who missed his deadline.”

			“But—but someone could get hurt!”

			“People always get hurt, boy. Hell, that’s all our job is: hurting the right people.”

			“No, our job is to help people! And right now, there’s a real person who needs our help.”

			“Help?” the Huntsman demanded, his iron grip making the catwalk creak. “How are you going to help him when he shifts? By putting silver in his heart? Because that’s what the Department will do,” he called down to Rayne in his gruff voice. “Isn’t that right, Auditor?”

			Her face twisted into a glower as she looked to him. “That’s why I’m here. Grimsby, we have a small window before Goode changes and the Department strike team arrives. If we can get him to the Asylum before then—”

			Mayflower scoffed. “Focus, Grimsby. We have a job to do, here and now. Whatever this ritual is, it isn’t good. I can feel it. People are going to get hurt unless we stop that before it happens.”

			Grimsby froze, realizing both Rayne and Mayflower were looking to him.

			It was his choice, and he had to make it now.

			He shook his head, feeling like his blood was pressing against his skin like air in a balloon. The room was all at once too hot and too cold, and someone omnipotent and sadistic had decided to start it spinning.

			What was he to do? Stay and hunt the witch who had some unknown ritual of ill intent in mind, or go and find Samuel Goode before he turned into something terrible and did something worse? Both would likely save lives. Both were his responsibility. Both were the right thing to do.

			But he could only choose one.

			“I’m—I’m going after Goode,” he finally said, the words like clay in his mouth.

			“What?” Mayflower asked, his tone quiet.

			“I can either stop a bad guy or help a good guy. I just—” His voice caught in his chest as he weathered Mayflower’s fiery gaze. “I want to help.”

			“And what about the ritualist? What if he does something a hundred times worse than what Goode does?”

			“Then—then I’ll deal with that, too. But I won’t sacrifice Goode to do it.” He looked at the Huntsman and saw anger in his eyes, but also something more lonely. “Come with me, Les. Please.”

			Doubt shadowed the Huntsman’s expression, then cleared away like the sun setting behind a stormy horizon. “No. I have a job to do, and so do you. We need to stop this ritual.”

			The words struck like a blow to Grimsby’s gut, but he had expected them. As much as he wanted the Huntsman’s aid, he knew Mayflower could not waver from his hunt. It was simply who he was.

			And this was who Grimsby was.

			He turned away and began descending the steps to Rayne.

			“Grimsby!” Mayflower said, his gruff voice strained. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m doing what you told me to,” he said as he paused on the steps but didn’t look back. “I’m not ending up like you.”

			Mayflower was silent as Grimsby continued down the stairs. His head was still spinning, and his neck was alight with nervous heat and sweat, but as he reached the ground, he felt his stride grow steadier. He realized this was his first real chance to help someone as an Auditor, and he was ready.

			Well, almost.

			He hurried to Rayne, his heart pounding, his blood rushing. “Can—can I get a ride?”

			Her harsh expression cracked for a moment, and she let slip a short chuckle. “Of course.”
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			Grimsby shifted uncomfortably on the dark leather seat as Rayne sped toward Sam Goode’s address. He wasn’t sure how she could see anything through the dark-tinted windows, but she seemed to manage. He wanted to focus on finding Goode, but he kept hearing Mayflower’s voice calling after him, and kept seeing the lonely spark in the Huntsman’s eyes.

			He shook his head, trying to distract himself. “Nice wheels. Hope to have my own someday,” he said, glancing at the display screen at the car’s center console. In lieu of mirrors, Department vehicles used cameras. Mirrors were too dangerous.

			Rayne’s eyes were focused on the road. The lenses of her glasses, unlike his own, were flat and non-corrective. They were purely to give her a mask to shield her from the Elsewhere, though her Department-issued ballistic mask lay in her lap. “I didn’t even know you could drive,” she said, her voice distant, almost automatic.

			“Well, not legally, no. And also not really practically, either. Never had the opportunity to learn. I thought maybe after I got my badge, they’d give me a car, but . . .” He trailed off.

			“You’re not there yet,” Rayne said. “Grieves may have made you an Auditor, but there’s a lot you haven’t earned.” Her tone was flat, but the words felt as sharp as knives.

			Grimsby winced, feeling a little like his chest was caving in on itself. “So everyone keeps reminding me.”

			“That—came out wrong,” she said, casting a glance at him and letting slip a soft smile. “Give it time, Grimshaw. They don’t know you yet, but they will.”

			He tried to smile back, but his mouth was uncooperative.

			That’s what I’m afraid of, he thought.

			He wasn’t even sure he knew himself yet. What if time showed he was just as lacking as they had expected him to be? He likely wouldn’t even have succeeded at Mrs. Ox’s trial if not for the nail in his pocket, as his usual spells would have been unsuited to the task. Then he had turned his back on his partner, leaving him alone in a potentially dangerous situation.

			Neither felt particularly Auditor-worthy of him.

			Nor had his treatment of Rayne and taking her case, unintentionally or not. Maybe there was a reason he hadn’t yet earned his place.

			“So,” he said, “any new leads in your search for Hives?”

			“Maybe,” she said, then stopped like she’d caught herself slipping. “We’re not sure.”

			“We? Did Grieves assign you a new partner?” he asked, feeling a small burn of envy in his chest.

			“Not exactly. A New York Auditor offered to help me. She’s . . . odd, but I think she means well.”

			“A New Yorker? What’s she doing in Boston?”

			“Helping me,” she said. “Near as I can tell, Auditor Defaux is the only other person who seems to give enough of a damn to lend a hand.” The words weren’t so sharp that Grimsby felt they were aimed at him, but he still pictured himself in their crosshairs all the same.

			“Ah. Well, if you need a third pair of hands, or eyes, or . . . whatever, I’m happy to lend mine.”

			She snorted but gave him a smirk. “Let’s hope we still have access to all our limbs by the time we get Goode to the Asylum.”

			Grimsby nodded, casting a nervous glance outside the car, where the moon shone bright, though it wasn’t full as he had expected it to be. “Are we sure Goode will transform?”

			Rayne nodded. “Therians differ on when they shift, but it’s tied to the lunar cycle. Most, like Goode, begin to risk shifting when the moon reaches its apex. It might not be immediate, but stress or strong emotions can trigger the transformation earlier than expected.” She glanced at the digital clock on the console. “I’d guess we have less than an hour before that risk becomes a concern.”

			“So you think we can get him to the Asylum before he shifts at all?”

			She nodded. “With some luck. We just have to find him and keep him calm until we can get him into containment.”

			Grimsby tried to push down the lump of nerves that had grown knotted in his stomach, but it seemed reluctant to budge. He fidgeted with the iron nail in his pocket instead. Luck wasn’t exactly something he had in spades today.

			But perhaps that would finally turn around.

			Surely it had to eventually, right?

			He straightened up as they entered Goode’s now-familiar neighborhood. The stark moonlight made the sporadic streetlamps pointless, though many of their bulbs were flickering or had burned out altogether. He saw light in the windows of the passing homes, the figures inside going about their lives, and his mouth went dry.

			If Goode shifted, everyone nearby would be in danger. Civilians as much as he and Rayne. And right now, the only people who could protect those civilians were him and Rayne. The thought made his pulse thready, but he felt glad to have Rayne with him. She was a practiced witch—a real Auditor. Smart and powerful.

			So what did that make him?

			He tried to cast the thought away but felt it cling to his fingers as much as the nail in his pocket would have. Instead, he could only set the idea aside and try to focus. The Department car ground to a halt outside Goode’s address.

			“This the place?” Rayne asked.

			Grimsby nodded, peering at the brick house. The rickety patio shaded the front door from the moonlight, but he could just barely tell it was ajar. “That’s probably not a good sign,” he said, gesturing to the entrance.

			Rayne nodded and then screwed shut her eyes, deftly exchanging her glasses for the ballistic mask in her lap. She looked back to Grimsby, and he squirmed uncomfortably under her guised gaze. “Ready?” she asked.

			“As I can be,” he said, and they both climbed out of the mirrorless vehicle.

			The wind seemed to pick up as they did, cutting clear through Grimsby’s ill-fitting suit. The few trees in the neighborhood were sickly or dead; their bare branches croaked and creaked against one another in the otherwise quiet night.

			They made their way over the cracked walkway that split the small, barren yard in two. Rayne stepped lithely up the stairs, her stride barely drawing a groan from the old timbers. Grimsby’s own steps seemed to make the boards scream by comparison.

			The door was open, and the dangling chains of Goode’s many dead bolts and locks hung from its split frame. The door itself looked like it had nearly buckled, and the hinges that held it in place did so by thin threads of mangled screws.

			“He must have broken out,” Rayne said, her whisper somehow unmuffled by the mask. She cast a glance over her shoulder, scanning the moonlit night.

			“Or someone else broke in,” Grimsby said, pointing at the splinters of wood that littered the inside of the home, rather than the outside.

			She thought for a moment, then nodded, holding up her clenched hand. She stared in brief concentration until Grimsby felt her Impetus begin to radiate from her. It was like a bass that was too deep to hear, but he felt it press against his skin like a taut sheet.

			Rayne then glanced at him expectantly.

			He felt his heart speed up and his veins grow tight. Neither she, nor anyone else, knew of the cursed nail in his pocket and the effect it was having on his magic. Eyes aflame, even he didn’t fully know what it was doing, only that it was making his spells behave strangely. He couldn’t trust his own magic until Wudge found a way to remove the thing, yet what good was he here without it? Totally unarmed, he’d be unable to protect himself or help Rayne against whatever they might find.

			No, even though he couldn’t be sure of what his magic might do, he couldn’t just forgo it altogether. He was a witch, after all.

			He followed her lead, drawing forth his own Impetus, like stoking a furnace in his heart. Its heat flowed through him like a second set of veins. He felt his scars prickle under his sleeve, and those that showed on his left hand smoldered dimly in the shadows of the porch.

			“All right,” he said.

			“Samuel Goode!” Rayne called into the broken threshold. “Department Auditors! Come out with your hands visible.”

			There was no reply from the darkness, though that was not exactly a comfort to Grimsby. Rayne took the lead and stepped through, and Grimsby did what he could to look just as professional when he followed her. He promptly stepped on her heel, drawing a wince of breath, though she made no comment.

			The inside of Goode’s home was as dark as fresh pavement. The covered windows kept the bright moonlight at bay, and their only light to see by was cast by flickering night-lights that had been placed in sparse outlets.

			They crept cautiously around the first floor, but there was no sign of Goode or anyone else.

			“I don’t like this,” Rayne said, sweeping her foot over the ground. It seemed to be littered with dust.

			“You’re just now not liking this? Never thought I’d be ahead of you in something.” He forced an uncomfortable chuckle.

			“This Therian is a reagent dealer, right?”

			Grimsby nodded. “Yeah, we think he might be tied to the RUIN case.”

			Rayne’s eyes darkened beneath her featureless white mask. “And you didn’t mention this before?”

			“Well, I—”

			“Forget it,” she said, her mind seeming to churn behind her eyes. “Let’s just find him.”

			Grimsby nodded, looking about, until his attention fell upon another stretch of dust, illuminated by a thin shaft of moonlight that slipped through the tinfoil-covered windows. The dust had the vague outline of a smeared print in it, one that seemed to be moving toward a solid wall. He approached it, leaving Rayne raising a curious brow, and felt about the wallpapered surface carefully. Sure enough, his fingers found a straight line, invisible in the dark but clear enough on his fingertips.

			“I think I found something,” he said.

			Rayne made a slightly impressed sound. “Well done,” she said. Her tone summoned a burning sensation to Grimsby’s cheeks, one he hoped would be hidden in the dark.

			After fumbling for a moment, he found a latch. A swift flick and the wall creaked as it receded enough to be slid aside, revealing a staircase downward.

			“Stay here,” Rayne said, stepping forward. “I’ll check it out.”

			“Stay here?” Grimsby demanded. “You can’t go alone!”

			“One of us needs to keep watch. I don’t want to be trapped down there if Goode shows up behind us with more fur and claws than he ought to have.”

			“And what if he, or whoever busted in here, is down there?”

			Her masked eyes creased in an infuriating smile. “Then it’ll be a good thing you’ve kept my escape route secured.”

			Grimsby wanted to argue, but before he could, Rayne descended the steps into the dark and vanished.

			He glowered after her for a moment, then turned his eyes to the rest of the house, keeping his ears focused on her departing footsteps.

			Suddenly, with Grimsby now alone, the house felt somehow larger and more looming. The shadowed corners they had already cleared appeared full of menace, like something might crawl out of them at any minute. He tried to stay calm and aware, but his nerves kept getting the better of him. He twisted and jerked at every creak or whisper, expecting to see the hulking figure of the shifted Goode at any moment.

			He was so focused on looking for the beastly silhouette that it came as a complete surprise when he turned to see a woman standing beside him.

			One who wasn’t Rayne.

			He saw only the outline of her wild hair, but before he could utter a sound, she lashed out as fast as a viper.

			He heard himself hit the ground more than felt it. Even as she dragged him out of the house and into the moonlight, he felt little more than a thundering in his skull and a pain behind his eyes.

			Then the world went blissfully dark.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-EIGHT[image: ]

			Mayflower glowered into the darkened warehouse from his post on the catwalk. The only light came from the near-full moon, pouring through dusty windows to cast long shadows over cracked concrete.

			The storehouse was almost silent, and he found himself keenly aware of the lack of idle scuffling and breathing sounds that had once told of Grimsby’s presence beside him. Maybe he shouldn’t have let the kid go after that Therian without him. The moon seemed to wax even more, as though gloating, affirming his worries.

			He stifled a growl and made himself focus on the entrance; the doors were slightly ajar after Grimsby and Rayne’s departure. The ritualist could enter at any moment. He needed to be collected. He needed to be ready.

			He needed to finish what he had started.

			He couldn’t afford to let Grimsby’s naive decision distract him.

			Yet it did anyway.

			Questions flooded his mind, drawing forth fearful scenarios that made his gut twist. What if the Therian shifted before they contained him? What if it was too much for the two Auditors to handle? What if the Department arrived too late?

			He growled again, resisting the urge to reach for a cigarette to chew on. He had always hated the words what if. They were shadows on the wall, meaningless drivel for the frightened to dwell upon while they let themselves remain blissfully powerless.

			But he was not powerless. He had made a choice.

			But now that choice threatened consequences.

			Grimsby was his responsibility. If it wasn’t for Mayflower’s agreement to work for the Department, Grieves would have let the kid stay in squalor. He hadn’t seen the potential Mayflower had—or if he had, he had also seen the potential leverage Grimsby represented over the old Huntsman.

			Either way, he had returned, and Grimsby had received a badge.

			Lord knew the boy earned it, but whether he was ready for it or not was another question altogether. It was no secret that Grimsby was not a powerful witch, even Mayflower could see that, but he was more stalwart than near any Mayflower had known, save perhaps Mansgraf herself.

			But it was more than just that.

			Grimsby had something in him that Mayflower had rarely seen before. Something that usually died in most other folks he knew, without them ever realizing they’d had it to begin with.

			He had no word for it, but he could feel it, as sure as sunlight on a bleak day.

			But whatever that special glow was, it wouldn’t save Grimsby from being torn apart by a Therian, let alone any of the other threats Auditors faced on a regular basis. And if Grimsby got hurt or—or worse, it would be because Mayflower put him in that position to begin with.

			Yet he had another obligation as well, one to the past. Many, or rather most, of his hunts had turned ugly. He wished he could say that he had saved more lives than he’d taken, but it was rare that he was able to stop the bad things before they happened. Instead, he had to learn to settle for stopping them from happening again.

			Janice and her ritual had been one of those rare victories. The bad guy had been stopped, the innocent saved. The good guys had won, no strings attached. It had been simple. Clean. It had been good.

			God, that was all too rare.

			But it seemed the case hadn’t been as simple as he had thought. It hadn’t been clean, and there had been strings attached after all. They were just so long and buried so deep that he had missed them. But now they were back, growing tauter by the moment.

			If he didn’t cut them now, who knew what they might drag up from the mire of the past. Whatever ill intent this ritual held, good folks would get hurt.

			They always did when magic was involved.

			If he failed to cut those threads, and Janice’s old work was finished, his long past dues would come back to be paid.

			He needed to lay this case to rest, once and for all. No matter the cost.

			But what if the cost was Grimsby’s life?

			Mayflower didn’t need light or a mirror to know his skin had gone pale.

			He’d left the boy to face a Therian, after all. He might not have been alone, but Mayflower didn’t know Rayne. She might be decent. She might not. Either way, one thing was sure:

			She wasn’t Grimsby’s partner.

			Mayflower was, and he had left Grimsby alone.

			His guts made a groaning sound, quiet but amplified by the total silence around him. He had wanted to retire from his profession of killing, but what if Grimsby died because Mayflower had lost the stomach to wield a gun? If that happened, the blame would, and should, fall on the Huntsman.

			If Grimsby died on the job tonight, it was because Mayflower had allowed it to happen.

			He cast one last glance at the gap in the doors, but no shadow dimmed the strip of moonlight that pooled in the dark. It could come at any moment, or it might not reveal itself at all.

			Mayflower shook his head and spat onto the catwalk.

			The past had waited near twenty years. It could wait a while longer.

			He stood, old bones creaking, and headed to the stairs. If he hurried, he wouldn’t be far behind Grimsby and Rayne.

			He reached the ground floor, which was draped in near impenetrable darkness, and used the light of the entrance to guide himself.

			Then he froze, old instincts firing to life like beacons along a mountain range.

			He wasn’t alone.

			His gun was in his hand without a thought. He stood tall and silent in the dark, listening.

			The sudden sound of footsteps was almost as silent as he was, and he heard it only when the source was a dozen feet away.

			He whirled and fired, letting his ears guide his aim. The old revolver roared, blazing the darkness to light for the briefest instant. His shot missed, narrowly, and he saw a broad, lean figure rushing toward him. Before he could fire again, the stranger closed the gap, colliding with him like a linebacker and bringing him to the ground.

			Mayflower managed to absorb the blow with practiced effort. Though he couldn’t break his attacker’s grip around his waist, he twisted, making his attacker take the brunt of the force from their tandem toppling.

			He tried to bring the revolver to bear in the melee, but his assailant seemed prepared for this and kept the gun at bay with a powerful arm. However, with the attacker using one arm to fend off the weapon and the other to grapple Mayflower’s waist, that meant the Huntsman’s off hand was left free.

			He started with gouging at his attacker’s eyes.

			His fingers clawed, digging into soft skin until one found its mark.

			But the stranger made no noise as he ripped his head away and burrowed it into Mayflower’s stomach, squeezing the Huntsman like a vise between arm and skull. He felt the air being crushed from his lungs, and his diaphragm struggled to draw breath to replace it. He drove down blow after blow with his elbow, but he couldn’t manage to gain any leverage with his attacker so close to his center of mass.

			Finally, he wrapped his free hand around the back of his opponent’s head, feeling bald, prickling scalp and worming veins, until he could feel what felt like facial features beneath a cloth mask. He dug his fingers into what might have been a mouth or perhaps a nostril, and wrenched as hard as he could. Flesh split beneath his grip and blood dampened the mask. The head reluctantly turned to one side, easing the pressure on his stomach long enough for him to draw breath.

			His gun hand was still propped outward by his opponent, unable to angle for a grisly point-blank shot, but the assailant’s grip was around his wrist.

			Mayflower let his stiffened arm collapse, bending at the elbow and using the assistance of his opponent’s resistance to drive the elbow into his opponent’s face, crushing his nose like a plastic cup full of warm soup.

			His opponent faltered; Mayflower felt the grip around his waist slip and took the opportunity to pry himself free, though his foe managed to twist his failing grip into the Huntsman’s coat, keeping him from breaking contact altogether.

			Despite this, he was able to get enough distance to angle his gun. The barrel was roughly center mass. There’d be no missing this time.

			Muscles tensed to pull the trigger, but he felt a brief hesitation, and Grimsby’s words came to him like the kid was just over his shoulder.

			You’re a good man.

			A bitter taste tinged his tongue.

			His trigger finger faltered.

			Then he saw a small glow in the dark, emblazoned on his foe’s cheek, half covered beneath the mask. However, even with it partially covered, he recognized it. It was a thrall mark, a magical rune that enslaved the mind. He had seen them before—

			The last time he faced Janice.

			This man could be anyone, any civilian who’d fallen into the wrong witch’s clutches. He was an innocent, no more in control of himself than a rabid dog.

			But even so, he sensed Mayflower’s hesitation.

			A strong leg lashed out, catching the back of Mayflower’s forward knee. At the same time, the man hauled on his coat and used the leverage to throw him to the ground hard enough that Mayflower felt his ribs rattle.

			He tasted blood in his mouth, and realized that he might have to take the shot—whether or not the man was innocent—or risk being killed himself.

			He rolled over, bringing his revolver up in a double-handed grip.

			But the man was gone.

			Outside, he saw a flickering shadow and heard departing footsteps, but they quickly faded to silence.

			Mayflower groaned as he climbed to his feet, keeping his eyes on the door and his ears open. It was rare to find a single thrall; witches willing to use such dark magic tended to collect them like pets. But he did not sense anyone else nearby.

			It was also strange for the thrall to retreat. They were considered fodder, expendable in every sense of the word. They had no sense of self-preservation. Why had he run?

			More importantly, why had he waited for Mayflower to leave before making his move?

			It was almost as if whoever commanded the thrall only wanted to delay him . . .

			And if the thrall was here, that meant that whoever was behind the ritual had known he’d be here. If that was the case, they’d have left a trap. A lone thrall wouldn’t be enough. But if the thrall wasn’t the trap, then what was?

			He cast a glance behind him, to the barrels that were stacked along the edges of the warehouse. Now that he was looking carefully, he saw wires running between several of them.

			“Damn.”

			He started running.

			He had taken hardly a half dozen steps when he heard the first barrel detonate.

			The force swept him from his feet and threw him into the doors. He struck one hard, breaking it in half with a combination of his shoulder and his head. Fortunately, the old wood had rotted soft, and the metal reinforcements snapped in a shower of rust. It hurt, but it dampened his forward momentum, keeping his skull from cracking open on the pavement. He landed in a rolling heap outside, and a half heartbeat later, the warehouse became an inferno.

			He pressed himself into the ground, his head spinning and throbbing from his collision. He managed to pull the edge of his coat over his face. Within its lining he saw the protective silver stitching flare to life like hot wires. It had been sewn in lines of scripture he no longer believed in, and the words seared themselves into his retinas until he looked away.

			Heat washed over him, and he felt every uncovered patch of skin scream in pain as the hairs burned away, but after a searing moment, the heat died down from inferno to furnace.

			He lowered his coat to see the warehouse in flames, its roof completely missing, its windows shattered and pouring out smoke. He cast a quick look around for his attacker, but the thrall was gone.

			He holstered his gun and dragged himself to his feet, then limped his way to the jeep. He needed to move in case whoever had laid the trap had a fallback plan. He kept a wary eye out, but no one barred his path. Sirens began sounding in the distance, likely already on their way, but he had no time to wait and apprise them of the situation. Their mystery ritualist was still out there, and using the same tricks Janice had. But Janice was dead—

			Wasn’t she?

			He growled in pain. Of course she was. She had to be.

			But if that were true, then who was behind it all? An apprentice, perhaps?

			He shoved a cigarette between his teeth and ground his pains into it, spitting out the mashed pulp like cud. Whoever they were, they knew the Department was after them.

			And, since they’d decided to use this ritual opportunity as a trap, that meant there was only one more chance for them to cast the spell, which meant there was only one chance for him to stop it.

			He climbed inside the jeep and coaxed it to sputtering life. He wanted to return to the Department to plan his next move, and perhaps see if Finley could manage to track the last possible location, but he couldn’t do it alone. He left the blaze in his rearview as he maneuvered toward Goode’s home.

			First, he needed to make sure his witch didn’t go and get himself killed.
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			Rayne found herself leaning against the basement wall, her vision spinning enough to make the dim room feel like it was below the deck of a ship in a storm. She shook herself, feeling her heart begin to speed up in time with her mind.

			She remembered descending the stairs, but her mind felt oddly blank after that, like trying to remember a dream.

			What had just happened? Had she struck some kind of arcane trap? She quickly looked herself over to make certain she was intact but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Even her white ballistic mask was settled evenly on her face.

			She glared and cast away the sensation as she scanned the basement. There was a pair of cheap folding tables at the room’s center, covered with baggies and glass jars, while the walls were lined with plastic shelves stacked with cardboard boxes. A quick glance told her it was all reagents of one kind or another, but none of it was unusually dangerous.

			Then she noticed a shelf pulled aside. Behind it, a sheet had been used to cover a hole in the wall, but it had been torn away, revealing a safe. The door was split open as smoothly as a knife might go through putty, and though the contents were scattered, she saw they were far more serious in nature. Shards from a gravestone, the skull of some exotic rodent, the preserved wings of a bat, and more. Though many of the items that remained were difficult to obtain without a permit, she guessed that the most volatile of the components had been taken.

			That meant a burglar had broken in after all, rather than Goode breaking out. But if that was the case, where was Goode?

			“Grimsby!” she called. “I think you were right about the break-in.”

			She expected a glib reply but received only silence.

			“Grimsby?” she said, feeling her pulse begin to thrum again. Had Goode transformed and returned to his den? Surely not; she would have heard something. Even if it was Grimsby screaming.

			Her stomach lurched at the idea and she found herself rushing up the stairs, conjuring Impetus with every step.

			The house was silent, still, and above all—empty.

			Grimsby was gone.

			She called again, storming about the first floor, checking every room, but there was no trace. Even the upstairs, which held only a cramped, messy bedroom and bathroom, was empty.

			Then, as she swept the first floor again, she spotted tracks on the dusty floor. They were common enough, with her, Grimsby, and Goode at the very least having left their marks, but there was a new track, a wide, smooth swath that ran straight to the front door.

			The most likely source was something being dragged. Something roughly the size of Grimsby.

			He had been taken.

			She immediately withdrew her phone, intending to call the Department, when it began to ring in her hand. The screen read simply Unknown.

			She accepted the call, her mind racing in a panic. “Grimsby?” she asked.

			“Um, no. It’s Defaux,” the voice on the other side of the line said. “Everything okay?”

			“No, no. Something’s wrong. I—I lost Grimsby.”

			“What do you mean you lost him?”

			“He was here one second, and I went downstairs, and then he was gone!” She normally would have hated the cracks in her voice as she spoke, but at the moment she was too worried to care. “I think someone took him.”

			Defaux made a curious noise. “You sound so—strange,” she said.

			“What? What are you talking about?”

			“I’ve never heard you so frantic before.”

			She felt her temper grow hot and sharp, and it felt like a lifeline in a roiling storm. “You don’t even know me.”

			Defaux only chuckled.

			“How can you be so calm? Grimsby is in danger! I have to find him.”

			“So you do,” Defaux agreed. “I wanted to tell you I got my hands on the components for the tracking ritual, whenever you’re ready.”

			Rayne shook her head and forced her tongue to be blunt. “Fine—good. Just prepare the circle. I’m going to look for him.”

			She hung up without waiting for a reply and dialed the Department hotline. It would connect her to the most capable of Department personnel for remote support.

			The line clicked on, and a quick voice said, “Miranda Finley.”

			Rayne recognized the voice as that of the woman who had told her of the Therian ordeal in the first place. “Finley, I need Grimsby’s location. Fast.”

			Keys were already clicking in the background as Finley asked, “Is he not with you?”

			“No. He was taken. Let’s hope they didn’t have the foresight to ditch his cell.”

			There was a brief clicking of keys on the other side of the line. “Looks like he moved a couple miles about twenty-five minutes ago.”

			“Twenty-five minutes?” she demanded. That couldn’t be right. She had barely been in the basement for two minutes when she realized he was gone. Even after her frantic searching, she couldn’t have wasted more than five. A quick glance at her watch, however, confirmed the timing.

			She had lost nearly twenty minutes.

			Where? How? Was she going crazy?

			She let out a sharp breath and forced her head to focus. “Just—just get me the location,” she said. She’d worry about losing her mind later.

			“Two miles east. Looks like a construction site near the highway.”

			“I’m on my way,” she said, hurrying toward her car.

			“I’ll alert the task force.”

			“And the Huntsman,” Rayne said, casting a glance to the nearly full moon. “I have a feeling we’ll need him.”
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			Grimsby was pretty certain he should be awake, but everything was still black. He tried to move, but his limbs felt anchored in place. Was he dead? Panic rose in him, surging up like flash-flood waters. He thrashed about, commanding every muscle to move, as though it might help, and found himself tipping over and falling to the ground.

			He grunted as his arm hit concrete but heard the clatter of metal doing the same. He realized he was tied to a chair, and the flaring pain in his elbow actually came with some measure of relief. The darkness was not the null embrace of death, but rather just a blindfold. However, his relief was short-lived when he heard movement nearby.

			“He’s awake,” a familiar woman’s voice said. “Lump, get him up, and tie the chairs together just to be sure.”

			A meaty, coarse paw seized him, lifting both him and his chair effortlessly before dropping him back upright. He heard the metal folding chair creak, its joints strained by the force. A rough, heavy rope was cinched around his belly, feeling like it was crushing his stomach into his spine.

			He had been captured, it seemed. And if the woman was speaking to the same Lump as he and Wudge had encountered in the Elsewhere, then that meant she was likely Echidna. His thrumming panic subsided by the barest shades. At least he knew who had taken him, although not why.

			“You two realize that assaulting an Auditor is a serious crime?” he asked, trying to sound confident. Unfortunately, his voice was shakier than he would have liked.

			“Only if we leave behind witnesses,” Echidna said, her suggestion sending a chill down Grimsby’s chair-lashed spine.

			Deft hands untied and removed his blindfold, which he saw was his Department-issued tie. Then he realized he had no glasses—no mask. For a panicked moment, he began to see the Elsewhere bleeding into his blurred sight, its familiar black sun and red skies the only details he could make out before he screwed his eyes shut again.

			“If you two want to have a heart-to-heart, I’m going to need my glasses back,” he said. With his eyes closed, he was technically safe from the Elsewhere, but technically was not a comforting threshold. He still felt vulnerable without his mask.

			There was a brief pause and a murmured exchange. He couldn’t make out what Echidna said, but Lump’s brutish drawl was booming despite his best efforts.

			“But what if he tricks you again, Echidna?”

			“Not me—us!” Echidna said with a mixed measure of embarrassment and indignance.

			“I dunno . . .” Lump said, and Grimsby could practically hear the dopey grin in his voice.

			“Eyes aflame,” Grimsby cursed, feeling his heart race and his mouth run on its own. “Look, I don’t know why you witch-napped me, but I assume it’ll be a moot point if some Elsewhere beast eats my face off mid-conversation.”

			“Would make for an interesting show, at least,” Echidna said.

			“But not an interesting conversation, which I’m guessing is what you’re looking for.”

			Echidna made an annoyed sound. “Fine. But no tricks this time, witch.”

			“Nothing up my sleeve,” Grimsby said, wiggling his fingers bound behind his back.

			He felt the hard rims of his glasses shoved haphazardly on his nose. Though they weren’t in a comfortable position, they should still be enough to guard him from the Elsewhere.

			He opened bleary eyes and blinked until they adjusted to the light, twitching his nose around to try in vain to get his glasses in the right spot. He hadn’t fully expected what he saw when his eyes cleared.

			It wasn’t Echidna and Lump before him—except it was. It was almost like two people pretending to be them, or perhaps their closely related family. He recognized Echidna’s face and her wild tangle of hair, but she seemed to have somehow exchanged her serpentine lower half for an apparently normal set of human legs, complete with threadbare jeans and an oversize, tattered trench coat of faded canvas with an upturned collar.

			Meanwhile, Lump had shrunken down considerably, like a sponge left in the sun. He, too, wore a coat like Echidna’s, except his was crusted leather, also with its collar turned up, along with some greasy sweatpants. The once-giant troll was even a hair shorter than Mayflower now, but he was still a great deal broader. If it hadn’t been for his almost inhumanly long and crooked nose, Grimsby wouldn’t have recognized him on the street, though he might have gawked.

			“Very noir. You two cosplaying?” Grimsby asked.

			Echidna twisted her lip in annoyance and shook her head. “They’re guises, fool,” she said, tugging at her upturned collar. “They hide us like your masks hide you witches.”

			“Hide you from what? A magical detective with a bad attitude?”

			“From humans like you,” she said, her tone callous and bitter.

			“Oh.” Grimsby felt his flippant defiance wither a touch. It was already challenging being a witch in Boston; he couldn’t imagine being someone like Lump or Echidna. Come to think of it, he hadn’t exactly heard of such folks living in Boston—or anywhere else for that matter, yet he knew they were, well, around. Did they simply blend in better than he realized?

			Or was there somewhere else they called home?

			He banished both curiosity and empathy, or at least strapped them down under the rest of his concerns. After all, he had been abducted and tied up. He had other priorities to consider over his abductors’ feelings. “How did you find me?”

			She withdrew a small object from her coat and revealed it to be the slipper he had lost in the Elsewhere. In the sole was a small, dark stain of blood, likely from when he had injured his foot.

			“Ah,” he said, “tracking ritual. Great.” Such a ritual would have been rudimentary compared to the tracking magic a witch could manage with a dowser, but apparently it got the job done. “So, I’m guessing you two wanna have a conversation about our last . . . encounter?”

			She glared at him and discarded the slipper. “Return what you stole, and we’ll let you both live.”

			Both?

			Had they taken Rayne as well?

			Grimsby tried to whip his head around to look for her, but his restraints were confining. He saw they were inside an unfinished concrete structure, like some kind of construction site. Standing flood lamps spilled harsh illumination all around, making his eyes water. It took him a moment to realize it wasn’t just a chair he was tied to. Behind him was another figure, this one bound in a chair much like Grimsby. Their seats had been tied together by thick ropes and clumsy knots—likely courtesy of Lump.

			He saw it wasn’t Rayne, and for a moment, he was simply relieved. Then, as he realized who it was, he felt a chill prickle its way over his skin, drawing every hair to stand on end as it did.

			Though Grimsby couldn’t see him clearly, and his head was drooping limply to one side, he still recognized the lank locks of Samuel Goode. His face was bruised and one eye was swollen shut, but he seemed otherwise intact.

			Grimsby unconsciously glanced up to the exposed sky and saw the all-too-open eye of the moon looking back.

			Tied to a Therian on a full moon, he thought. That has to be a euphemism for something.

			Despite the fear, he still felt a small measure of relief that Goode was all right; he hadn’t yet turned into a rampaging monster. Even so, the moon beyond the steel girders above seemed to be emphasizing a single word of his reassurance: yet.

			He heard someone say something, but his mind was racing in fearful circles as he stared straight up. He needed to get Goode to the Asylum before he turned, or even better yet, before he woke. But how long had he been out? Had the window for Goode’s transformation already begun? He had to hurry; he had to—

			Echidna’s hand darted out and slapped him across the face.

			“Focus!” she demanded.

			He shook himself, the shock of the pain actually helping him listen to her advice. “What did you two do to Goode?”

			“We followed you for a time and thought maybe you used him as your fence,” she said, “to sell what you stole from us, but he seemed to have no idea what we were talking about. Now it’s your turn to answer me: where is it?”

			The nail, Grimsby realized. They must be after the nail. Though why they’d want a cursed object like that was beyond him. More than that, if they didn’t even realize he couldn’t simply give it back to them, then they must not know any more about it than he did.

			In fact, from the way Echidna asked about it, she didn’t even know it was a nail at all. She only knew he had stolen something, but not what.

			For a moment, he debated giving it up, but he dismissed the idea. He couldn’t hand it over even if he wanted, and even if he could, it would be a betrayal of Wudge—though perhaps that would only be fair since he had tricked Grimsby into taking on the curse to begin with.

			Regardless, he couldn’t tell these two the truth.

			So instead, he lied.

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Grimsby said. “We took nothing.” He tried to sound nervous and annoyed at the same time, when really he was just nervous and afraid.

			Echidna’s face hardened, her olive skin shimmering oddly in the harsh light. “I’ve spent weeks combing through that pile of magical trash, looking for something worth having. And suddenly two thieves show up and take something before running off. I’m assuming you wouldn’t risk your lives for nothing, and you certainly don’t want to die for nothing, so I’ll ask again: where is it?”

			“Where—where is what?” Grimsby asked, his mouth feeling like it was filled with old couch stuffing. Lying always made his mouth dry. He looked around for something that could perhaps help him escape, but aside from a crane, a dirty cement truck, and the occasional machine whose purpose Grimsby could scarcely imagine, the area was bare. To top it off, the whole place was also cordoned off by chain-link fences covered with tarps. No one could see them from the outside. He could yell, but Echidna had proven during their last encounter that strangling him was no challenge for her.

			“I swear to Mother,” she said, her tone frustrated and growing angry. “If you don’t tell us what it is and where it is, I’ll toss you into the back of that cement truck and let you rot until you come out with skin harder than Lump’s.” She shot a quick, apologetic glance to her looming partner. “No offense, Lump.”

			Lump seemed too busy scratching at a patch of cracked, rocky skin on the back of his hand to notice. Then he paused and looked up, his long face scowling. “Hey, wait a minute. He wasn’t alone, Echidna.” He jabbed a heavy finger into Grimsby’s bound chest. “Where’s your little boss?”

			Boss? Grimsby thought, feeling insulted that the assertion was more true than false. “We weren’t there to take anything. We, uh, got lost.”

			Echidna’s temper was as thin as her shredded jeans. “A human and that toothy thing got lost in the Elsewhere, wandered up fifteen stories of wards and traps, and left a treasure trove without taking a single thing?”

			“Of course,” Grimsby said. “That would be stealing, and that’s illegal.”

			“Nothing is illegal in the Elsewhere.”

			“Well then, I definitely didn’t steal anything.”

			She said nothing, but he could feel her temper tearing away like tissue paper in a hurricane.

			“Look, I’d love to help you out, but,” Grimsby said, wiggling against his bonds to no avail, “my hands are tied. Besides”—he tilted his head to Goode—“we may have bigger, hairier problems.”

			Echidna let out a hiss of frustration. “You don’t know what problems are, witch.” Her face began to harden from frustration to determination. “Last chance: give us what you stole.”

			“There’s no time for this!” Grimsby said. “This guy’s a Therian! If he shifts, we’re all dead. Untie me so I can get him to the Asylum before that happens.”

			“Therian?” Lump said, his small eyes going wide beneath his heavy brow.

			“Liar,” Echidna said. “You’re just trying to escape.” She let out a shuddering breath, seeming to be steeling herself. “Fine. Lump, break his fingers. Then start working your way up. I bet he’ll talk before you reach his shoulder.”

			Grimsby felt a sharp jab of fear as irrepressible imagery was conjured forth in his mind.

			Lump made an uncomfortable sound but dutifully grabbed Grimsby’s wrist with a meaty paw, but before his clumsy hands found one of the struggling digits, Goode kicked upright in his seat, his muscles tensing against their constraints.

			He was waking up.

			“Puppy dogs’ tails,” Grimsby cursed. Rayne had said Goode could transform at any moment if he became stressed, and the scenario they were both in was nothing if not distressing. If he shifted here, they’d all be in trouble, but while Lump and Echidna could run, Grimsby was both tied up as well as tied to Goode.

			“Fine, fine!” he said, trying to come up with a plan. “I’ll give you what you want, but you’ll have to untie my arms first.”

			Lump stopped fumbling for a finger and looked to Echidna. She glared with distrust. “No tricks?” she asked.

			“I really hope not,” he said.

			She waved Lump away and unbound Grimsby’s arms, though he still had rope wrapped around his waist and legs. Goode twitched again, this time mumbling incoherently.

			Grimsby wiggled his grip past the ropes and into his jacket pocket, withdrawing the nail. “This. This is what I took,” he said.

			“Give it to me,” Echidna said, her hand darting out to snatch it from his palm, but when she pulled, one end of the nail refused to part from him. Her face twisted in anger. “I said ‘no tricks’!” she said, tugging at the nail and, by extension, Grimsby’s arm socket.

			“Ow—ow! In my defense, that isn’t a trick,” he said. “This is.”

			He called up his Impetus, rushed and hurried. His scars smoldered and sparked; the darkened blotches of warped skin on his palm became outlined in orange light. He shoved his hand forward and tried to place a Bind rune on Echidna’s sternum, but before he could, her hand lashed out faster than he could see and caught his wrist.

			His mounting Impetus faltered without a spell for an outlet, making his scars spit candlelight gouts of fire, charring his sleeve.

			Echidna scoffed, her nose wrinkling at the scent of scorched polyester. “No tricks after all, I see.”

			Just then, Goode shook himself, his head snapping from side to side. Grimsby saw him look around wildly out of the corner of his eye.

			“Where—where am I?” he said, his voice growing more shrill with each syllable.

			“Goode, you’re fine. Just relax . . .” Grimsby said, though he doubted his cracking, fear-choked voice was as soothing as he would have liked.

			He needed to calm Goode down; he needed everything to stop before it was too late.

			Then the blindfold slipped loose from Goode’s black-circled and terrified eyes. He turned to see the strange trio, Grimsby and Echidna with their locked grips and Lump’s looming figure. Then his eyes rose to the moon.

			He froze, and his gaze went dull.

			Then the shifting began.
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			Grimsby could hardly see with his back turned to Goode, but what he saw out of the corner of his eye was enough to make his blood stall in his heart-hammered veins.

			He watched, unable to move, as the Therian’s body jerked and twitched, every motion seeming to bulge forth with sinewy muscle. Bones cracked and creaked, muffling his muddled gasps of agony as his body shifted. The ropes that wrapped around them both constricted taut around Grimsby, and the metal chair shrieked as it was pulled and warped by the pressure.

			Grimsby felt the bonds tighten painfully around him, but even that wasn’t enough to shake him from his shock.

			Goode’s hands flexed and grasped at nothing, his fingers contracting wildly as they elongated. Short, coarse fur sprouted, first along his forearms, but quickly spreading like a wildfire to coat his skin. His palms grew dark and leathery, and his unclipped nails thickened to sharpened points. Meanwhile, his feet swelled to split his shoes and tear open his socks before hardening into knobby hooves.

			Goode’s chair groaned and buckled altogether under his growing weight and the squeezing ropes, loosening the tension but turning the bonds into a tangled mess that pulled Grimsby down as well. With his legs still bound, he managed to push himself up to his elbows and looked over to see Goode a scarce few feet away.

			The Therian writhed on the ground in horrid pain. His eyes stared at the sky, wide enough to reveal the whites around irises that twisted to vertical, catlike slits. His ribs cracked and rasped, denting outward like someone with a sledgehammer was trapped inside him and trying to escape. His shirt split, revealing skin that quickly burgeoned with bristling fur, though near his throat it became long and silken, like a mane.

			He clenched his jaw as his teeth began to seep with blood. Sharpened fangs erupted, pushing aside their human counterparts like craggy spires parting foothills. His face twisted and contorted, but not with the lupine muzzle Grimsby had expected. It was more bulbous and square, though it wasn’t until horns began to sprout forth from Goode’s forehead that he realized Goode’s maw was closer to that of a goat than a wolf. And yet it was neither.

			Goode, or what remained of him, clawed his way upright and stood nearly nine feet high, draped in frayed ropes and flayed cloth, basking for a moment in the pale moonlight as he took a deep breath through flaring nostrils. With a note of finality, the horns on his head branched out like questing roots, their surface slick and red with bloody velvet, forming into something like a moose tyrant’s crown.

			The Therian had shifted.

			Goode’s nostril flaps fluttered, catching the air. His head twitched and his mane shuddered as he turned his bloodshot eyes to Lump and Echidna, who stood nearby just as horrifically transfixed as Grimsby had been.

			Grimsby wanted to say something, to scream at them to run, but the primal part of his mind, the part that was used to being prey, begged him to stay silent. It wanted him to find someplace small and dark to crawl into until the predator went away. Heck, if he weren’t still tied to a chair, he might have already done so.

			But the small part of him that had come into being over the last few months, the part of him that was an Auditor, knew he had to do something. Lump and Echidna might not have been human, but they needed his help all the same.

			He fought back the part of him that demanded silence, and screamed in a hoarse voice, “Run!”

			Goode’s pointed ears twitched and swiveled toward the sound, but before his attention followed, Echidna shoved Lump into motion. Eyes drawn by the sudden movement, Goode ignored Grimsby’s cry. The moment the two Unorthodox bolted, he dropped to all four limbs and loped after them with frightening speed, his apelike gait carrying him forward over the terrain with ease, slowed only by the tangle of ropes draped around his limbs.

			Grimsby tried to struggle loose of his bonds to pursue them, but as he did he saw Goode’s ropes dragging behind him.

			He barely had time to realize they were tangled with his own.

			When they drew taut, he was suddenly jerked into motion.

			Drawn like a sleigh pulled by a brutal, unruly reindeer, he bounced along the ground behind Goode. He managed to get his arms up to keep his head from being battered along the dirt and concrete, but the chair was quickly rent into scrap, leaving him in a tangled mess of loose ropes as he skidded across the ground like a stone across a pond.

			He had little time to think of anything aside from keeping his brain in his skull as his arms took a battering against the hard earth. He finally came to a thudding halt and stumbled numbly to his feet, propped up solely by a cocktail mix of adrenaline and fear. Uncertain why Goode had stopped, he turned to see Lump and Echidna cornered in the concrete and steel scaffolding of the unfinished structure, with their only escape being the door to an on-site trailer, but judging from Echidna’s struggling, the door was locked.

			Goode had stood on his wolfish hind legs, leering over them like a cougar over trapped prey. He seemed cruelly aware he had no need to rush.

			Lump had placed himself in front of Echidna, but even his bulky frame looked soft and edible compared to the leanly muscled and towering Therian. Its claws and teeth both seemed purpose-built to serrate flesh, and while Lump’s bits might inconvenience the Therian by turning to stone somewhere along the process of being eaten, it would likely come too late to help the troll.

			Behind him, Echidna was trying to kick out the trailer door to shelter within, but she was almost unsteady on her human legs. Perhaps the trench coat guise she wore was throwing off her usual serpentine grace, just as Lump’s had diminished his size to a more human stature. Whatever the reason, it appeared she wouldn’t have enough time to get the door open and take refuge inside.

			Grimsby looked around for anything he could use as a weapon, but though steel girders and pipes were stacked in piles all over, he was nowhere near strong enough to move them, let alone wield one as an armament.

			Then his eyes fell upon the ropes draped over him that still trailed behind Goode.

			As quickly as he could manage, though it drew pangs from his countless bruises, he slipped out of the tangled bonds and gathered them up. He hurried to coil them around whatever he could find. A pallet of bricks, a pair of loose girders, and finally a bulldozer.

			Just as he managed to tie a makeshift knot, one complete with a small bow, as he knew no other knots, he saw Goode lunge.

			The Therian closed to within a couple of feet of Lump and Echidna before the ropes drew taut around his chest, holding him back like a dog’s leash.

			All three of the Unorthodox seemed surprised by this, but it gave Echidna the window she needed to finally bend the door with a heavy kick. She reached through the warped frame and unlocked it from within, allowing her and Lump to slip through and into the trailer and secure it shut behind them.

			Goode roared a throaty bleat that trailed into a furious howl, straining at his bonds as his prey escaped.

			Then there was a different kind of roar from nearby, a familiar kind that raised hope in Grimsby’s chest.

			He looked over his shoulder to see Mayflower’s jeep crash through the chain-link fence around the site, toppling the posts like cardboard tubes. Hot on the heels of its rusted bumper was a black mirrorless Department sedan.

			Despite the vehicles’ steel-wrenching entrance, Goode seemed so incensed by his prey that he didn’t notice and instead clawed at the ropes that held him back from Lump and Echidna.

			The jeep slid to a halt a few feet from Grimsby. Mayflower climbed out, gun drawn, his gaze dark, his skin marred with ash and dirt. He gripped Grimsby hard by the shoulder and looked him up and down. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

			Grimsby was so surprised that he didn’t respond at first, at least not until Mayflower started to shake him. He waved the Huntsman away. “I’m okay, I’m okay!”

			Behind him, Rayne climbed out of her sedan, her white ballistic mask covering her face. She rushed to them, keeping her gaze on Goode. “What’s it doing?” she asked.

			“The two that grabbed me are trapped in that trailer. We have to get his attention before he gets inside.”

			Mayflower let out a breath. “So be it,” he said, his head turning toward Goode, who had nearly torn free of his ropes. His hand tightened on the revolver as he checked the chamber and started to draw his aim on the Therian, but Grimsby grabbed his arm and held him back.

			“What are you doing?” Grimsby asked.

			“Putting the beast down.”

			“You can’t do that!”

			“We don’t have a choice, Grimsby,” he said. “If we don’t stop him and he gets loose, he could kill dozens before we corner him again.”

			Grimsby felt a hand on his own arm and looked over to see Rayne’s teal eyes peering at him through the mask. “We don’t have any way to contain a Therian out here,” she said. “We have to stop him, here and now.”

			Grimsby’s stomach twisted into more knots than were in the ropes that held Goode. The Therian was in this situation because of Echidna and Lump, but they were only involved because of Grimsby. That meant whatever happened to Goode was his fault.

			And he wasn’t looking to have a dead man on his conscience.

			At least, not another one.

			He looked around, trying to find some solution, something that could contain Goode long enough to save his life—when a thought came to him.

			“Mayflower, can you use that crane?” he asked, still gripping the Huntsman’s arm.

			“What?” he demanded, though he didn’t break away from Grimsby’s grip. “There’s no time for this!”

			“Please,” Grimsby said, “we can still save him. I just need your help. Both of you.”

			The Huntsman’s expression was hard, and he cast a glance toward Rayne before looking back. “We don’t have a choice.” Yet there was the slightest shadow of doubt that darkened his features.

			Rayne nodded in agreement, though her eyes were uncertain as well.

			“Yes, we do,” Grimsby pressed. “It’s just not a good one.”

			Mayflower said nothing, though Grimsby could sense a hairline fracture in his stoic face.

			“You said you don’t want me to be like you,” Grimsby said. “So why don’t you be like me, just this once?”

			The fissure in Mayflower’s expression widened, and his stony face seemed to almost look ashamed for a moment. “Fine. One chance.”

			Grimsby nodded quickly. “Thank you. Just get that crane hooked up to the back of that cement truck. Rayne, you move to make sure our unfortunate victims don’t slip away in the excitement.”

			“And leave you to deal with the Therian alone?” she demanded.

			He managed a smile, though it was as shaky as his stomach. “I can do this. Please, just trust me.”

			She looked like she wanted to argue but relented. “Just—don’t get yourself killed. All right?”

			He drew an invisible X on his chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

			“Not funny,” she called as she darted away, moving into position near the trailer.

			Meanwhile, Goode had clawed free from his bonds and was tearing apart the piled coils of ropes around him in a blind rage. Then his nose caught a scent and he turned his eyes to the trailer, where Lump and Echidna were still sheltering. He pounced on its side and began to shear off thin layers of steel and insulation with equal ease.

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

			“Just hitch the crane,” Grimsby said. “I’m—uh, I’m going to be bait.” Then he started toward Goode before he lost his nerve or the Huntsman could argue.

			Goode was clawing the trailer to pieces like it was a tin can. His lean muscles flexed beneath coarse fur as he tore away at the thinning barrier between him and his prey. Through the widening gaps in the walls, Grimsby watched as Lump and Echidna tried to pile as many obstacles as possible between them and Goode. However, Grimsby knew that within moments their shelter would be reduced to a tomb unless he did something.

			“Hey!” he shouted, but his voice was drowned out by the violence.

			He snatched a broken brick and hefted it in his hand before hurling it at Goode. However, he was still twenty or so feet away, and he missed. The brick shattered against the side of the trailer instead, and Goode didn’t seem to notice in his rampage.

			He picked up another, forcing himself to get closer, though it defied every instinct in his body to do so. He finally got as close as he dared and hurled the second brick.

			“Hey, fuzzy-wuzzy!” he shouted as his projectile sailed.

			This time, it hit Goode in the back of his head.

			The brick didn’t break, but rather bounced soundly off his mane. However, Goode froze, a grip of sparking wires in one claw, and slowly turned to see Grimsby. His hackles rose even further, and he bared sharpened teeth in his equine maw. His horns looked like a crown of sharpened pitchforks in the mixing flood- and moonlight.

			Grimsby gulped.

			He had a plan.

			He had the beast’s attention.

			Now he just needed to find some way to remain in one piece.
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			Grimsby knew he needed to run, but his body felt frozen under that predatory gaze. Like somehow his instincts knew his only chance was to hope Goode’s vision was based on movement. However, as the Therian’s nostril flaps flared and he let fall the bundle of wires, Grimsby knew movement wasn’t necessary.

			However, he did feel it was highly encouraged.

			He only had to force himself to take the first, stumbling step backward, and adrenaline did the rest. Yet he had barely taken a half dozen paces when he heard Goode leap off the side of the trailer and fall in pursuit, the sound of his heavy hoofed feet pounding after him. Grimsby dared not look back, and instead poured every ounce of desperation and fear he could muster into his legs.

			Turned out, he had a surplus of both.

			He managed to reach the cement truck. He didn’t have time to check if Mayflower had hooked the crane to it or not, so he had to rely on faith. Even if the Huntsman had done his job, he figured his odds of coming out of this—at least with all his insides where they ought to be—well, weren’t all that great anyway.

			He scurried up the ladder at the back of the truck. As he did, his foot caught on something small and plastic. He felt it click under his heel, and the drum of the truck began to spin. He drew a sharp breath and stepped back, only to kick the remote off the small platform, where it dangled by some kind of safety strap.

			He froze, wanting to figure out how to turn the machine off again before jumping inside, but there was no time. He could hear Goode drawing closer, his paired claws and hooves crunching on the hard ground.

			Even so, Grimsby hesitated at the opening of the drum.

			It was darker inside than he had expected.

			An odd half funnel led down into the depth below. He wasn’t even sure if there was wet cement waiting within. He began to have second thoughts but then heard Goode’s panting breath growing too close.

			“Puppy dogs’ tails,” he cursed, and dropped down the half funnel, sliding into the cement truck’s rear.

			He immediately caught his foot on ridges of steel jutting from the drum’s walls. He hadn’t seen them in the dark and stumbled over them, narrowly avoiding twisting his ankle before splashing into a shallow pool of water at the bottom.

			Nearly blind, he looked toward the opening, the only source of light. From within, he could see the blades almost corkscrewed around the drum’s outer wall. The steel drum was slick, but there wasn’t any cement, like he had expected. Instead, there was only a small bit of water, though it seemed to have dampened most of the drum’s interior. It was slick, but he still managed to keep his balance.

			Unfortunately, balance quickly went from difficult to impossible when several hundred pounds of Therian slammed into the side of the truck.

			The drum squealed and dented slightly, but its shape and thick surface were as sturdy as Grimsby had hoped.

			It would make a fine cage for Goode.

			Grimsby just had to get the Therian inside and then get himself out, or instead of a cage, the drum would become a blender.

			The only illumination in the pitch black was a thin beam of light from the drum’s port, but it quickly became shadowed, and Grimsby looked up to see the shaggy visage of Goode, his snuffling snout examining the entrance. The funnel seemed a barrier at first, but Goode growled and ripped away the steel with ease, drawing a wrenching squeal and sparks before tossing it away.

			Flashing, bloodshot eyes peered into the drum and seemed to find Grimsby in the dark with ease. A long, claw-tipped hand reached inside, grasping for him. Iron-hard nails screeched as they dug furrows in the age-old layers of crusted cement and scores into the metal beneath, but the Therian’s reach came up short.

			A small part of Grimsby hoped that perhaps Goode wouldn’t manage to find a way in, and that he might stay safe within the drum. He forced that feeling down, bitter at himself and his cowardice. If he didn’t manage to trap Goode, he’d either kill or be killed, or more likely both.

			Grimsby was his only chance.

			“Come on,” he muttered. “Get in here.”

			The Therian seemed all too eager to oblige. He shoved his snout into the gap, but his horns were wider than the entrance. He sniffed about, like a dog trying to dig out a treat from beneath a couch, before he finally managed to awkwardly angle his horned head into the drum. With savage, jerking motions, he began to pull himself inside, too few feet away from Grimsby.

			Grimsby scrambled in the opposite direction until his back found the bottom of the steel grave.

			He was trapped.

			He suddenly wondered just how sound his plan actually was, but it was too late to come up with anything smarter—which at this point seemed the same as having come up with anything else.

			He summoned up his Impetus, and a dull red-orange glow emanated from his scars, illuminating the darkened interior. A spell welled on his lips, but he bit it back. He had to wait for Goode to clear the entrance, or else they’d both be trapped. Yet watching the Therian inch his way closer and closer, his claws wrapping carefully around the drum’s slowly spinning blades as he squeezed his way inside, made every one of Grimsby’s already tensed muscles seize with cold fear.

			The dampened interior darkened Goode’s fur, and warm, scar-born light reflected in his predator-green eyes, the gaze of which never wavered from Grimsby’s throat. At last, with a final heave, Goode hauled his haunches into the drum and stood, hunched in the rotating trap.

			The Therian loomed over him, seeming to relish the calm before the kill. His lips trembled and peeled away to reveal a mishmash of fangs and molars. Drool dripped and dribbled from his maw, mixing with the murky water in a sickening concoction of slime that matted half his face. The hackles of his mane rose, bristling like a lion.

			Grimsby gulped and tried to keep his feet despite the spinning of the drum and his shaking knees. He felt small and frail beneath the lean and leering form of the Therian, like a rabbit before a wolf.

			So, Goode was about as surprised as that same wolf would have been when Grimsby struck first.

			He reached out, pouring forth Impetus into his hurried spell. Ill-controlled power leaked into his scars, and gouts of fire burst forth from his sleeve and collar, harmless to his skin but scorching his suit before being smothered by grayed water. Goode’s eyes widened, but even as his clawed grasp reached out, Grimsby shouted his spell.

			“Torque!”

			He was trusting the nail to warp his spell, just as it had done in the past. It was a risk, but his uncertain gamble paid off. Instead of sending anything spinning as it might normally have done, the nail warped his magic once again.

			A glimmering field of pinpoint light spread from his outstretched hand and froze the scene before him in place. The Therian’s claws ceased moving in midair, just inches from reaching him. The drum’s slow spin ground to a creaking halt. Goode’s hoof stopped just above the damp steel, half raised in time with his strike. Even the twitching of his snarling face had stopped, like the real creature had been instantly replaced with a wax replica. Only his eyes, wide and feral, seemed almost free from the spell as they whipped back and forth in maddened rage.

			Grimsby let out a relieved sigh, and the air came out as cool mist. Chills overran him, making him shiver even as his heart hammered in his chest. The ankle-deep pool of water around his feet had formed a thin skin of crystals where it touched his legs.

			His Impetus was all but spent, and managing even the most subtle spell would be difficult. Fortunately, now it looked like all that was left was to slip past Goode and out before the spell wore off, though how long that would take he wasn’t sure. The spell had been rushed, but he had put enough Impetus behind it to make his head spin and frost curl over his scars. He had perhaps minutes—or hopefully at least just one.

			He shook himself and started for the exit, but as he tried to slide past Goode and the field of glimmering magic, he found himself moving slower than he should have been. It was like he had stepped into a wall of molasses, and though his mind told him he should have been moving at one speed, he found himself moving at half the rate.

			He couldn’t be certain what was happening. Perhaps the spell was also affecting him for being so close, or maybe the water or even the air around them was also caught in suspension, and now both were reluctant to part for him. Either way, he was moving too slowly, and his time was running out.

			He tried to remain calm. He told himself he was going to make it out. He wasn’t sure if his heart rate slowed because he actually believed it, or if it was the spell.

			However, when he glanced back to see the drool from Goode’s maw resume its fall in slow motion, he found his heart rate hurriedly returning to its frantic pace.

			He struggled forward, using the dull corkscrew blades like a horizontal ladder, pressing as quickly through the spell as he could. In the corner of his panicked eye, he saw Goode begin to move, like watching an ice sculpture melting in place.

			The field of lights grew brighter and brighter, trembling motes that had absorbed too much energy. He began to climb the final slope to the opening, but as the drum slowly resumed its lurching spin, his footing became treacherous on the dampened blades. He slipped and fell not once, but twice, before he managed to get one hand around the opening’s edge. He pulled himself out to his chest before looking back to see how much of the spell remained.

			He found Goode staring back at him, moving at a tenth of his usual speed and quickly growing faster. The motes of light had grown bright enough to reveal every matted hair on Goode’s hide, and they trembled, on the brink of collapse.

			Grimsby scrabbled his feet against the slick side of the drum until he hauled himself out of the precipice, his top half dangling as he gripped the ladder to pull himself out.

			“Haul it up!” he shouted, pointing upward in a fervent hope that Mayflower heard or saw him.

			Then the pent-up energy absorbed by the spell became too much, and it detonated.

			The blast was deafening, channeled through the narrow opening of the truck like the barrel of a gun. Grimsby was caught in the pressure wave, and it forced him out of the port like a flung slug. He might have flown headfirst onto the concrete lot had he not barely managed to keep his grip on the drum’s ladder, wrenching his arms but leaving him dangling like the drool dripping from Goode’s maw.

			He wobbled above the ground, dazed for a moment, before deciding to simply let himself fall.

			He tried to drop from the back of the cement truck, but something quick and wicked seized hold of him. He felt something tighten around his throat and feared it was claws preparing to sink into tender flesh, only to realize it was his collar that was strangling him.

			However, that was because the Therian had twisted his claw tightly in the loose cloth of his suit collar before he fell, leaving Grimsby to dangle precariously by a fabric noose.

			He turned to look back and saw Goode’s clawed arm extended from the drum like a furry articulated tongue, with Goode’s snuffling snout and furious eyes not far behind. He was trying to pull himself free of the truck but seemed unable to fit both his arm and head through at once.

			At first, Grimsby thought he would be forced to let him go, but Goode’s maw receded, and Grimsby felt himself being dragged back toward the opening.

			His scream was choked, due to his collar, but it slipped out all the same. The thought of being pulled inside that dark place again was somehow even more terrifying than being trapped there to begin with. He thrashed and struggled, his waning strength renewed by sheer panic, but the Therian’s grip was too strong.

			Just then, the truck’s rear tipped as it was winched off the ground.

			Grimsby was so frightened that he hadn’t noticed the steel cable nearby tightening; it had now grown so taut that it began to drag the truck off its rear wheels.

			The Therian’s footing must have slipped inside, and the sudden jerk of him falling within the drum made his sharp claws slice Grimsby’s collar to ribbons, though it freed him as a result. He began to fall, barely managing to catch himself by the crane’s now-vertical cable.

			Inside the drum, he heard the scrabble and screech of claws as the Therian thrashed and scored the inside of his makeshift cage in an attempt to escape. Grimsby was just about to jump down from the truck when he saw Goode’s crown of horns angle its way out of the hole, followed quickly by the rest of his head, like a grisly whack-a-mole.

			The drum was deep enough, and even with the internal blades, its walls were sheer enough that once it was fully vertical, Goode couldn’t escape. However, the truck wasn’t totally off the ground yet, and Goode looked like he might break out of the impromptu trap before it was fully closed.

			Fighting his instinct to drop down and run away as fast as he could, Grimsby instead clambered his way back toward the opening and Goode’s exposed head, balancing precariously on the tilting vehicle.

			The Therian gnashed and snapped at Grimsby as he approached, but he kept his hands clear. The truck continued to tip, but he managed to keep his feet as its front wheels came off the ground, leaving it to twist precariously on the crane’s cable.

			With the drum now fully vertical, the trap should have been closed, but something was wrong.

			Goode shouldn’t have been able to reach the opening. However, in the bright moonlight that poured past Goode’s shaggy mane, Grimsby quickly saw the Therian was wedged into place, his body dangling by his horns, lodged on either side of the opening like a cork, and the clever beast was using the anchor to inch toward murderous freedom.

			Grimsby needed to force Goode back down somehow, but he doubted he had enough Impetus to do the job, even if his spells were behaving like they normally should. Before he could find an alternative plan, however, Goode’s lean arm slipped out past his horns and reached for him.

			Grimsby stumbled and nearly fell, again catching himself by the cable. The claw flailed madly, nearly tearing loose the lever arm attached to the damaged funnel that dangled off the back of the drum.

			Seeing the opportunity, Grimsby leaned back and braced himself against the cable, kicking at the lever again and again, keeping away from the claw as he did. Finally, it came loose enough that he was able to twist it from the bracket that once held it, giving him a three-foot length of metal.

			Just as he got a grip on it, Goode’s claw found his ankle and wrapped around it like a vise. It dragged him toward the hole, which was largely blocked by the Therian’s maw, held in place by his horns.

			Grimsby swung the lever at one horn, but he had no footing, and his swing barely chipped the pointed tips of the bloody antler. Another frantic blow, however, caught Goode across his exposed snout. The Therian squealed in pain, and his grip briefly loosened, letting Grimsby pull free.

			He scrambled to his feet and, gripping the lever in both hands, drove it down on the Therian’s chipped horn. The glistening red keratin began to split and bleed afresh, and Goode roared in pain. He reached out with his lone limb, its claws splayed to tear open Grimsby’s belly.

			Grimsby clenched his teeth and brought the lever down again, screaming as he did.

			The steel struck home, and the antler shattered. The Therian, with his anchor lost, dropped like a stone into the depths of the truck, thundering inside the drum as he fell.

			Grimsby stood for a moment, shocked that he was still breathing—let alone standing. Then he surprised himself as a nervous chuckle bubbled up from his chest.

			“Snicker-snack,” he muttered, dropping the lever to the ground below.

			He carefully picked his way down the frame of the cement truck, which now dangled several feet off the ground. His efforts were made all the more difficult by Goode’s thrashing within, making the vehicle drift and spin gently like a giant’s wind chime, but he found his way to the ground, where Mayflower was waiting for him.

			The Huntsman helped him the last few feet to the ground, where he happily collapsed into a panting heap.

			Mayflower looked down at him, his brow furrowed. “That was batshit insane, Grimsby.”

			“He’s alive, isn’t he?”

			The Huntsman shook his head but relented. “He’s alive. Good job, kid.”

			Grimsby paused, looking around as much as he was able without sitting up. “Where’s Rayne?”

			“The two that grabbed you tried to slip away. She went after them.”

			“She what? Alone?” He managed to sit up, but the simple act made his head spin and his vision blur. “We need to help her.”

			“Relax, Grimsby. She’s an Auditor. She can handle herself.”

			Grimsby frowned, but his exhaustion drove him to shrug before lying back down. He might have been more worried, but wherever Rayne was, he doubted it was quite as dangerous as being locked in a cement mixer with a who-what-werewolf. He made a mental note to be concerned in a moment.

			However, for the time being, he was spent, and he let his mind go blank.

			He didn’t even mind when Mayflower dragged him another dozen feet away from the dangling truck. They waited there for another half hour before the Department’s team arrived, two dozen Agents and half a dozen Auditors rolling up in black and mirrorless vans.

			Paramedics looked him over before giving him a blanket, and that was all the excuse he needed to pass out.
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			Rayne darted through the torn chain-link fence, following the retreating figures. As soon as Grimsby had drawn away the Therian, the two potential victims inside the trailer had broken out and made a run for it.

			At first, she had hesitated, feeling the urge to go back and assist Grimsby, but he had asked her to trust him to handle it, and so she would.

			Instead, she would go after the bastards who had captured him in the first place.

			There were two, one fast, the other strong. The strong one had torn down the fence with ease, and they both seemed intent on fleeing the scene.

			This she would not allow.

			The deep, caged anger in her chest stirred, sending heat searing into her throat. She kept it contained, though the effort made her jaw clench hard enough that her teeth creaked.

			“Control yourself,” she cautioned.

			She was a professional Auditor. She couldn’t afford to let petty emotions distract her. Though that caged fury had never felt less petty.

			She followed the suspects as fast as she dared, keeping out of sight. Surprise was her best chance to take them both, though judging from their frantic yet oblivious glances behind them, they seemed uninterested in anything that wasn’t ten feet tall with claws. As she was considerably shorter, and her claws were not of the visible variety, she kept out of sight easily enough.

			The area around the construction site was largely suburban, with several strip malls on one side and a small, darkened golf course on the other. The fugitives quickly moved toward the shadowed backs of the strip malls, keeping out of the streetlights and staying on sparse strips of grass to hide their flight.

			They reached the back of one building, a charity donation drop from the looks of the scattered furniture and trash bags of clothes, and both leaned against a dumpster, breathless. Rayne stayed beyond the edge of the light, peering around a wooden privacy fence that separated this lot from the next.

			“Oh boy, Echidna,” the large one said, his cadence like a massive child’s. “Mother’s gonna be mad.”

			“Oh, would you shut up, Lump!” the fast one snapped, wiping away frizzing hair from her face. “Just let me think for a minute!”

			They both wore guises in the form of tattered trench coats, the inverse equivalent of witch masks. Where masks hid a witch from the Elsewhere, guises hid beings like these, whom Department doctrine was strictly against calling monsters, from the waking world.

			At a glance, Rayne couldn’t tell for certain what species each was, but both would have to be more or less humanoid for a simple guise to work. She wouldn’t know what they were until they turned down their collars and deactivated the disguising magic of their coats. For a moment, her hand fell to the phone in her pocket as she debated calling for backup, just to be safe. Grieves had warned her not to operate solo, after all. Yet if she didn’t act fast, one or both suspects might find a mirror or tunnel and escape Department reach.

			But these two had taken and nearly killed Grimsby. She didn’t know them, but she knew him well enough to know he was the one in the right. Frustratingly, he usually was.

			Though what did that mean for her anger toward him?

			She shook her head. Despite what he’d done in the past couple of days, these two had hurt Grimsby, and that was something she would not let pass unanswered.

			She left the cell in her pocket. The Department would just get in her way.

			She stepped out of the darkness into the moonlight and walked slowly across the open lot toward the fugitives.

			“Echidna! Echidna!” Lump said, jutting a meaty hand toward Rayne. “Someone’s coming!”

			Rayne felt their eyes on her, but any ounce of fear that might have been in her boiled away like water in a hot cauldron. Her throat constricted and heat rose in her belly, blossoming through her chest as her Impetus welled and that cage inside her rattled. She fought the feeling instinctively, but she could almost sense the bars bending, and from within power flowed into her Impetus, filling her with a heat far more intense than ever before. It wasn’t the power of the Elsewhere; it was something else altogether.

			She tried to wrestle her welling Impetus under control as she drew nearer, though she felt her grip slipping as her fury grew.

			Echidna turned to Lump and nodded before lowering the collar of her trench coat. The enchantment that molded her to human form began to waver, shimmering over her skin like a coating of glass. Then it shattered, the shards turning to mist, and from within poured sinewy scales, like a serpent breaking free from a cracked vase, revealing her true form as a lamia.

			Lump fumbled down his own collar, and the sound of stretching and tearing seams instantly filled the night air. His body swelled like a balloon being inflated with rough, ugly muscle. His dirtied garments tore away, save for the guise of his trench coat, which strained but remained intact thanks to whatever magic enchanted it. His lank hair became almost like hanging moss, and his eyes condensed into something like glassy red garnets. A troll, then.

			They clearly thought their true forms would frighten her, and that almost made her smile. All they did was let her know precisely what she was up against.

			A lamia and a troll, she thought. Simple enough.

			“Get lost, witch!” Echidna called over her forked tongue. “Or we’ll—we’ll . . .”

			She seemed to lose her vocabulary when Rayne didn’t stop her stride at their transformations.

			She came within ten thin feet before she finally did stop. “Facedown on the ground, hands behind your backs,” she said, her breath hot in her white mask. “I won’t ask twice.”

			Echidna’s eyes were wide and nervous, but she shook herself, seemingly attempting to don a more intimidating expression. “I won’t ask twice, either. Turn around and walk away, or we’ll be forced to hurt you.”

			Lump nodded, his long nose sticking out past his mossy curtain of tangled hair. He tensed his boulder-round shoulders, and the seams of his trench coat creaked in protest.

			Rayne felt a small chuckle burble up her throat, and a grim smile twisted her lips. The sensation almost surprised her, but she kept her composure. “I was genuinely hoping you’d say that.”

			Her Impetus raged within her, but so did something—else. It was the caged, burning darkness. A fire without light. A beast without form. The only things holding it back were bars of cold discipline she had forged over many years of training. She had trapped it within for as long as she could remember.

			But after the months of stress, after the mountain of piling worries and fears placed on her chest by the Department, by the RUIN, by Hives and his disappearance—after how these two attacked and could have killed Grimsby, she didn’t care to fight to keep that cage closed.

			This time, she opened the cage.

			This time, she let loose what was within.

			Echidna moved first, as Rayne suspected she would. Lamias were prone to striking first and fast. But the ten feet had been a calculated gap.

			Before Echidna’s slithering form could dart the distance, Rayne raised her hand and spoke. “Suspend.” The dark warmth flared as gravity in the area before her was quelled. Everything in a wide arc beyond her outstretched hand began to rise, unbound by earthly law. Dust and grit floated like inverted hail. Furniture levitated, pushed in any direction by the slightest breeze.

			Her coiling foe simply lost all traction as Echidna’s momentum pushed her away from the ground. She waved and wriggled both limbs and serpent tail but could neither reach Rayne nor gain any purchase.

			Lump moved next, as expected. His dense, almost stony form was resistant to the levitation magic, though she had anticipated this as well.

			Even as he roared and lumbered forward, she armed another spell with her uncaged inferno. While one hand was turned upward and maintaining her Suspend, she flattened the palm and fingers of her other into an almost bladelike shape. She slashed it through the air, across where Lump’s ankles were, and said, “Sever.”

			A nearly invisible wave of pressure sailed from her fingers, like a crescent-edged sword, and cut cleanly across the troll’s shins.

			Lump hardly had time to realize what had happened as he raised one knee and the lower half of his leg didn’t come with it. The other leg gave way like a tree sliced at the trunk, and he fell to the side, moaning, leaving behind two severed feet that quickly grayed to cracking stone.

			Her stomach turned at the sight, but she ignored it. The troll would recover quickly.

			Finally, she clenched her open, upturned hand, shifting the Impetus from her Suspend into a new spell, and crashed her fist into her open palm. “Sling.”

			The seemingly absent gravity within her Suspend shifted, and suddenly every levitating object flung itself in the new direction that her spell had dictated was downward: Lump’s head.

			Including Echidna.

			The collision was fast, like everything being vacuumed to a single point in the span of a heartbeat, including the gathered donations, and it sounded like a crashing avalanche of tearing cloth and breaking wood.

			When she dismissed her lingering spells, what she was left with was no more than a pair of largely unconscious Unorthodox beneath a mound of donated refuse.

			Her fists clenched, and she felt that lightless fire beg to be unleashed again and again, until her foes were little more than paste. It rose within her, and the air around her trembled as seeping power began to make the residual magic from her spells resonate once more, but she fought it down, dousing it with discipline, until it was again confined within its cage.

			But something felt different, and she was yet uncertain what it was.

			She took a shuddering breath and unclenched her trembling hands. She had never let herself go so far. She chided herself silently for her indiscipline, though she felt little regret.

			In the distance, metal shrieked, and she looked to see a concrete truck being lifted by a crane, with Grimsby’s distant form atop it. For a harrowing moment, she saw a claw grip him from within, but he managed to scramble free and climb down, leaving the Therian trapped, and alive, inside.

			His plan had worked.

			She felt a smile cross her lips, but it quickly died as she turned her attention to the fugitives. Echidna was unconscious and clearly seriously injured. Lump’s severed feet were among the pile, and his stumped legs were trembling with reknitting flesh.

			They would both survive, though she doubted Grimsby would approve of what she’d done.

			She certainly didn’t.

			It had been effective, but brutal, and if she hadn’t wrestled control back when she did . . .

			Her stomach churned and she tasted bile bubbling in her throat. Her head began to spin, and she felt like the air all around her had suddenly become too hot to breathe. She felt her balance wavering and instinctively knelt to the ground to keep from falling.

			She heard someone say something, a distant call. She sensed someone drawing close, hardly a shadow on the edge of her perception, but it was all she could do to force air into her lungs.

			Who were they? What was this? What was happening?

			She felt a cold hand on her cheek, and she looked up to see Defaux.

			How the hell had the Auditor found her so quickly?

			Defaux’s appearance was a shock, though it was tempered by the small comfort of a familiar face, just when the rest of the world had suddenly become disorienting and crushing.

			“It’s all right,” Defaux said, her voice muffled like she was calling through a storm. “You’re all right. Just relax.”

			Rayne shook her head, every muscle in her body tensing and convulsing. She fell to the ground, completely unable to control herself, only able to watch as her body writhed.

			“You’re all right,” Defaux said. “You’re all right. Let go. I have you, like always.”

			Slowly, she felt her heart begin to fade from hammer to beat. Her catching breath became shuddering, then finally smooth. Her muscles relaxed, and she let herself go limp, sweat plastering her body.

			All the while, she heard Defaux’s soft voice and felt her cool hand on her cheek. “Relax. I’ll take care of things from here.”

			Then her mind blanked.
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			Grimsby half slept until early dawn, waking periodically in a hurried panic that Goode might have somehow escaped, only to find his trap remained secure. The Department task force had set up a perimeter around the dangling cement truck, which thrashed occasionally like a fish on a line, and though its drum had become warped and dented from within, the crane’s cable held.

			As the first rays of dawn rose to drown out the moonlight, the members of the task force moved about with enough commotion to wake Grimsby again. He sat up straight in the jeep’s passenger seat, becoming briefly tangled in the scratchy blanket a paramedic had given him. He saw Mayflower standing outside in the same position he had been in when he convinced Grimsby to rest in the jeep.

			Grimsby stumbled out of the seat, his legs numb from the last few restless hours in an awkward position. He yawned in greeting as he limped to stand beside the Huntsman.

			“Get some sleep?” Mayflower asked over his folded arms, his eyes never wavering from the truck. It shuddered briefly as the crane whined and began lowering it to the ground.

			“Something close enough,” Grimsby said. “I miss anything?”

			Mayflower shook his head. “Just a lot of thrashing. Task force has been waiting for the truck to snap loose, but looks like we got lucky.”

			“That’s good.”

			Mayflower half turned to him and gave him a glance that Grimsby couldn’t fully understand. “Yeah. It was pretty damned good.”

			He squirmed uncomfortably under what felt like praise. “Any word from Rayne?” he asked.

			“No, but I wouldn’t expect any. If she apprehended those two, I’d wager she’d contact the Department directly. We sort of had our hands full here. Who were they?” he asked, his tone dark. “The ones that grabbed you.”

			“Well—I guess the briefest way to describe them is as . . . my victims?”

			Mayflower fully turned to him this time, somehow raising one half of his furrowed brow in a dangerous question.

			Grimsby quickly gave him a recounting of his and Wudge’s escapade into the Elsewhere the night before, finishing it by withdrawing the nail from his pocket to show him.

			The Huntsman leaned close to examine it, though he didn’t try to touch it. “And you just happened to neglect to tell me any of this?”

			“Well, in my defense, you hadn’t left your pajamas in a month—”

			“Evening robe.”

			“I’m not having this discussion with you again.”

			The Huntsman ignored him and glared at the nail. “And you can’t get rid of it?”

			Grimsby let it dangle from his finger to demonstrate. “Nope. Wudge is supposedly finding a solution to that problem.” He paused. “Though I really expected to hear from him by now—I hope he’s all right.”

			Mayflower grunted. “It messes with your magic, but does it do anything else?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, does it make you stronger? Does it make you feel”—he paused for a moment, his gray-green eyes calculating—“powerful? Angry? Anything that does that is something to be concerned about.”

			“I— I’m not sure,” Grimsby said. “The things it’s turned my spells into, they’re, well, they’re useful. Maybe more useful than my normal magic. But more powerful?” He stopped and thought of the stump he’d turned into a crater the day before. “Maybe.”

			Mayflower said nothing; he only glared.

			“What?”

			“I’ve seen a few cursed items in the past. Most were annoying. A few were real nasty. The worst of them always felt like they were a blessing, at first. And they always offered power. Sometimes it was strength, or knowledge, or money. But it was always power, and it was always fast.”

			“Is that so bad?” Grimsby asked, his eyes falling to the nail cradled in his palm.

			“Power? Sometimes. But power fast? Always yes. It takes time to learn how to wield power responsibly.” His hand rose unconsciously to the gun inside his coat. “Sometimes I think you can’t ever really learn to. But you can be damned sure that anything that makes you powerful quickly is bad news. And someone always gets hurt.”

			Grimsby found himself wishing he could bury the little piece of metal somewhere in the dirt where it wouldn’t trouble anyone again. Instead, he could only slip it into his pocket.

			“Get rid of that thing the first chance you get,” Mayflower said. “Maybe it’s just an annoyance. Maybe not. Either way, it’s better to be rid of it.”

			Grimsby nodded. Hopefully Wudge would have an answer soon. If not . . .

			He’d hate to get rid of it on his own—if only because it would mean discarding or destroying the one link Wudge had to his precious door. Besides, that would also likely mean disclosing its existence to the Department, as he didn’t have the means to deal with it on his own. Which would also, in turn, mean questions about his use of it during his assessment, and whether or not using it had been illegal.

			Although, at the same time, maybe he was a more fit Auditor with it in hand than without.

			The idea disturbed him even as it occurred to him, and he quickly boxed away his wandering fears to deal with another time.

			Meanwhile, Mayflower’s gaze focused on the task force’s work. They had lowered the truck nearly to the ground. Agents fanned out in a wide circle, interspersed with the white-masked and less common Auditors, all waiting for any sign of danger.

			Then, after a long pause, Mayflower said, “I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry? What for?”

			“I should have been there.”

			“In the Elsewhere with me and Wudge? I don’t think—”

			“Not just there. The last few weeks, I should have been there.” He seemed to stare hard at the bustling personnel if only to avoid looking Grimsby in the eye. “Or at least had the guts to tell you I wasn’t going to be.”

			Grimsby said nothing, not because he wanted to be silent, but because Mayflower seemed to be working up the will to keep talking.

			“There, for a long time—too long—I didn’t much give a second thought about pulling the trigger. The world was all dark and light. It was simple.” His voice was small, smaller than Grimsby had ever heard it before. “I killed a lot of people when the world was simple.”

			Grimsby felt like his stomach had cinched tight, his eyes cast to the gun under Mayflower’s arm. It always made him wary, like a dog that might bite, but it also often gave him a sense of safety. At the moment, however, there was no warmth to that dangerous power. It was cold, almost alien.

			“But now,” Mayflower said, “now I’m thinking that maybe . . .” He trailed off, unable or unwilling to finish the sentence.

			So, Grimsby finished it for him.

			“That maybe it was never so simple?” he asked.

			He saw Mayflower’s throat tighten, and the Huntsman gave the barest nod.

			Grimsby didn’t know what to do. What could he say? Mayflower was confessing to him, but neither of them knew what he was confessing to. Had he taken lives that might have been saved?

			Neither of them would ever know.

			Yet, looking at the Huntsman, who normally stood so tall, now teetering like a cracked obelisk, Grimsby felt like he did know something.

			He reached up, way up, and put his hand on Mayflower’s shoulder. “You did your best,” he said. “Nobody can ask for more.”

			Mayflower’s muscles went taut at the touch, and for a moment Grimsby thought he would pull away. Then, very slowly and through force of will, he relaxed.

			He seemed about to say something when the cement truck screeched as the rear dropped the last few feet to the ground, its axle finally torn loose by the weight of it hanging from the cable.

			The whole construction yard of movement ceased, as though they were all waiting for something to come clambering out. Agents, armed with firearms from pistols to assault rifles, focused their shaded gazes on the truck. Grimsby felt a flare of heat on his face as a half dozen Auditors summoned rushed Impetuses.

			His own heart seemed to skip a few beats, hanging like it was on a hook of its own.

			Then a pale, solitary hand poked out of the truck’s drum. No claws or fur, no hooves or horn, just an arm slick with grayed water.

			Agents moved in and, after looking inside to be sure, signaled the paramedics. They rushed forward with a stretcher and within moments had extracted Goode and laid him on it.

			Grimsby felt a surge of relief, like someone had hooked a boiler to his veins. His tensed muscles went slack, and he felt like sleeping for a week. Instead, he limped forward, Mayflower falling in line behind him. An Agent moved to stand in their way but, after a glance at the Huntsman, decided to be anywhere else.

			The paramedics were about to elevate Goode’s stretcher into the ambulance, but he muttered something and waved at them with an exhausted arm. As Grimsby approached, he tried to sit up but was urged to remain horizontal. Instead, he just donned a tired smile.

			Grimsby stood beside him for a minute and realized he didn’t know what to say. A few sentences formed in his head, and he stumbled over each of them before stammering, “You okay?”

			Goode made a choking noise that might have been a laugh. “I feel like I’ve spent the last few hours in a dryer full of bricks. Otherwise, yeah.”

			“Do you—uh, remember?”

			Goode’s chuckle faded; his eyes grew hollow and distant. “Everything. Every time,” he said quietly. “That’s what makes it so . . .” He shuddered and trailed off. Then he shook himself, like he was remembering where he was. “Thank you, Auditor,” he said. “Thank you for saving me.”

			Grimsby frowned in confusion for a moment. He looked down to see his suit stained with ash and sweat, with the left sleeve hanging on by scorched scraps, his collar in tatters. He assumed his face was largely in about the same shape.

			He didn’t look like an Auditor.

			But, for the moment, he sure felt like one.

			He smiled at Goode, not trusting himself to say words, and instead just nodded.

			The paramedics began to raise Goode’s stretcher into the ambulance once more, but as they did he struggled to sit up. “One thing,” he said, trying to speak up loud enough for Grimsby to hear him. “I gave you that list of what that guy—the ritualist you’re looking for—what he bought from me. But there was something else I didn’t tell you.”

			Grimsby felt his heart halt as though it had forgotten how to beat. In all the chaos, he hadn’t thought about their ritualist-at-large since Rayne had come to find him at the warehouse. “What was it?”

			“I didn’t see it, but I could smell it. A scent I’ve only caught once before. It was a hagstone.”

			“You smelled a stone?” he asked, wondering just how sharp Goode’s senses were. “What did it smell like?”

			The Therian’s tired eyes grew strained as he gulped. “It smelled like—like something alien. Someplace alien.”

			Grimsby frowned, the gears in his mind churning for something other than immediate survival for the first time in hours. He’d never heard of a hagstone, but Goode didn’t seem to be in any shape to explain it to him. He decided it was better to let the Therian rest than press him with any more questions. “Thanks, Goode.”

			He nodded and hoarsely croaked, “Good luck,” just before the ambulance doors closed.

			The vehicle lurched into motion and wove its way out of the construction site. Two Department vehicles fell into line behind it as escorts, likely to make certain Goode found his way to the Asylum before nightfall.

			Mayflower moved from his stalwart stillness, startling Grimsby from his thoughts.

			“Hey,” Grimsby said, turning his mind away from the case for the moment, “why didn’t you say anything to Goode? You saved his life.”

			“No, you saved his life. From both the Department and me. I came here to kill him.” His words were matter-of-fact, but tinged with shame.

			“I couldn’t have done it alone,” Grimsby said.

			“Someday, you will have to.” These words, too, were spoken as simple truth.

			He gulped, suddenly regretting talking about anything that wasn’t the job at hand. “You ever hear of something called a hagstone?”

			Mayflower’s eyes shadowed before he grunted in the affirmative. “Seen them before. Non-witches can use them to manage some magic. Witches can do a lot worse with one. It’s like a mobile pinhole into the Elsewhere.”

			Grimsby shuddered at the thought. Mirrors were all potential doors to the Elsewhere, but they were closed until opened. If a hagstone was always open, who knew what might find its way through?

			What’s more, what kind of magic could something like that fuel?

			What kind of ritual?

			Grimsby didn’t know, but no answer seemed good. “Well, Goode seems to think he smelled a hagstone on our mystery man.”

			“Smelled a stone?”

			Grimsby shrugged. “It’s all we got.”

			Mayflower thought for a moment, then spat on the ground. “Well, fortunately for everyone, those things are rare. Can’t get them from any piddly dealer.”

			“Know where he might have gotten this one?”

			The Huntsman took a deep breath, letting it out slow. “Yeah, but I’m not thrilled about it.”

			Grimsby was too tired to bother hiding his confusion. “What?”

			“Mother Frost. Leader of the Kindred, the biggest Unorthodox crime family left in Boston.”

			“Monster Mafia, naturally,” Grimsby said, shaking his head and walking toward the jeep.

			“What?” Mayflower asked behind him with something that might have passed for Huntsman amusement. “No moans of dread, no wide eyes or shaking knees? I would have thought you’d have some comments or concerns.”

			Grimsby paused, then shook his head. He was too tired for either, so all he said was: “Shotgun.”
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			Remind me again why we can’t call for backup?” Grimsby asked. He sat slumped in the jeep’s passenger seat, his exhausted body sinking into the cracked leather like an anvil in damp sand.

			“The Kindred aren’t some back-alley street gang,” Mayflower said, his eyes on the road, his hands at ten and two on the wheel. “You remember how I told you we took Mansgraf’s base—”

			“Lair,” Grimsby interrupted despite being half awake. “It’s definitely a lair.”

			Mayflower shot him a glare but didn’t argue. “We took it from a Therian gang?”

			“Yeah, it definitely rings nightmarish bells.” He shuddered at the thought of dealing with not one, but numerous Therians, all in those cramped tunnels underground. His own encounter had given him terrible insight into such imaginations.

			“That was the Pack. They were one of the groups that ran out of Boston. Real tight-knit, fur-exclusive fellas. There was a group of vampires, too. I forgot their name.” He frowned and let the thought slip away. “And there was the Kindred, which basically took all comers when it came to members, so they were the largest. Mother Frost adopted anything from harpies to trolls and dozens of other things.”

			“Three monster gangs? Why haven’t I heard of this?”

			“Because the Department is real good at keeping the real nasty things under wraps, and most folks are happy enough to be left in the dark. But those three were small-fry compared to the fourth group.”

			“Fourth?”

			“The Coven.” He said the word like it was battery acid on his tongue.

			Grimsby recoiled, the word ugly in his head. “I’ve heard about them—though only some rumors.”

			“That’s surprising, seeing as the Department doesn’t like to talk about them, even to their own. The Coven was all witches—the worst of them. Thought being able to toss around magic made them the rightful rulers of just about everyone and everything. And no small number of them were in the Department. The witch that first tried this ritual we’re tracking, Janice, she was one of their lieutenants, but she was small fish compared to some of their ringleaders. They did the nastiest shit I’ve ever seen. Blood rituals, human sacrifice, and worse.” His face contorted in contained fury for a moment before it fell to a smolder. “In any case, Boston was a practical war zone back then. The gangs fought in the streets and a lot of innocents died in nasty ways, but the Coven got out of control. Their members broke away from the Department and started becoming a movement. Worse yet, it started getting traction. So, what remained of the Department set up a meet with the other big three gangs. They all agreed to take down the Coven.”

			“The Department wouldn’t make deals with people like that!” Grimsby said, more in instinctive shock than because he believed it.

			“Those deals are the only reason the city is still on the map,” the Huntsman scoffed. “Anyway, a year later, there was no Coven left.”

			“So what happened to the gangs?”

			“The vamps went straight. The Pack was all but wiped out. And the Kindred, well, they made a deal of their own. The Department stays out of their affairs, and they don’t do anything to upset normal folks. It works well both ways.”

			“So we can’t ask for backup because—”

			“Because, strictly speaking, we shouldn’t be doing this.”

			Grimsby gulped. As if his career wasn’t in enough jeopardy with his unintentional cheating during his second assessment, and the hiccup with the escaped Therian, now he was going strictly against Department policy; albeit it was a policy he’d had no idea existed until just now.

			“So why are we doing this? Surely there’s some other way to find out who was behind the RUIN.”

			Mayflower shook his head. “Hagstones are too powerful to be found through common dealers like Goode. Even demons like Aby or Ash would have trouble getting their hands on one, let alone a supply to sell. If this ritualist had a hagstone for the RUIN, my bet is that the only place to get one would be from Mother Frost herself.”

			“So how are we going to meet with her?” Grimsby asked, certain he would not like the answer.

			Mayflower let slip a bitter growl as he pulled the jeep off the road and down a dirt trail. Within moments, it rattled over a set of rusted-out train tracks and groaned to a halt. “We’re going to sit down for tea,” he said.

			Before them was the towering mouth of an ancient railway tunnel that looked like it hadn’t been used in decades. It descended at a shallow angle, though its walls were of chipped, staggered brick rather than smooth cement. Its entry was shadowed beyond the pale light of dawn, but from within Grimsby felt cool breath pouring forth, as if from the maw of some slumbering beast.

			The Huntsman climbed out and rounded to the back of the jeep. Grimsby followed him stiffly, feeling pain hammering through the swelling bruises from his encounter with Goode.

			“Can I just say, for the record, I think this is a bad idea?” Grimsby said.

			“Of course it is.” Mayflower shrugged, then opened the hatch to the back and dug through the collection of odd objects within. He moved aside small chests, gun cases, and lockboxes until he found a brown bag the size of his fist. “You want to back out?”

			Grimsby let out a nervous chuckle. “Odd’s Bodkin, yes. But that won’t get the job done, will it?”

			Mayflower nodded in approval, hefting the bag before tucking it into his coat. “No. No, it won’t.”

			There was a short moment of mutual silence before Grimsby gestured. “After you.”

			The Huntsman snorted. “Chivalry isn’t dead, I see.”

			“And he doesn’t plan to be anytime soon.”

			Mayflower scoffed and shook his head. Withdrawing a heavy flashlight from his coat, he walked briskly into the tunnel, departing the dawning light of the sunrise without hesitation.

			Grimsby was a bit slower and more reluctant. He took one last glance to the horizon before following Mayflower’s bobbing light into the dark.

			The tunnel was cold. Not simply chilly, as the spring morning would have had it, but cold enough that the only thing Grimsby could see besides the Huntsman’s silhouette was his own puffs of frigid breath.

			In the beam of light cast by Mayflower’s scrutinous examination of the tunnel, Grimsby saw only redbrick walls overgrown with frostbitten moss. Sheets of ice and rime became more common as they went deeper, as did drifts of piled snow over the rails, and soon the flashlight’s illumination was bouncing about, reflected off the undulant frozen surface of the tunnel.

			“Why is it so cold?” Grimsby asked, clutching his tattered jacket around himself.

			“The name Mother Frost didn’t give it away?” Mayflower asked. “She comes from the old country. Very old, where fairy tales were all too true. My guess is that she likes it chilly.”

			“And she’s frozen over this whole tunnel?”

			“It’s more than a tunnel,” Mayflower said, but before he could continue, they heard the squeal of metal on metal grating in the distance and growing slowly closer. The iron rails beneath their feet trembled, and flecks of ice and snow shed from the ceiling, feeling like tiny nails as they fell upon Grimsby’s exposed neck to melt away.

			He took an instinctive step back, ready to summon his Impetus, but Mayflower stood firm. Even so, he raised his hand to clutch his lapel, resting it conveniently near his shoulder holster.

			Within a minute, a figure appeared in the depths of the tunnel, coasting toward them as smoothly as a subway train. As it grew closer, Grimsby saw it was someone atop a single railway car, one that was small and simple.

			It had no engine or machinery, not even walls or a roof, but was rather little more than a platform with wheels and a complicated bank of levers along one side. It seemed propelled solely by the driver pumping the handle at its center up and down again.

			The figure atop it was hunched and squat, even shorter than Grimsby. He wore only a threadbare tunic and a thin brown cloak of burlap against the frigid air, and on his head was a pointed cap of red that drooped over one shoulder.

			As he approached within twenty or so feet, he pulled one of the numerous levers on the side of the train car, if it could even be called that, and the wheels began to screech, throwing off sparks that sizzled and died on the gathered drifts of ice on the ground. He slid to a halt just a few feet away, tugged at his scruffy white beard, which came to a point that mirrored his hat’s dangling tip beside it, and glared at them both with a single eye; its paired socket was shrunken to a withered hole.

			“Humans are not welcome in the deep places,” he said, his voice wheezing like wind through a ruined farmhouse. “Go back to the surface, where your kind belongs.”

			Mayflower produced a leather sack from his coat. He dug within and withdrew two coins of shining gold. “One for a ride, the other for safe passage,” he said.

			The strange man’s frown deepened as he idly dug in his empty eye socket with one finger. “Passage to where?”

			“To who. We want to speak to Mother Frost.”

			The hunched man cackled. “And how will you be getting back?” he asked.

			“How much?” Mayflower reached once again into the fist-size bag of gold.

			“You can’t afford it,” the man assured them, “but if Mother is who you wish to see, I can take you to her, though you may wish I hadn’t.”

			He held out a gnarled hand, the flesh and bone so twisted that it looked more like a claw than anything human, and Mayflower dropped the coins into his harrowed palm.

			“The deal is made.” The man nodded, his words like an incantation of their own. He stepped back and gestured to the platform he stood on. It looked like ancient wood bound in bands of black iron, and so old that it likely predated anything Grimsby had seen on the surface.

			Mayflower climbed aboard, grunting and offering a hand back to help Grimsby up. With them both in tow, the stranger turned to the mass of levers, which looked like a bottom jaw of crooked teeth. He pulled a few, pushed another, and began pumping the central lever up and down. The car’s mechanisms shrieked and it lurched slowly forward, gaining speed with each passing moment.

			The Huntsman swiveled his gaze between the driver and the tunnel ahead, his flashlight casting dazzling light as it shone through icicles that formed on both ceiling and ground.

			Grimsby breathed into his hands, trying to keep his fingers warm against the air that whipped by them. To distract himself from the cold, he turned to their guide and asked, “What’s your name?”

			The stranger glared at him and spat off the side of the cart, the spittle freezing to shatter before it hit the ground. “Best be careful with questions like that down here, boy.”

			He forced an awkward laugh. “Well then, what am I supposed to call you? Quasimodo?” He winced. “I’m sorry, that was rude. I’m just nervous.”

			“Wiser than you look, then. Call me what you like,” he said, shrugging his hunched back, “but I won’t be giving you my name, and you best keep yours to yourself.”

			Grimsby shrugged. The man didn’t seem insulted by the name, and it bothered Grimsby to not have any title at all for the stranger. “Let’s shorten it to Quasi, then.”

			Quasi glowered but did not argue, instead focusing on the steady rhythm of pumping the platform forward.

			“Don’t talk much, do you?” Grimsby asked, trying to keep his mind off the gnawing pins of pain from the chill.

			Quasi did not reply.

			“I spy with my little eye,” Grimsby said, uncertain why he was trying, “something . . . frozen?”

			Quasi’s glare only deepened, forcing Grimsby to retreat a scant few feet to stand beside Mayflower.

			“This tunnel goes on farther than it should,” he said to the Huntsman.

			Mayflower nodded. “There’s countless old tunnels below the city, most of them from the subways—both new and abandoned. But some are older. Much older. And no matter which direction they go, follow one long enough and you end up in the same place.”

			“Where’s that?” Grimsby asked, eyes squinting against the wind.

			Before Mayflower could answer, the darkness ahead bloomed from black to deep blue, until it finally rose to an icy-cyan hue. The frozen walls of the tunnel fell away, as did the ground, leaving the rails suspended in the air by chains held taut from high above and spidery, arctic arches that stretched out far below.

			Grimsby was instantly struck with a wave of disorienting nausea and felt his balance waver. Mayflower’s iron grip seized his arm and kept him steady.

			Below them, and for miles into the distance, Grimsby saw a city. It wasn’t Boston, or anything like it. The structures were stone and mud, ice and brick. The streets were slick with rime and shimmered in the ambient light of torch-fire sconces and braziers. Above were thick stalactites that hung down, some of them hundreds of feet above their heads; others looked like frozen waterfalls of stone that fell all the way to the ground, creating pillars that dwarfed all but the largest skyscrapers in the city above.

			At the cavern’s center was a tower of ice, spinning upward and branching out in impossible angles like a stag’s antler, supporting the massive ceiling like branches holding up a canopy.

			“You end up in Underton,” Mayflower said.
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			This place can’t be real,” Grimsby said, his eyes bugging out until they nearly knocked the glasses from his face. “There’s no way this is just—beneath us all the time.”

			Mayflower shrugged. “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. But it’s real enough.”

			“Real enough to what?” Grimsby asked, then paused. “Do you think rent is cheaper down here?”

			The Huntsman growled. “It’s real enough to kill you,” he said. “So keep yourself together.”

			The cart rattled and swayed, veering on a rail toward the branching tower at the city’s center. It intersected another line, upon which Grimsby saw an oncoming train, one that was dark iron and encrusted with ice, belching up black smoke from its spout. It blared a wailing horn at them, a fire burning in the depths of its grated maw.

			Behind them, Quasi grumbled and flicked another lever, and as the cart struck the next intersection, merely fifty feet from the oncoming behemoth, it caught something on the rails and careened hard onto a different line, making Mayflower and Grimsby both tumble and grip at the menagerie of levers for support. For a moment, Grimsby saw straight down into the city streets, all narrow and crawling, teeming with shadowed figures of varied sizes and inhuman shapes, before he managed to right himself on the car.

			Quasi glared at the departing train, which was dozens of cars long, and shook his disfigured claw. “Accursed Neathers!” he called out.

			Their vector had veered along the web-way of suspended rails, but with another few jerks of levers, Quasi clattered the cart onto new lines and righted their course to the center of the cavern.

			“What business have ye with Mother?” Quasi asked, speaking to them for the first time since they’d entered the main cavern.

			Grimsby glanced to Mayflower, wondering if he should say, but the Huntsman only shrugged.

			“We’re looking for someone who bought a hagstone,” he said.

			Quasi nodded. “Ah, aye, that’ll be Mother, all right. She keeps them locked up tight, she does. Rarely sells them, though.” His brow furrowed, making the cave of his empty eye socket squeeze shut. “Whoever bought it must have given her something precious indeed.”

			Grimsby said nothing, instead looking to the frozen structure at the center of the cave. From here, it looked almost like a lopsided candelabra or menorah. Whoever, or whatever, Mother Frost was, she was apparently responsible for this place’s frozen climate. She must have been powerful to manage such a feat, far beyond anything Grimsby had seen from a single person before. What could their mysterious ritualist have offered a being like that? What could she possibly want that she couldn’t obtain herself?

			And, most importantly, how were they going to get back?

			Grimsby had no answers, and the questions lingered. Although curiosity was quickly supplanted by nervous fear as they drew near the Unorthodox city’s center.

			“Hey, uh, Les?” he asked.

			Mayflower glanced back at him and grunted before returning his gaze to the tower.

			“This Frost lady—”

			“Mother Frost,” Mayflower corrected him. “These folks are particular about their names, and even more so about titles. Be sure to get them right, and to keep yours to yourself.”

			“Right. Mother Frost. We’re here to talk to her directly, right?”

			Mayflower nodded.

			“What’s to stop her from . . . how do I put this . . . tying us to train tracks and twirling her big, evil mustache?”

			“Simple. She doesn’t have a mustache,” he said.

			“You know what I mean.”

			“You mean what’s to keep her from killing us?”

			Grimsby winced, both at the words and at the thought. He had no idea how Mayflower uttered the phrase so nonchalantly. “Yeah. That.”

			“This place has rules, like any other. We’re both Department, so we’ve got something like diplomatic immunity as long as we don’t break them. Follow them and you’ll probably be fine.”

			“Probably?” Grimsby asked.

			“Probably,” the Huntsman confirmed with a frustratingly casual shrug.

			“But I don’t even know the rules!”

			The ice tower grew close enough that Grimsby could see wafts of mist radiating off it, coiling over its surface like a living haze.

			“Then I suggest you shut up and follow my lead. There’s only one rule you need to worry about right now.”

			“And which one is that?” Grimsby asked as the cart passed under a frozen archway and into an outer ring of ice that circled the tower like a fortress wall, slowing as it did. To one side of the rails was a solid translucent wall, reflecting muddled shapes from outside; to the other was a narrow strip of ice that served as a debarking platform.

			“Don’t be a smart-ass.”

			“Easier said than done,” Grimsby muttered, but his words were lost as Quasi pulled a lever for the brakes and the cart screeched to a halt.

			Quasi grunted as the cart stopped. He gestured ahead. “Go on, now. She knows you’re here. Just through there.” He pointed with his misshapen claw toward a pair of doors at the center of the platform, each of which was about fifteen feet tall and likely weighed thousands of pounds.

			Mayflower stepped off the cart with ease, his stride as cool and steady as the tower itself. Grimsby clambered after him, waving meekly at Quasi as he did.

			“Wish us luck!” he said, though it came out more as a genuine plea than a farewell.

			Quasi only chuckled and began to pump the cart away.

			Grimsby couldn’t help but peer around in wide-eyed wonder. He was still freezing, but he barely noticed as he stared at the sheer surface of the tower. It climbed all the way to the ceiling of the cavern, hundreds of feet, but it was almost spindly in breadth when compared to its height, like the roots of a tree frozen and inverted.

			Its walls were not flat, but flowing, like once-molten candle wax frozen solid, embedded occasionally with bulbous nodules that held frozen statues within—although these looked more lifelike than Grimsby was comfortable with. Many of them even had color to them. They passed one, sunken into the platform’s floor, which was some creature akin to that troll Grimsby had seen, Lump. Its large form had been submerged in the ice, its lower portions shrouded by its depth. Its face was turned upward as though snarling in rage—or perhaps gasping for air. Its tusked maw was open wide beneath beady eyes that were bright with fury—

			And moving.

			Grimsby watched as its gaze followed them, not like a clever painting, but as it actually slid over them beneath the ice.

			“It’s—it’s alive,” he said, his voice muted by horror, his eyes darting to more distant forms embedded into the tower’s surface like frozen gargoyles. There were dozens, hundreds even. Were they all also alive?

			Mayflower nodded, his expression hard. “Mother Frost has a . . . grim sense of justice.”

			“So what do we do if she turns on us?” Grimsby asked, the heavy doors drawing closer.

			“We hope she doesn’t.”

			“Hope?” Grimsby demanded. “Since when does the Huntsman rely on hope? Aren’t you the one who told me that if you go to have a conversation with somebody who can kill you, you—”

			“You better be able to kill them right back. Yeah, yeah, I remember.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it, either, but it’s our only way to find out who bought the hagstone and track them down to finish this.”

			Grimsby noticed that for once Mayflower’s hand did not rest near his gun, and the only reasoning he could imagine was because it would do them no good.

			Somehow, that made him more terrified than any thought of frozen purgatory or big, evil mustaches.

			His steps faltered and he suddenly came to a halt, though he could hardly tell over the racing of his heart. This was crazy—absolutely insane. Just a short time ago he had been making house calls and doing busywork.

			Now, after defeating a goat-wolf-moose-man, he was about to meet with some kind of frozen underworld train demigoddess.

			It was wrong, it made no sense, and though the starkness of those facts had only just begun to catch up with him, it did so with as much speed and force as any railway car.

			He suddenly found himself unable to move, and barely able to breathe.

			Mayflower noticed he had stopped after a few paces and glanced back. “Kid?”

			Grimsby shook his head. “This is a bad idea. We shouldn’t be doing this. We shouldn’t—” His words fell flat and he found himself crouching on his haunches, wrapping his arms around his legs. His whole body was trembling, and he rocked back and forth on his heels to keep from falling altogether.

			Mayflower took a long breath, then he came over.

			Grimsby expected him to growl. He expected him to shout, to berate, possibly even belittle. He expected a lot of things.

			He did not expect Mayflower to sit beside him and say nothing.

			Long minutes passed, and after a time Grimsby found his pulse had begun to settle, and his breath became less thready. His tense muscles suddenly reminded him of their exhaustion, and he let himself fall from his heels to his behind on the cold ice, though he still kept his knees close to his chest.

			Mayflower still sat beside him, silent. He wasn’t even staring, instead just studying the walls of the tower.

			When Grimsby finally had breath to speak, he found his voice choked all the same. “I’m—I’m sorry,” he said, staring at the ground between his knees in shame.

			Mayflower let out a short breath that might have been a chuckle coming from anyone else. “No, you’re not sorry,” he said. “You’re human, kid.” He stood, brushed the clinging ice from his pants, and offered a hand to help Grimsby up.

			Grimsby hesitated, still too ashamed to look Mayflower in the face. “I—I don’t want to do this.”

			“Me neither,” said the Huntsman. “I’d rather be day drinking in my evening robe. But we got a job to do, don’t we?”

			Grimsby didn’t take comfort in the words. He felt like a coward. He felt weak. He felt like the sole broken link in a chain that went on for miles. He only shook his head and stared at the ground between his feet.

			The Huntsman took a deep breath. “You know, if you don’t come in with me,” he said, “I can’t promise I won’t shoot anybody.”

			“Would you promise not to if I did?”

			“Of course not,” Mayflower said, offering his hand again.

			Grimsby found himself trying to suppress a choked laugh. It was indecent to laugh when he was so terrified, so ashamed, which of course made it all the harder to compose himself appropriately.

			He shook his head and let Mayflower help him to his feet. “Can you at least promise you won’t shoot me?”

			Mayflower patted his shoulder reassuringly. “Of course not,” he said, and his grizzled face twisted in a slight grin.

			They turned to face the dual doors of towering ice. As though sensing them, the doors cracked and groaned, opening with a belch of curling mist. And though Grimsby still didn’t feel prepared for what was on the other side, he at least knew one thing.

			He wouldn’t be facing it alone.
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			Beyond the doors, Grimsby expected to see a frozen throne room, or some kind of fortress within the tower.

			Instead, he and Mayflower stood at the edge of a meadow.

			The grass was brittle and dry, as though soaked in frozen dew, and dusted with a light flurry’s worth of snow. The distant sun was washed to a gray hue. The horizon seemed to stretch on into soft mountain ranges, but as he looked closer he saw the vague shape of the tower’s translucent walls marring the image, like a projection on a screen.

			Yet, as they moved forward, their steps crunching on the grass, the ground beneath their feet seemed real enough. Behind them, the doors of ice closed, and as they did, they took on the false image of rolling fields of brown-green grass fading into the distance.

			Before them was a small cabin of simple wood and stone, barely visible through a grove of not-so-small trees. They were oddly broad and stout, though their limbs were almost entirely shed of leaves, and their trunks were twisted in strange figures.

			The cabin itself was almost haphazard, like it might collapse at any moment, but as they grew nearer, Grimsby saw it was actually of sturdy construction that simply seemed to disdain straight lines and even corners. The rooftop came to too many points to be reasonable, and both the chimney and eaves twisted and curled in unnecessary curves.

			A figure sat in the fenced yard before the cabin, rocking in a gnarled chair with a steady pace that seemed to match the errant breeze that rolled over the grass, bringing with it a chill that was mild enough to seem almost balmy compared to the frigid tower’s exterior.

			Mayflower took the lead, and Grimsby followed, trying to ignore the shifting terrain once more. From frozen tunnel to icy city to frigid fields, it was all disorienting. At least the cold was a steady factor. He realized how much he took the consistency of his own world for granted.

			They reached the wooden gate to the yard, and he saw the figure was a woman perhaps not far beyond middling age. In fact, she looked to be about Mayflower’s age, perhaps even a bit younger.

			Except her eyes looked much older.

			They were gray and hazy and seemed as deep and opaque as a quarry. Her ancient gaze lingered on the horizon, unfocused, while her quick, deft hands wove a cluster of needlework. She rocked back and forth, her chair creaking with each motion, not seeming to notice them. Beside her, seated on the edge of a windowsill, sat a hand-stitched doll with eyes so dark they seemed to devour the light around them and crave more.

			Grimsby felt like the doll’s gaze somehow shifted to him, and suddenly his shivering had little to do with the cold.

			They approached the gate, and Mayflower glanced at Grimsby before knocking at the rickety wooden boards. It seemed almost odd for him to do, as it was clearly unlocked and was hardly three feet high. The tall man could have simply stepped over it, and even Grimsby could have hopped it with ease. Yet something told Grimsby that would be an unwise choice.

			The woman ceased her rocking, and as she did, the wind went still, though somehow the branches of the trees around them continued to rustle and shake. She set aside her cluster of yarn and needles, which appeared to be some kind of tiny dress, and finally turned her eyes toward them, though she seemed to gaze a few feet above their heads.

			“Ah. Guests,” she said, though there was no surprise in her tone. “You may enter.”

			The gate swung slowly open on its own, and the two crossed its boundary.

			“Sit,” the woman said, gesturing to a pair of stools that sat across from her. Grimsby didn’t recall them having been there before, nor had he seen them appear.

			Mayflower settled down, gruff but somehow a touch refined, like a Wild West cowboy turned gentleman for the moment. Grimsby, meanwhile, felt like a schoolboy about to be scolded by a teacher.

			“You’ve come a long way,” the woman said, “wandering very far from safety.” Her eyes swiveled to Grimsby, and though her gaze seemed blind, he could feel its pressure over him like a blanket of chains. “Very far.”

			“Mother Frost,” Mayflower said with a nod, “I’ve heard much about you.”

			She nodded. “It is as good a name as any, though Hylde will suit our needs well enough. I am more than simply . . .” She trailed off and looked across the vast, illusory fields. “Cold.”

			“Hylde, then,” the Huntsman said, saying the given word with careful respect. “We’ve come to you because we’re searching for someone—”

			She raised a brow at him. “I suspect you know exactly where to find the people you care about, Huntsman, not that it will redeem you to them.”

			Mayflower faltered, his face slackened with shock for a brief moment before it tightened and his eyes narrowed. A vein bulged in his temple, and though Grimsby wasn’t sure what nerve Hylde had struck, he was certain that Mayflower was about to say something they both might regret.

			“We’re searching for someone who got their hands on a hagstone,” Grimsby said before Mayflower could speak. “And we think they got it from—well, from down here.”

			The Huntsman flashed a furious glance at Grimsby before taking a seething breath and steeling himself, though he still looked many degrees from calm.

			Hylde turned her oppressive gaze to Grimsby once more, as calm and serene as a mountain before an avalanche. It took all his willpower to not shrink into himself beneath it.

			“Perhaps they did,” she said. “I have a collection of them, which I sometimes part with for a suitable exchange.”

			“And did you exchange one recently?”

			The woman’s eyes narrowed, though it seemed in contemplation more than agitation. “First, young witch, we must observe the formalities. My kind holds them quite dear, I’m afraid. Mara?”

			She waved a hand to the doll beside her, and it seemed to tremble at the motion. Cold wind whipped through the air, not as a gust or breeze, but as a channeled torrent, carrying with it flecks of ice and snow torn from blades of grass and branches above. The sleet flew toward the doll and seemed to cling to it, collecting more and more mass until a figure began to form around it, like a snowman made too anatomically correct. Within moments, the rough, white snow compacted until it was smooth and glistening ice, and suddenly a woman sat where the doll had been, her skin as translucent and white as a glacier. The doll was gone, though its shadowed mass where the woman’s heart should have been could just barely be seen. She opened her eyes, and though Grimsby expected more ice or crystals, he saw they were the same devouring shade of coal as the doll’s.

			Mother Frost didn’t look away from her guests as she said, “Mara, dear. Fetch the kettle for us. And do put something decent on, please.”

			The ice woman nodded, her hair a clattering of stitch-thin icicles. A brief wave of her hand and mist exuded from her skin, condensing into a crystalline dress over her form, precisely resembling the dress she had worn when she was simply a doll; then she disappeared into the cabin.

			Mother Frost resumed her gentle rocking and the wind joined her, rolling through the brittle fields and creaking the skeletal canopy above.

			Grimsby fidgeted on his weathered stool, uncertain if he should or even could say anything without despoiling Hylde’s formalities. He decided that silence was the least likely option to be found disrespectful, though his hurried heartbeat made every passing second feel like pressure was building in him to say something—anything to relieve his anxiousness.

			Mayflower sat, his back rigid, his face held taut. Whatever their host had said had struck some hidden chord, and the Huntsman seemed to be struggling to simply remain civil.

			Mara emerged moments later, holding a tray with a steaming kettle and three cups. Her frosted-glass skin reflected the warm glow of firelight within the cabin, and Grimsby shivered at the thought of basking in something other than frigid cold, but the image vanished as the heavy, round door closed behind her.

			Mother Frost’s foggy eyes remained cast to the distance as Mara poured tea for each of them. Hylde took hers in steady, pallid hands. Mayflower held his without care. Mara finally handed the last to Grimsby, her body making the sounds of a frozen lake gently cracking as she did.

			“Thanks,” he said, offering a nervous smile.

			Her face might as well have been carved in stone for all the emotion it showed in reply. She set the kettle and tray on a flat stump beside Hylde and took up a position behind her like an ice sculpture of a maid.

			Mother Frost inhaled the roiling steam from her cup, savoring it before taking a solitary sip. “Now we may discuss,” she said.

			Mayflower glowered, edging forward on his seat. “The hagstone,” he said, his tone clipped. “Who did you sell it to?”

			“I sold it to no one,” she said flatly.

			“Then how the hell did a witch topside get their hands on one?”

			“From me, I’m sure.”

			The Huntsman growled, and Grimsby could feel his patience thinning like fraying rope. Unfortunately, something in Mother Frost’s gaze told him they were both dangling by its threads. He cleared his throat, both hands cupped around his tea, savoring the warmth.

			“So if you didn’t sell it,” he said, speaking up before Mayflower could, “how did they get it? Was it stolen?”

			Hylde smirked and nodded. “We had arranged a trade, but it seems my potential customer had other intents at heart. Two of my children were sent to make the exchange, but they were betrayed, and the stone was taken.”

			“Who was the thief?”

			She sipped at her tea. “That question matters little.”

			“Well, uh, actually it sort of matters a lot,” Grimsby said.

			Mother Frost paused for a moment and raised a dangerous brow.

			“To us—I mean,” he said, trying not to stammer. “We don’t know what ritual they plan to do with the stone, but we do think they failed their first attempt and will try again. We need to find them before that happens.”

			“I have a name, but such things hold great value here. I cannot simply give it to you.”

			“But—you just gave us yours,” Grimsby said, confused.

			“Did I?” Hylde asked, a small smile touching her lips. “How silly of me.”

			Mayflower growled and dropped his cup of steaming tea. “If you won’t tell us the information, then you’re just wasting our time,” he said, standing with enough force to send his stool clattering to the ground.

			Mara’s body cracked like the avalanche on the mountainside ready to give way, but Mother Frost held up a cool hand. “Wasted time,” she said, shaking her head gently. “Such a human concept. If you wish to leave, Huntsman, you are free to do so.”

			Mayflower growled and started toward the gate. “Come on, Grimsby.”

			Grimsby began to stand and object—they were so close to some answers, and Mayflower’s temper seemed their greatest obstacle—but he found himself unable to move from his seat. He looked down to see vines had crawled over his lap like a seat belt, securing him to the stool.

			“Hey— What—?” he began, but Mother Frost interrupted him.

			“Your witch, I’m afraid, is not so free.”

			Mayflower turned and saw the vines entrapping Grimsby. His gun appeared in his hand like a magician’s trick. He leveled it between Hylde’s cloudy eyes, but even as he moved, so did Mara.

			She was as fast as anything Grimsby had seen, a flashing shimmer of ice. Suddenly, she was directly before the barrel of Mayflower’s revolver even as he pointed it. Grimsby had found himself at the end of that barrel before and knew how terrifying it felt. Mara, however, remained as mild as a mannequin.

			Grimsby tried to struggle free from the vines, but they only seemed to tighten their grip. “We’re with the Department!” he said. “We’re supposed to be protected!”

			“And so long as you broke none of our laws, you would be,” Hylde agreed, still calmly rocking despite the explosive motion of both Mayflower and Mara. “However, that is not the case.”

			“We’ve done nothing wrong!”

			“Your Huntsman hasn’t, but you, little witch, are a thief. And I’ve grown tired of thieves.”

			“What?” Grimsby asked, casting a perplexed gaze to Mayflower. “I didn’t take your hagstone!”

			The Huntsman’s eyes narrowed, then they widened in what looked like realization.

			Hylde didn’t falter, seeming imperturbable. “Not the hagstone, child. You stole something else.” She waited expectantly, but Grimsby’s expression must have been as honestly dumbfounded as he felt, as she sighed and said, “Shall I remind you?”

			“I think you’re going to have to, because I—”

			He stopped as Mother Frost raised a hand, and the trees around them shuddered and creaked. There was a wrest and rasp of metal, and the sound of small, familiar grunts of struggle.

			“Let Wudge go or he will eats your bones!” came a hoarse squeal.

			A nearby tree bent down like a waiting servant, its bark cracking and peeling away as it did, and lowered its boughs to reveal an iron cage that might have been meant to hold a bird. Instead, it held the scowling, gangly form of Wudge, whose spindly arms and legs stuck out of the bars as if they were the cage’s own limbs.

			“Wudge?” Grimsby asked.

			“Indeed.” Hylde nodded serenely. “Your partner in crime, so to speak.”

			Suddenly Grimsby realized what Mother Frost meant.

			They hadn’t stolen the nail from Lump and Echidna—they had stolen it from their mother. And that mother just so happened to be Mother Frost.

			“Oh,” Grimsby said, as it was all he could manage.

			“ ‘Oh’ indeed,” Hylde said. “As I said, I grow weary of thieves, and while I cannot yet find who stole my hagstone, it seems the others who have stolen from me have done me the great service of turning themselves in. Now you shall be dealt with appropriately.”

			Grimsby’s mind flashed back to the frozen troll and all the other creatures that adorned the tower’s exterior in their own personal snow globe prisons. He felt his heart hammer hard.

			Hylde was the most powerful being he had ever seen.

			And he had stolen from her.
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			Grimsby felt a shiver run through him, and the sweat that beaded on his brow seemed to freeze in the cold air. “I can explain!” he said.

			“I’m sure you could,” Mother Frost said, tilting her graying head to one side, “but I’m in little mood to listen. As determined by our pact with the Department, you have broken my laws, and so you, and your accomplice”—she tilted her head to Wudge, who was thrashing in his cage—“are subject to my justice.”

			Mayflower snarled and thumbed the hammer on his revolver, the barrel aimed at Hylde even through Mara’s frozen form. “Let him go, or I swear to God—”

			As he spoke, Hylde simply raised a hand and snapped her fingers.

			In an instant, the Huntsman twitched, then ceased moving altogether. Frost crawled over him, encasing his skin in a layer of dusty rime, until he was frozen solid.

			Grimsby felt his heart freeze almost as quickly. “No!” he screamed, struggling and fumbling to free himself from the vines. They finally withered away, allowing him to escape and scramble over to Mayflower.

			Then he saw the Huntsman’s furious eyes twitch and move, and felt some shard of relief. Mayflower was still alive, at least.

			“Do try not to knock him over,” Mother Frost said. “Putting him back together is no simple task.”

			He turned to her, Mara once again at her side, and wondered how much longer he would be alive himself.

			“What do you want?” Grimsby asked. His voice was much smaller than he wanted it to be, but he forced himself to stand straight despite his knees threatening to give way.

			“Fear not, your Huntsman will be safely returned to the surface when our business is concluded. He has not transgressed against me, and so no harm will come to him.” She gestured between Grimsby and Wudge, the latter of whom had begun gnawing on the bars of his cage. “You two, however, your fate is yet to be decided.”

			Grimsby felt his fear begin to well into anger. His Impetus rose instinctively, and he felt the scars on his side begin to smolder and snap like embers in a fire pit. Steam hissed and rolled from them, curling and dying in the stale chill. At the moment, he wished more than anything that he had the talent for pyromancy that most other witches possessed—if only to defrost the wretched woman and her icy companion—but he didn’t, and even if he did, he doubted it would do much good anyway.

			Mother Frost was as calm as she had ever been, yet she had just dispatched Mayflower, the Huntsman, with a casual snap of her fingers.

			What could Grimsby do to a being like that?

			He shook his head. No, he wouldn’t ever overpower her, especially not here in her own realm. He had to play by her rules—and just hope there was enough wiggle room within them to slip out of this place alive.

			“As I told you,” Mother Frost said, resuming her steady rocking, “the witch who bargained for one of my hagstones offered me something quite dear, though it was something that I suspected lay beyond their capacity to secure. You, however, I believe can secure it in their stead.”

			“Me?” Grimsby asked. “Lady, I may look like the apex of peak performance for a witch, but I’m C tier on my best days.” He gestured to his tattered Auditor suit. “And today is not my best day. What makes you think I can get it when someone else couldn’t?”

			“Because you, and your accomplice”—she cast a disapproving look at Wudge, whose gnashing teeth had made little impact on the iron cage’s bars—“are familiar with the witch known as Mansgraf.”

			Grimsby paused. “Mansgraf?” he asked. “What does she have to do with this?”

			Samantha Mansgraf had been the deadliest witch around—at least until she had been killed a few months prior. It was actually through the haphazard solving of her murder that Grimsby had received his position as an Auditor to begin with.

			“She and I have . . . history,” Hylde said, bitterness obvious in her tone. “And she took from me something I hold quite dear. Retrieve the Wardbox it resides in, and I will forgive your transgressions. I will even supply you with the name of the witch you seek, for what good it might do you.”

			“Eyes aflame, if people keep stealing your stuff,” Grimsby said, “maybe you should get a guard dog or something.”

			Mother Frost seemed eternally unamused at his comment.

			“Why not just get it yourself? Or at least send one of your own people?” he asked. “You must know Mansgraf is dead! And I doubt you want to trust another witch.”

			“Indeed, but I am honor-bound not to desecrate her domain, as she was mine. Besides, there are other things within her lair, and it would behoove us both to leave them undisturbed.”

			“And this thing you want me to get for you, it wouldn’t happen to ‘behoove’ us both for it to stay there, too, would it?”

			“It would likely be in your better interest, if I’m to be honest,” she said with an oddly kind smile, her grayed eyes wrinkling. “But it would be in your worst interest to refuse my offer. I’m afraid you have little choice.”

			Grimsby glared, but he could hardly argue. “Fine. Unfreeze Mayflower, release Wudge, and I’ll get your box.”

			“I think not. I’ve grown tired of witches and trickery. Consider your companions insurance,” she said. “A deposit repaid upon your return.”

			“I can’t do this alone! You haven’t seen her lair—it’s a practical death trap!”

			“More than you know,” Mother Frost said. “Since her passing, a new resident has laid claim to her domain. One that is friend to neither of us.”

			“Then return my friends to me so we can handle it!”

			Hylde thought for a moment, then waved to the branches that held Wudge’s cage. They creaked and strained at the bars, warping the cage’s shape by narrow margins. Wudge squealed in rage within, but after a moment the branches dropped him to the ground. He was still wrapped in the cage, but the gaps were now such that he could manage to move both arms and legs freely, making the prison look like a miniature suit of shoddy armor. Though it wasn’t until now that Grimsby realized that Wudge looked quite pale—even for his usual shade of gray-green.

			“You would not believe what it took to get him in there,” Mother Frost said. “And so I will not let him out until our deal is concluded.”

			“Wudge, are you all right—?” Grimsby began, but as soon as Wudge’s leather-wrapped feet touched the ground, the tiny creature ran full tilt at the stone wall of the cabin. He clattered into it hard and knocked himself onto his back. The cage seemed unharmed by his efforts.

			Grimsby shook his head. Wudge would be hamstrung while trapped, and he doubted he would be able to perform his vanishing trick while so confined, or he already would have, but it would have to do. “And Mayflower?” he said.

			“The Huntsman will not be joining you.”

			“Now, wait just a minute—!”

			“As I said, his safety is assured under my pact with the Department. This task I have asked of you is, however, quite unsafe. If he were to be injured or killed in pursuing it, it would mean I have broken my word—and that would mean dire consequences for us all.”

			Grimsby desperately wanted to argue, but when he tried to find ground to stand on, he found himself neck-deep in logical quicksand. Mother Frost held all the cards, had stacked the deck, and owned the table to boot. He looked to Mayflower, but the Huntsman’s furious expression was immutable beneath the ice, though his eyes darted about madly.

			He turned to Wudge, who twisted around inside the cage like a contortionist, trying to fit through the new gaps the tree limbs had left, but none were large enough for him to squeeze out. “Wudge?” he asked. “Are you in?”

			Wudge grunted and muttered as he gave up on his efforts, falling slack inside the cage with his feet dangling out. He was panting heavily, his ribs swelling through his skin with each breath. Sweat dampened his body, with droplets dripping down from beneath his onion helmet.

			He seemed off, and not just because his furious efforts had failed.

			“Wudge hates the cage,” he said between rasping breaths.

			“We’ll get you out,” Grimsby said, trying to sound confident and not like he was about to collapse into the growing pit of fear in his stomach. He turned to Hylde. “We’ll do it.”

			“Of course you will,” she said with a cold, infuriating smile. “There is a tunnel that leads to her lair. Mara will guide you both there. The Wardbox you seek will be clear: black oak with gold hinges. Return it to me, and I will pardon you, release the Huntsman, and give you the name you seek.”

			Grimsby set his jaw, quietly hoping the task was as simple as Mother Frost suggested; then he remembered something she had said.

			“You said something else had taken the place over. What is it?”

			She paused a moment. “I have my suspicions, but I will not say for now. There’s only one thing about it that I know for certain.”

			“What’s that?”

			She took a sip of her tea and savored it before answering. “It is carnivorous.”

			“Eyes aflame,” Grimsby said. “Because of course it is.”

			Mother Frost nodded to Mara, and the frozen woman trod lightly from the yard, each of her steps sounding like crunching snow despite the dry ground.

			Grimsby hurried to Wudge and hauled him to his feet by the round handle at the top of the bent cage. The prison seemed little worse for wear despite the tiny creature’s efforts.

			“Wudge hates the cage! Hates it, hates it, hates it!” His voice was harsh and hoarse, but there was deep-set fear in his eyes beneath his onion-helm.

			“We’ll take care of it,” Grimsby said. “But I’ll need your help first.”

			Wudge gnashed his numerous teeth but nodded. “Half-witch helped Wudge. Wudge will help half-witch.”

			Grimsby smiled a thanks, looked to Mayflower, and said, “We’ll be back soon,” then turned to follow Mara’s departing figure. “I hope.”
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			Rayne? Rayne, wake up already.”

			Rayne stirred from the stone-still darkness, cracking her eyes open to see the bleary image of her office. She was slouched in her chair, her head pounding and her body aching. “What— Where . . . ?” She trailed off as she tried to focus, to remember. Her eyes found Defaux, who leaned against the far wall beside the coffee maker.

			“There you are,” Defaux said. “I was worried I was going to have to take you to the infirmary, and that would have brought all kinds of questions we don’t need.”

			Rayne sat up in her seat to see both her and Hives’s desks had been pushed aside to make space. In the room’s center, there was a ritual circle drawn out in chalk paint, the pentagram clean and neat, as if it had been made with a stencil. “What happened?” Rayne asked. “Last I remember . . .”

			“You had just brained those two thugs,” Defaux said, finishing her thought. “It must have taken more out of you than you realized, because next thing I knew, you had passed out on me.”

			Rayne felt her stomach flip. That didn’t sound right. She had strained her Impetus much more in the past without issue—although those times she had been more disciplined. Had letting her anger take the reins for a moment really drained her that badly? Or had she lost time again? Neither answer gave her comfort, and both meant the same thing:

			Something was wrong with her.

			“Where are the suspects?” she asked.

			“I handled them already,” Defaux said, then raised a brow. “Don’t look so surprised. I’m an Auditor, too, after all. But I didn’t think it would look good for you to have gone limp on the report, so I brought you back here instead.”

			Rayne nodded, though it was hesitant. She certainly didn’t need anyone knowing she had passed out on the job, especially not on top of all the other scrutiny that was upon her. Even so, Defaux seemed so unfazed by the situation. “Thank you,” she said, though she was more dubious than grateful.

			Defaux donned her gorgeous smile. “Of course. Let’s just get this whole ordeal behind us so I can stop covering your ass.” She gestured to the ritual circle. “It’s all ready.”

			Rayne shook away her concerns for the time being. There were more pressing matters. “And this will find Hives?”

			“If he’s alive—actually, so long as he’s in one piece, it’ll find him. Come to think of it, even if he’s in multiple, it’ll find the biggest bit left. Needless to say, I can’t guarantee what shape he’ll be in.”

			“It’ll be enough to know for certain either way.”

			She nodded. “I can tell the stress is getting to you.” Her voice dropped to a low tone. “I saw what you did to those two Unorthodox. I felt the power you tapped into. Incredible.”

			Rayne felt an acrid taste on her tongue. “I lost control for a moment. It won’t happen again.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. Power like that is alive. It’s a beast that gets pent up. Maybe it’s better to keep it on a leash than in a cage.”

			Rayne felt her throat tighten. What did Defaux know about controlling power like this? Nothing.

			“Enough!” she snapped, surprising even herself at how quickly her anger rose, and with it, the heat of her own Impetus.

			Defaux’s eyes seemed to sparkle, but she raised her hands in a defusing gesture. “Of course, my mistake. You’ve handled it so long totally on your own, you certainly don’t need my help.”

			“Can we just get on with the ritual? I want to finish this.”

			“It’s all set up for you. Every bit and bauble. All that’s left is to follow through.”

			“Why can’t you do it?”

			“Because the tracking ritual needs every connection it can get to be reliable, and your connection to Hives is obviously stronger than mine.”

			Rayne frowned but didn’t argue. Defaux hadn’t led her astray so far. And yet, she couldn’t help but feel like something was off, like there was some piece she was missing.

			“Well?” Defaux asked. “Aren’t you ready to find him and lay this all to rest?”

			Rayne took a breath and felt her doubts ebb. The important thing was to find Hives and make certain her future was secure. She could never advance in the Department with the shadow of potential betrayal clinging to her like a funeral shroud.

			She knelt at the circle’s edge, testing the chalk paint with one finger. It was dry and clean, with no risk of being broken by an errant hand or foot—though she noticed a few specks of it on her shoe. Defaux must have drawn it while she was passed out nearby and spilled it on her.

			She shook herself and focused on the ritual. So long as it was unbroken, the chalk would mark the barrier that would contain the spell like a pressure cooker. But if there was a leak or weakness, the results could be just as disastrous.

			She double-checked to be sure, but Defaux’s work was solid and well practiced. Her sigils were sharp and decisive, even harsh, and she had arrayed the ingredients at the five intersects of the pentagram. Rayne removed her mechanical watch and held it in her hand, looking over to Defaux.

			“You have the chant?”

			She nodded and gestured to the paper beside Rayne, which she had somehow not seen before.

			She skimmed it and scoffed. “A bit dated, isn’t it?”

			Defaux smiled. “All the best magic is.”

			Rayne memorized the words and set the paper aside, placing one hand at the circle’s center before summoning her Impetus. For most rituals, the power wouldn’t be necessary, but it wouldn’t hurt to have it ready. The nuance of an Impetus could often smooth out any hitches or snags that might arise from a ritual—it was one reason the Department disapproved of Usuals using them at all.

			She spoke the chant, careful to keep every word and syllable crisp and clear.

			
				Over hill or under weald,

				Through furrow broad or fallow field,

				From tallest peak to deepest dives,

				Show me where is Wilson Hives.

			

			The words caught and echoed strangely in the small office, and she felt a dull heat begin to emanate from the circle. The silver chains rattled lightly, and the jar of suspended newt eye rippled from invisible power.

			She repeated the chant, and the power grew. The bowl of graveyard dirt churned like beetles were crawling through it, then fell over, spreading perfectly across the chalk outline to darken the clean white to boneyard brown. The ancient, rusted weather vane suddenly rose upright, spinning in place like a creaking top in the still air.

			She repeated the chant a third time, and the primary component, Hives’s badge, began to glow like it was red-hot. The heat in the air was palpable, like she was in a dry sauna, but as she reached toward the badge, she found it cool to the touch.

			She held it out to the chain, which writhed like tiny silver serpents, and they latched onto the badge like it was a magnet. Their trailing ends seemed to quest outward, searching for something to bind the magic of the badge to.

			She held out her watch, and the chains lashed themselves to it, making her wrist jerk. They entwined themselves around the still hands, making them tremble. She could feel the gears within grating softly. Then the chains started to shimmer and glow, and before her eyes they faded away, first to translucent crystal, then to mist, and finally to nothing at all.

			The heat in the room slowly settled, and the ritual circle that was once white had been scorched black. The weather vane crumbled to rusty dust, and the jar of newt eye was bone-dry.

			The ritual was complete.

			Rayne sat back, the badge in one hand, the other holding up her wrist to stare at her watch. She felt her held breath grow to bursting in her chest, but she didn’t dare exhale.

			Now was the moment that would tell whether or not Defaux’s ritual had succeeded.

			Defaux inched forward, her arms crossed, her eyes glinting with intense curiosity. “Well? Finish it!”

			Rayne swallowed and finally let herself breathe, then looked to the watch and asked, “Where is Wilson Hives?”

			The minute and hour hands trembled for a moment, then spun wildly in opposite directions. Just as she feared they would spin endlessly, they both settled in a single direction.

			“We did it,” Rayne breathed. “We found him.”
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			Grimsby tried to ignore Wudge’s furious mumbling and rattling of his cage as they followed Mara to the edge of the field of brittle grass. He tried to push down the cold, curling vines of fear in his gut, but it felt about as effective as if he was trying to uproot the whole field by hand. By the time he quelled one concern, two others had grown to replace it.

			The last time he had been to Mansgraf’s lair, he had nearly been torn apart by several traps, accidentally caught himself in an almost fatal verbal contract—courtesy of the tiny caged creature beside him—and found himself tangled up in the whirlwind nightmare that had led to Mansgraf’s murderer.

			And all that had been with Mayflower as a more-or-less ally.

			Now he was going back without the Huntsman, and while Wudge was one of the few beings Grimsby could call a friend, his current confinement meant he would be of minor aid. If anything went wrong, it would be up to Grimsby to fix it.

			And him alone.

			Mara reached the illusory edge of the field, where the rolling grass was somehow projected through the ice wall. It cracked and rumbled, and a seam appeared, spreading fast until another door was outlined. This one was smaller than the first he had taken, and the passage beyond looked like a narrow blue shaft of hollow ice. It must have been one of the branches Grimsby had seen from outside as they had approached the crystalline tree.

			Mara stepped aside and turned to them; her eyes—as dead as a statue’s—looked through Grimsby as she began to speak in a voice that sounded like winter wind through mountain crags. “Follow this tunnel, through the ice. You will find a railway. The tunnel will split and branch. Do not stray from the path.”

			Grimsby felt a shiver run through him at the sound of her voice, as surely as if that wind had struck him. “How will we know what the right path is?”

			Mara’s blank face crackled as a small smile curled on one side of her ice-carved lips. “Follow the corpses.” She stepped aside and gestured to the open doorway.

			Grimsby took a deep breath. He wanted to turn back and take the fastest rail home, but he couldn’t. Mayflower was depending on him. “All right, Wudge, let’s do this.”

			“Wudge doesn’t want to go! Wudge wants out!” The tiny creature dropped to sit on the ground, crossing his arms, his legs still poking out of the warped cage’s bars.

			Grimsby sighed. “Don’t worry. I got you, bud.” He leaned over and picked up the cage by the round iron handle at its peak. It was heavy, but not so much so that it was difficult to carry.

			Wudge growled but said nothing, so Grimsby continued into the haze-blue hallway.

			He felt like he was inside the needle of a bent syringe, except that through the walls he could see the amorphous shapes of the sprawling yet huddled city below. The tunnel grew more narrow as it approached the edge of the cavern, but though the footing was treacherously slick, it was more or less horizontal enough that he could make headway. He could see other such branches through the ice walls, but most of them looked like they were bobsled chutes rather than passages.

			Where the tunnel met the cavern wall, there was a crag in the dark stone, narrow enough that Grimsby feared for a moment that Wudge and his cage might not fit. The nauseating thought of continuing alone was relieved, however, when he found he was able to wedge Wudge through at a slightly awkward angle.

			Wudge, meanwhile, kept his arms crossed and pouted, his frown clear despite his onion-helm.

			“Wudge,” Grimsby grunted as he maneuvered them both through the gap, “how did they catch you, anyway? What were you doing down here?”

			“Wudge was looking to break curse. Thought maybe the mother monster had way.”

			“So she caught you?”

			“No!” he said defensively. “Old hag too slow to catch Wudge.”

			“So how did you end up in the cage?”

			Wudge twisted his long fingers in an embarrassed gesture. “She makes really good pie.”

			“She poisoned you, then?”

			“Wudge didn’t know! Thought stupid, dumb monster mother left out pie to cool.”

			“Left the pie out to cool,” Grimsby repeated, “in a cavern of ice that she made? Don’t you think she could have cooled it if she wanted to?”

			Wudge scoffed and scowled in a singular expression. “Tall folk do all kinds of stupid things. Almost as many as half-witch.”

			The crag opened up into a darkened tunnel, much larger than Grimsby expected. It was perhaps twenty feet across and just as high, its ceiling hung with spines of ice, and its walls were glistening with sheeted rime.

			“I do do my fair share of stupid,” Grimsby admitted, setting Wudge down. He seemed to have calmed enough to walk on his own. “Hopefully this plan isn’t contributing to that share.”

			“Plan?” Wudge said. “Half-witch has a plan?”

			“Well, sure I do. We just . . .” He trailed off, looking left, then right. “Go the, uh, right way.”

			“Which is?”

			He saw a long, geometric shape at the tunnel’s center. It was the track, two iron rail lines, trundling off each way into the dimming darkness. Then, to one side of the tunnel, he spotted a form hung against the wall, cocooned in a globe of ice like a Christmas ornament sunk halfway into the stone. He approached and stared, keeping a cautious distance just to be safe.

			Inside the ice was a bestial figure, curled in on itself like it had died in a blizzard. Grimsby couldn’t see much, but he could see horns, fangs, and claws.

			It was the body of a Therian, long suspended in the ice.

			“Well, Mayflower said Mother Frost and her people had helped deal with the Therian mob. I’m guessing this was one of the ones that was dealt with.” His eyes trailed down the tunnel, the ambient light just dim enough to see thirty feet or so.

			He saw another globe, similar to the first, in the distance, though it looked broken—melted, even, like a chocolate egg in the sun. He stepped carefully closer to see the wall had been scoured with long, deep scratches, which had torn chunks of ice and stone free. Whatever had been in the globe was gone, but under his feet crunched broken shards of charred bone and frozen clusters of fur.

			“I think we can confirm that whatever is around here is indeed carnivorous.” He gulped and instinctively looked around him, including straight up, but saw nothing. “So all we have to do is, uh, follow the bodies.”

			Suddenly the idea of following the trail of something strong enough to rend stone and hungry enough to eat a frozen Therian seemed like it would indeed contribute a considerable amount to his daily stupid quota, though he refused to admit that to Wudge.

			However, when his companion didn’t reply, he turned to see Wudge was gone. A sharp shard of fear shot through him, until he saw Wudge approaching from the opposite direction, standing atop a railway cart not dissimilar to the one used by Quasi, their first guide to Underton.

			Wudge had trouble reaching the pump handle and had to leap up and use his whole body weight to pull it down again. He likely would have been too light if not for the cage.

			“Look what Wudge founds!” he said, panting slightly as he slowed to a halt. “Now half-witch can pump and Wudge can sit.”

			Grimsby shrugged. “Fair’s fair,” he said, climbing aboard. He took the handle from Wudge, who settled on the front of the cart with his legs dangling over the side, like some odd figurehead. Grimsby began to build a rhythm, and in short moments they were grating over the icy rails into the dim blueness.

			He tried to keep his pace controlled, as it was difficult to see in the dark and he didn’t relish the thought of careening into a cave-in or a chunk of frozen werewolf, and while he did see more of the cocooned corpses of the Therians littering the tunnel, none blocked the rails. Dozens must have died here, though many of them had been torn open and devoured to nothing more than cored bone.

			“Do you know how much farther we need to go?” Grimsby asked, his muscles churning and aching at the pump. The work was light, but it seemed to grind on and on.

			Wudge leaned precariously forward as he peered ahead, making Grimsby fear he might topple off the cart and be ground up beneath. “The tunnels don’t care about how long they go for most time. But Wudge doesn’t think it’s far now,” he said. “Slow down!”

			Grimsby happily obliged and let the cart coast forward, rubbing his windburned hands against his underarms to warm them.

			Sure enough, as the cart came to a slow halt, Grimsby spotted a door set into the wall. It wasn’t the same as the grand, icy monoliths that had guarded Mother Frost’s cottage, though he did remember a similar one being at the underground entrance to Mansgraf’s lair. Unfortunately, he hadn’t seen much of the tunnels within, as Mayflower had guided him straight to the sanctum, but he would never have guessed they extended so far, let alone connected to Underton.

			Actually, after consulting his admittedly rough mental map of Boston, Grimsby was beginning to doubt Underton’s tunnels followed the normal rules of distance and length. They seemed almost more like they were halfway between the Elsewhere and the waking world: amorphous and shifting. They could stretch on for much farther than he could imagine.

			And if that was the case, was Mansgraf’s lair any different?

			Then he noticed that the round door, which looked like it belonged to a military bunker or biological clean room, was ajar. The edges had been scored by claws, and the frozen stone the door was embedded within had been torn away until the door’s hinges came with it. It held on by the thinnest margins of quality steel, though they had bent under the heavy weight to drag over the ground.

			“Something dug its way in there, something big,” Grimsby said, feeling a chill as he glanced over his shoulder.

			“Or maybe out,” Wudge said.

			“Out? Where would it have come from?”

			Wudge shrugged, frustratingly nonchalant, or perhaps just exhausted. “Lying Mansgraf kept many things in her lair. Maybe not all of them liked being kept.”

			“Shouldn’t you know? I thought you were her guard dog.”

			Wudge turned and scowled at him, crossing his arms. “Wudge not dog. Wudge hates dogs.”

			“Sorry, sorry,” Grimsby said, raising apologetic hands. “Poor expression. But still, how do you not know?”

			He shrugged again, his cage rattling. “Wudge kept folks out. Didn’t care what was kept in—except the door, when he still thought she had it.”

			Grimsby shook his head and peered at the darkened crack between door and stone, feeling like something inside was peering back. “What’s dangerous enough to be imprisoned, big enough to break free, and hungry enough to eat frozen Therian?”

			Wudge frowned. “Wudge didn’t know half-witch liked riddles! That’s a good one.”

			“No,” Grimsby said, shaking himself and forcing numb legs to carry him down from the cart and toward the door. “It’s more of a bad joke, really.”
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			Grimsby wedged through the cracked doorway, grateful he wasn’t as big as someone like Mayflower. Wudge had some trouble with the thin gap, as the cage’s rigid form was too wide, but Grimsby managed to brace his legs against the wall and press his back against the door, creaking it open another sparse inch after some straining.

			“Atlas stones,” he cursed, voice hoarse over his tightened muscles. “Hurry up!”

			Wudge wiggled through, his cage screeching against concrete and metal for the last few inches.

			Grimsby let himself drop to the ground, sweat prickling his brow. It was oddly warm on this side of the door, and the cold air that wafted in from the tunnel side spun and swirled into misty hands that scrabbled at the air before fading away. Even his skin radiated with a thin layer of visible air as his body began to warm up.

			He looked around the concrete tunnel, which was lit with flickering fluorescents embedded into the ceiling. He recognized the claw-scoured concrete walls of Mansgraf’s lair, which had once been a Therian den, but while he remembered most of the long, shallow scratches in the concrete being faded with age, there were many he saw that were much more recent—and much deeper. Even the floor of the tunnel looked to have been scraped to nearly clean by something long and heavy passing over it.

			“Hear anything?” Grimsby asked Wudge, turning his ear toward the fork at the tunnel’s end. Their entry had not been nearly as silent as he would have liked, but he heard no sounds of alarm.

			Wudge frowned, balling up each of his drooping, rabbitlike ears in a fist and holding them out from the sides of the cage like floppy satellite dishes. “Nothing moving,” he said. “Tunnels down here are a maze. Follow Wudge, half-witch, and don’t forget the way.”

			He padded forth on his long, leather-wrapped feet, moving confidently if a little haphazardly.

			“Wudge, are you okay?” Grimsby asked. “You seem—” He wanted to say drunken, but settled for something more neutral. “Off.”

			Wudge rattled a bar of the cage. “Iron is bad for Wudge. Makes magic hard, and that makes everything hard. If Wudge doesn’t escape it soon . . .” He trailed off and shivered despite the growing warmth.

			Grimsby nodded, knowing the feeling. “The Department uses iron shackles for that same reason. Messes up magic, effectively disarms witches.”

			Wudge kept walking but wrapped his lengthy arms around himself, and Grimsby noticed again that the normal gray-green hue of his skin color had faded to a more sickly pallor of itself. “But Wudge isn’t witch. Wudge doesn’t use magic—Wudge is magic.”

			“So that cage—it’s hurting you?”

			Wudge shook his head. “Is killing Wudge. If it doesn’t open soon . . .” He shook his head, refusing to stop his slogging gait, though his pace was slowing. “Wudge doesn’t want to end.”

			Grimsby felt his mouth go dry. He was so concerned with Mayflower, he had never stopped to consider that Wudge might be in danger, too—in fact, the very idea of it seemed alien. Wudge was normally so aloof; he seemed beyond the petty little concerns Grimsby struggled with, like being eaten alive.

			But even he wasn’t invincible.

			Grimsby could sense it in his voice, if only because he knew the emotion more intimately than any other: Wudge was scared.

			He felt a bitter tinge of anger rise in him at the person who had put one of his friends in a cage of iron and the other in a cage of ice. He found a new, odd curse escape his lips. “Fire amid rime.”

			He hurried his pace, scooping up Wudge as he passed him. The tiny creature grumbled but seemed too meek to argue.

			“We’ll get you out of there,” he said, heaving the cage up onto his shoulder. “I walk, you point. We get the box and get back.”

			Wudge mumbled an affirmative and extended a bulbous, toadish finger as they approached a fork, and Grimsby followed. They soon passed into a chamber that was nearly twenty feet high and twice as wide in both directions. Each wall had a new doorway at its center, halls branching off from it like a central hub. The floor was littered with splintered bone, and the walls scorched black with soot, but Grimsby barely noticed those things.

			What he noticed were the chains as thick as his fingers that were shattered and strewn about. There were half a dozen different lengths of them, each hooked into iron rings set halfway into the ground in a rough circle around the room’s center.

			But there was nothing there. The broken chains held no beast at bay.

			At least, not anymore.

			“I think we found where our mystery critter came from,” Grimsby said, carefully looking around the room but seeing nothing. “What was it?”

			Wudge mumbled a weary reply. “She-bitch Mansgraf kept many prisoners—many pets. Wudge never saw this one; she told him to keep away and Wudge obeyed.” He said the last word like a quiet curse at himself.

			“Snakes and snails,” Grimsby cursed. “Let’s hope it went a different way.” He tried to feel as optimistic as he sounded, but the sinking feeling in his stomach felt like a slippery slope.

			Wudge pointed him directly across the room, and he tiptoed around blackened iron and broken bone. They passed other, sealed chambers that looked to be empty or long closed-off. Most were locked away with rune-covered doors of steel, with only a small slot to peer in through. Grimsby left the shuttered peepholes closed. He liked to imagine the rooms were empty, but something told him otherwise. Even if they had no occupant he could see in this world, perhaps the Elsewhere told a different tale. It was better to leave Mansgraf’s matters alone as much as he could.

			Grimsby never would have guessed that the lair was so expansive, and he felt his nerves grow more brittle with every pace and step. There was still something loose down here, and every corner and door seemed to promise a threat.

			Finally they reached a hall that Grimsby knew well. It was the one where he had fallen prey to some kind of trap that caught him halfway between the real world and the Elsewhere—and on the Elsewhere side of things had been a Geist.

			It was also where he had first met Wudge.

			He felt the cage twitch and heard the small creature weakly cackle. Perhaps he was remembering that same moment.

			Ahead was a doorway to Mansgraf’s inner sanctum, a massive underground cistern, like a grain silo sunk into the earth. But the door was ajar. Something had torn away the heavy handle, along with a fair chunk of the reinforced concrete it was set into. Grimsby remembered that at the bottom of the sanctum were the Wardboxes. All they had to do was collect the correct box and move along—perhaps their luck would hold; perhaps the creature was elsewhere in the labyrinthine tunnels.

			The sanctum doors seemed to almost radiate heat as they approached. The air was near stifling, to a degree that was odd so far underground. Inside the door, the crates of provisions that Mansgraf had kept stockpiled had been torn apart and consumed, only the blue plastic barrels labeled Potable Water remaining intact.

			Grimsby peered carefully around before setting foot on the metal-grid floor. It squeaked lightly beneath his feet, but the room was otherwise still. He paused and set down Wudge, who simply let his legs splay as his head bobbed and drooped, leaning against the side of the cage.

			“You wait here,” Grimsby said. “I’ll grab the box and we can skedaddle before anything toothy comes along.”

			Wudge made a noncommittal noise that wasn’t much of an argument, so Grimsby began to descend the spiral staircase that led to the floors below.

			He passed quickly through the level that served as Mansgraf’s old library. Curved shelves held hundreds of musty tomes of dubious contents, most of which Grimsby likely couldn’t read if he wanted to. The rest of them, he was pretty sure he didn’t want to read anyway.

			The following floor was her lab. Though it was stacked high with glass vials and jars, whatever beast had ravaged the floors above seemed to have decided there was nothing suitably edible here, as even the plastic tarps covering the floors had been unscathed by claws or teeth.

			Grimsby took a relieved breath. The creature might not have even come this far down. After all, the Wardboxes were sealed—impenetrable to all but the most powerful magic. There’d be nothing of interest on this lowest floor, at least not for some hungry critter.

			That hope vanished when Grimsby descended far enough to see the room at the sanctum’s base had been scorched black, as though there had been a fire. The shelves that once lined the concrete walls had been turned to ash, leaving the room to look like an empty, darkened pit.

			For a moment, through a feeling of passing vertigo, Grimsby feared the Wardboxes had been somehow destroyed—until he realized the chamber wasn’t empty at all. There was a mass at the room’s center, an odd combination of long, smooth curves and sharp angles, all of the darkest black. He peered into the mass, his eyes slowly picking apart the shapes, until he saw there was something curled up in the center of the heaped ashes, lying atop the piled collection of Mansgraf’s Wardboxes.

			He couldn’t see what it was, at least not clearly. It was reptilian and coiled, its scales a deep shade of black that reflected no light. Its body was like a serpent, but Grimsby could see a pair of clawed limbs tucked within its curled mass.

			It was also at least the size of a car, perhaps even larger—it was difficult to tell with it so wrapped around itself.

			He froze mid-step, caught by fear on the twisting stairwell. But the creature didn’t stir, its body heaving up and down steadily with each rhythmic breath. It was asleep.

			Grimsby felt lucky for a sparse moment—he didn’t want to imagine what would have happened if he had stumbled upon the creature coiled down here waiting for him.

			Then he spotted the Wardbox that Mother Frost had described, black oak and gold hinged, dusted with ash and lying directly beneath one of the thing’s twitching claws.

			Suddenly, he felt like a mouse eyeing cheese in a trap.

			Snakes and scales, he mouthed silently, feeling his heart thumping in every frozen muscle.
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			Grimsby had never seen such a creature before. Its scales were so dark and smooth that it felt as though his eyes kept slipping away, unable to delineate between the ashen concrete and the creature itself. His every instinct told him to back quietly away until he was far enough to begin fleeing madly instead.

			But he couldn’t simply leave, not without Mother Frost’s prize. Wudge was already in terrible shape in his iron cage; there was no telling how much longer he’d last. And Mayflower—who knew if Mother Frost’s assurances would hold true? What would keep her from imprisoning Mayflower for as long as she pleased?

			Though for that matter, what guarantee did he have that she would keep her word to begin with? Perhaps the only reward he’d receive when he returned was an icy cage of his own.

			Even so, he had little choice but to honor his agreement with her, despite the doubts clawing around in him—although those metaphorical claws seemed preferable to the much more literal twitching talons of the creature he was faced with.

			He felt his hands shaking, and the skin on his neck seemed to prickle and crawl toward his scalp in a desperate attempt to hide, but he kept his straying feet from turning back. Instead, though it was slowly and with frantically constrained effort, he continued to descend the stairs.

			Each one felt taller than the last, until his head was spinning with tense fear as he touched the ground. Even from a dozen feet away, he could feel heat radiating from the slumbering beast, its softly heaving body scraping lightly over its own coiled form.

			It looked even bigger up close, big enough to wrap around Mayflower’s jeep and crush it to scrap. Big enough to swallow Grimsby whole.

			His mind quickly flashed to a documentary on pythons he had watched during his rare idle days before he joined the Department. He pictured one of the serpents with a bulging lump in its length from a crushed rat or bird, and quickly found himself feeling pained empathy for the hapless creatures.

			And pythons didn’t even have claws.

			This thing did.

			He inched closer, having trouble lifting his rigid legs enough to keep his feet from scuffing the scorched concrete. His reluctant body felt like it was moving through a spider’s web of rubber bands, with every step making the next more difficult, and the prospect of retreating more and more appealing.

			Finally, he came within reach of the Wardbox, its gold hinges just barely visible through the soot and ash, though the beast’s limp claws rested atop it. It had five talons, almost like fingers, but resembling a lizard’s claws more than a human’s digits, and each was tipped with four or five inches of keratin of the same shade as wrought iron.

			He licked dry lips and knelt beside the Wardbox, wincing at the light pops of his bending knees. He glanced up to the slumbering serpent, and though he could see little true form in its coiled mass, he could make out a softly flaring nostril and a thin slit that seemed likely to be a closed eye. Thankfully, the thing seemed to be a heavy sleeper.

			All tuckered out after a hard day of digging up and eating dead werewolves, he thought.

			He was fortunate that Mother Frost’s Wardbox wasn’t among the piled mass below the serpent, but even so, the tips of the monster’s obsidian claws rested lightly on its engraved surface, clicking gently against it with each heaving breath.

			Grimsby knelt for a moment, fighting back his urge to run far, far away, and forced himself to make sure there were no random objects resting against the box’s sides. Nothing that would fall and clatter to awaken the serpent when he snatched the Wardbox away.

			Then he timed the beast’s deep breaths, trying to ignore his own thready heartbeat. If he was quick enough, he could take the box as the claws rose and get it out of the serpent’s clutches before they fell again. He’d have to be quick—and utterly silent.

			Otherwise . . .

			His eyes traced the claws as his mind wandered back to the piles of bones that littered the tunnel to here.

			Otherwise, suffice to say it would be uncomfortable.

			He wanted to move, but each moment seemed the wrong one. His shaking hands and sweating temples were certain of it. After far too long, he decided to count to three breaths, then he would make his move.

			The first breath he spent largely thinking about how bad an idea this whole stupid thing was.

			The second breath he spent trying to think of an alternative, anything that might save Wudge and Mayflower and somehow get around doing this very, very stupid thing.

			On the third breath, he did the stupid thing.

			The claws rose, and he reached out with shaking but dexterous hands. He began to pull the box away, but it seemed nestled in place and resisted. He felt it budge slightly and quickly applied more pressure, and with some gentle wiggling, he pried the box free.

			His tensed muscles pulled it away so quickly that he nearly lost his balance, and teetered on his haunches for a desperate moment before settling back into place.

			The serpent exhaled, and its claws lowered, dangling over the empty space where the Wardbox had been.

			Grimsby, almost reluctantly, glanced to the serpent’s closed eye, half expecting it to be open and bloodshot, but the beast slumbered still.

			He took a relieved breath and edged away before daring to stand. But, just as he started toward the stairs, a small scraping sound and a flutter of movement caught his attention. Around the other side of the beast, toward the steps, was a small form wiggling at the edge of the serpent’s piled hoard.

			After a closer look, he recognized it: it was Mansgraf’s familiar.

			Its form was that of a cat, but crafted from shaped metal. The only thing about it that was actually “cat” was its bleached white skull.

			It seemed trapped, with only its head and forelegs free, pinned beneath a collection of fallen tomes and a Wardbox crafted from an old chest.

			Despite its lack of finer feline features, its skull seemed quite annoyed with its situation. It struggled for a moment, its literal razor blade claws digging uselessly at the mismatched mess, before its jaws opened in what looked like a silent meow. It turned its gaze to Grimsby, seeming to see him for the first time.

			He had encountered it only once before, when he and Mayflower had come to the lair searching for clues to Mansgraf’s murder. He had dissuaded the Huntsman from destroying it, and it had seemingly rewarded him with a dowser, an essential tool they used to find Mansgraf’s killer. Whether or not it recognized him, he couldn’t tell. Either way, it reached out to him with one crafted claw, splaying and closing its grip in a request for aid.

			How the familiar ended up in this mess, Grimsby couldn’t have guessed, nor could he tell how long it had been trapped. But it was likely quite fortunate the creation had no need to eat. He paused, mid-stride, his instincts tempting him with each passing moment toward the stairs and toward freedom, perhaps safety—but, most importantly, away from the slumbering beast.

			He had only to climb as silently as he’d descended, and he’d be home free.

			The familiar wasn’t even alive, he told himself. It was a construct, a magical imitation of life, not the genuine article. Mansgraf’s familiar would feel no pain, nor fear. It was simply behaving according to its magical programming, so to speak. It wasn’t real.

			And yet it needed help.

			It would have been totally reasonable, intelligent even, for him to ignore it and continue on his merry way.

			So why in blue blazes, he thought, don’t I?

			He couldn’t hazard a guess as he set the Wardbox down on the staircase. Every part of him wanted to run, to flee as fast as he could.

			Except the part that mattered.

			Puppy dogs’ tails, he mouthed as he shook his head and tiptoed toward the pinned cat.

			Somehow, when the serpent had piled the Wardboxes, tomes, and other odds and ends at the room’s center, the familiar had been trapped there as well. Its hind legs were lodged beneath another Wardbox, this one shaped like an old footlocker—unfortunately, upon the box rested what looked like the tip of the serpent’s tail. It had a hardened ridge of barbs that prickled down the apex of its spine, forming into a single, sharp tip growing from the end, not unlike the thing’s claws, and it swayed back and forth slightly as the beast slumbered.

			Grimsby approached more confidently this time. After all, his efforts hadn’t woken the serpent before, so if there was any rhyme or reason in the world, he had only to repeat his deed. He carefully adjusted an errant tome that leaned against the Wardbox, then slowly began lifting it, only by the barest inch at a time. The serpent tail continued to curl and sway, and more than once he had to duck his hand out of the way of its tip.

			The familiar seemed to understand his efforts, and stood still, watching him with the hollows of its eyeless skull. It had a pair of hammered copper ears, one of which had been carefully folded down at the tip, and both twitched and swiveled as he worked.

			Soon, he revealed the cat’s tremulous tail of chain links, and after the Wardbox was lifted another inch, the cat suddenly scrambled free in a frantic burst, leaping to the stairs and clicking up them with surprisingly lifelike speed.

			Grimsby winced, expecting a furious roar, but the room was quiet.

			He took a relieved breath and set the Wardbox down gently before realizing something was off. The room remained still, but it was too much so. There was some element missing, like when the heater at home would shut off and leave a ringing in his empty ears.

			He realized what it was about the same time he saw the serpent’s tail.

			It wasn’t twitching or swaying. It was stone-still. As were the creature’s slow breaths.

			He moved very slowly, turning his head as much as he dared, until he could see the serpent’s eye.

			It was open, as orange as fire, and smoldering just the same.

			And it was looking straight at him.

			“Eyes aflame,” he breathed.

			The curse had never been quite so apt.
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			Grimsby backed slowly and instinctively toward the stairs, though his eyes could not waver from the fiery gaze of the serpent. The creature uncoiled itself, its long, scaled form seeming to expand to fill the room. Its twin, clawed forelimbs flexed and tensed, pushing its upper body up enough that Grimsby could see almost humanoid musculature slithering beneath the surface of its chest, branching off to each arm. Its head rose, snakelike, its neck drawing back like it was poising to strike. Its burning eye was joined by a second, and neither wavered its gaze from Grimsby.

			The unfurled creature stood nearly twice as high as Grimsby, and that wasn’t accounting for the length of its body that coiled around the room. For a long moment, the serpent was still, as though surprised or in disbelief at Grimsby’s presence, and, for a much-shorter moment, he thought perhaps it wasn’t in a predatory mood.

			Then its jaws twitched and trembled, slowly opening to reveal rows of fangs that unfolded from the pink flesh of its maw.

			The caveman portion of Grimsby’s brain then took control and unilaterally decided that flight was the appropriate response.

			He turned and bolted to the stairs, barely having enough awareness to pick up Mother Frost’s Wardbox as he did. There was a snap behind him, and he could feel the wind coming off the serpent’s jaws as it narrowly missed. Talons and scales scraped over concrete in a hissing cacophony, and Grimsby did not need to turn around to know the beast was in pursuit.

			He twisted his right arm back as he rushed up the stairs, summoning his Impetus and willing it into his hand. Stray power surged into his left arm, drawing small gouts of flame and popping sparks, but where his palm touched the Wardbox, the energy became dead cold.

			He ignored the sensation and pain of his scars and shouted, “Torque!”

			Still warped by the cursed nail, his spell twisted from its true form into a spreading field of motes of blue light that covered the stairwell behind him like someone had carved out a section of the starry sky and carted it down to this dark abode.

			The scrape of concrete shifted to the screech of metal as the beast began clawing its way up the side of the staircase, its powerful talons wrenching the steel to mangled scrap under its footing. Grimsby reached the level above, Mansgraf’s alchemical lab, and paused long enough to glance at his spell through the grated metal floor.

			The serpent’s black-scaled form struck the spell, and Grimsby expected to see it slowed or even halted by his new magic.

			Instead, that starry field shattered like a glass curtain, its blue motes of light sparking to fiery orange, raining down and bouncing off the pursuing serpent’s dark, glossy scales before dissipating entirely.

			Grimsby made an unflattering yelp and fled up the flights of stairs, his frantic mind reeling.

			Even Goode in his powerful Therian form had been hampered by that spell, yet this creature had destroyed it without even seeming to notice it was there. At the minimum, the spell should have slowed the monster by a moment or two before failing. Something had gone wrong, but not with his spell—something he didn’t understand.

			And didn’t have time to think about.

			Fortunately, he didn’t have to think to run.

			His footsteps pounded against the grated stairs as he reached the main floor, Wardbox under his arm. The whole steel assembly in the cistern screeched and rattled as the serpent pursued, making the plastic barrels labeled Potable Water churn and splash.

			“Wudge, we gotta go!” Grimsby shouted, rushing toward the door, where he saw Wudge’s gangly feet sticking out of his cage, unmoving.

			Grimsby drew close enough to see Wudge was leaning against the door, his ears drooping and his eyes closed, with his head tilted to the side. His gray-green complexion was nearly all gray. For a moment, Grimsby’s frantic heartbeat seized, until he saw the lightest movement of Wudge’s sunken chest. He was alive, at least, though he didn’t even seem awake, let alone able to run.

			Grimsby glanced behind him just long enough to see the ember glow of the serpent’s eyes reach the top of the stairs and lock on to him.

			He reached out, seized the edge of one of the water barrels, and managed to wrench it to one side with desperate strength. The heavy barrel hit the steel floor hard, but before it had even settled, Grimsby thumbed a Bind rune onto its side and put another on the wall beside the door.

			He snatched Wudge’s cage by the rounded handle at the top before shouting, “Bind!”

			He felt Impetus drain from him, leaving him feeling all the colder in the stifling heat of the room. Blue light flared between the Bind runes, but his inverted magic made the points push apart instead of pull together. The barrel set to rolling, though it was slower than Grimsby had hoped.

			The serpent clawed toward him in a twisting mass, a whirlwind of powerful muscle and black scales that raged around the steady firelight orbs of its eyes.

			He had hoped the barrel would careen into the serpent, but the spell instead faltered, and the barrel drew to a halt, merely lying on its side in the beast’s path.

			“Skies alight,” Grimsby seethed. With his magic twisted, he had forgotten that the runes pushing against each other would do little when the barrel rolled with the rune on the far side from its opposite number.

			He silently wished Torque was its old self again as he stumbled back through the door, Wudge’s cage tight in his grip.

			The serpent clawed over the barrel, slicing through the plastic with nothing more than its weight on idle claws. The dark talons sank into the crumpling container, and pouring water quickly boiled to steam as it flowed over the creature’s ashen scales.

			Its eyes lit the spreading vapor like headlights through a fog. A claw reached out of the steam, breaching the glowing tether of light from his failed Bind spell, and when it touched the serpent’s hide, the tether shattered like a glass filament into nothing.

			Something about this creature somehow destroyed any spells it touched, Grimsby realized, and suddenly he felt very much disarmed. Without his magic, he didn’t even have a pocketknife to protect himself.

			A third light appeared in the steam, blooming beneath the twin headlamps of orange. This light was deep and dim, like a furnace glow, but growing with each moment. The steam swirled and sizzled as it was pulled into the depths, and as the vapor cleared, Grimsby saw the serpent’s chest and throat swollen almost like a toad’s, with veins of liquid metal glowing through cracks in its spreading scales.

			Unfortunately, pocketknife or no, he suddenly felt the odds of his survival seemed quite slim.

			Fortunately, however, it meant fight or flight options had become much simpler.

			He ran.

			He tore his gaze from the serpent’s hypnotic, burning eyes and turned to bolt down the hall back toward the direction he and Wudge had come.

			The hall flared with blinding light and heat as the serpent exhaled its forge-bellows breath.

			Grimsby felt heat stinging through his jacket, and even the hair on the back of his head came to feel like red-hot steel wool on his scalp. He clutched Wudge’s cage tightly to his stomach with his right arm and kept his left wrapped around the Wardbox. He half stumbled, half careened down the hall from the force of the fiery breath, falling forward in a mad tumble. He managed to twist to his side to roll across the concrete like a discarded piece of sidewalk chalk, saving himself from otherwise likely bone fractures.

			He saw embers and sparks in his wake, even as the serpent’s fire faded, leaving the hall filled with smoke and scorched walls that blended with one another to form a black-hole abyss. He managed to numbly sit up, slapping away at the fires on his sleeves, or what remained of them. His left arm was entirely bare—save for the soot that darkened his gnarled scars like coffee staining wood. His right sleeve was little more than scorched shreds that dangled through the still-warm bars of Wudge’s cage. Grimsby quickly inspected his unconscious friend, but aside from the wraps around Wudge’s feet being a bit singed, he seemed uncooked.

			Grimsby ignored the smell of his own burnt hair and the shallow, searing pain that bloomed across his back as he stood. The hall was too blackened to see, but he could hear scales sliding over concrete. He didn’t bother looking for any movement, instead deciding to make his own, and he hurried down the hall. He could hear hard talons on concrete echoing through the halls behind him, but he kept a frantic pace until he reached the heavy door he and Wudge had barely managed to squeeze through.

			With the last of his strength, he managed to get Wudge, himself, and the Wardbox through, and stumbled back toward the tunnel that led to the icy depths of Underton. Behind him, whether it was because the serpent had lost his trail or its interest, the sound of scale and talon grew faint, then silent.

			Sweat plastered his hair to his skin, and he felt like he had the most terrible sunburn over the back half of his body.

			Suddenly, Mother Frost’s chilly fortress seemed like a pleasant vacation spot.
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			Grimsby trudged down the tunnel toward the narrow crag that led back to Mother Frost’s sanctum. He had been unable to figure out how to switch the rail trolley into reverse, and so had instead decided to walk and put as much distance between himself and the serpent as possible. For a time, he had cast nervous glances over his shoulder, expecting the slither of scales or the too-familiar glow of its smoldering eyes, but he guessed it had decided to remain in the warmth of the lair.

			However, with little strength left to do anything but walk, Grimsby abandoned his vigilance in favor of endurance and made his way down the frozen railway tunnel with heavy steps. He still held Wudge’s cage cradled in one arm, and gripped the Wardbox under the other. Both arms had been sending burning requests for rest for the last half hour, but he had grown deaf to them, as well as to the stabbing complaints of his weary legs.

			Finally, in a dizzied fugue, he reached the crag that led toward the hollow tree limb, and then the doorway Mara had shown him. With both hands full, and fearing he’d be unable to pick up his burdens again if he dropped them, he kicked the door with one numb foot. There was a long, eternally long, silence, but just as he was about to either kick the door again or fall over, as both were compelling and equally likely options, the doors cracked apart, a seam of light appearing between them as they burgeoned open.

			Mara stood on the far side, arms crossed impatiently, though her face betrayed no emotion. She glanced him over once, then seemed to barely contain a derisive snort that crackled in her frozen chest. She said nothing and merely turned on her heels, drawing a wide flourish of her crystalline, sky-blue dress, and marched toward the cottage.

			Grimsby took a breath and mumbled a curse, “Odd’s Bodkin,” before following. Thankfully, the walk was almost entirely downhill.

			He reached Mother Frost’s garden, where she had resumed her small stitchwork, seemingly unaware of the furious and frozen Huntsman that loomed over her. She didn’t look up as Mara took her place beside her.

			Grimsby managed to balance himself to a halt in front of her, though his legs felt more like rubber stilts.

			“Your task is complete?” Mother Frost asked.

			Grimsby tried to toss the box at her, but his arms were too tired. Instead, he simply dropped it in her general direction, though he did so with as much vindictiveness as he could muster.

			“Your box,” he said, too tired for any pleasantry or even practical concern for his own well-being. Then he held up Wudge, who was still unconscious in his cage, his skin dreadfully gray. “Now get him out.”

			Mother Frost set her craft aside and looked at the Wardbox with milky eyes. Without command or prompt, Mara picked it up and handed it reverently to her. Mother Frost took the box in her lap and folded both hands over it, though her expression betrayed no sense of its import or worth. For all Grimsby knew, inside was the Sunday paper.

			Or perhaps a mysterious snow globe that could send the whole world into an ice age.

			And either way, he didn’t care.

			“Free him,” he said again, holding up Wudge’s cage. “Now.”

			Mother Frost lifted her eyes from the box to his face, and the faintest lines of a scowl cracked her brow like a fissure in a glacier, but she nodded. “As we agreed,” she said.

			The boughs of the trees above bent low, and stout branches cracked and creaked as they reached down to wrap around the cage. With powerful limbs, the trees tore the cage door open, making the metal shriek, before dumping Wudge into Grimsby’s arms.

			He felt some small relief as Wudge’s faint breathing began to grow steadier, and some green began to shade the tips of his floppy gray ears.

			“And now Mayflower.”

			“Courtesy, young Auditor,” Mother Frost said, “is rarely misplaced.”

			“The only thing misplaced at the moment is my patience,” he said, letting himself drop to sit on a nearby stump. “And I think I earned a bit of flippancy.”

			“Perhaps, but not through your actions. Simply through your youth. Someday you might understand what I asked was generous, especially compared to what I gave.”

			“I doubt it.”

			She gave a small, distant smile. “I do not.” Then she waved her wand and the ice around Mayflower sublimated away to mist. Within moments, the furious Huntsman was himself again, his barrel still aimed at Mother Frost’s heart.

			And he immediately pulled the trigger.

			Grimsby winced, expecting a thunderous report, but there was only a dull click. Mayflower’s face, still as enraged as it had been the moment he was frozen, contorted further into fury, and he pulled the trigger once more.

			Again, only a click.

			It was then Grimsby realized that Mayflower’s gun, unlike the rest of him, was still coated in a thin layer of rime.

			Mother Frost clicked her tongue. “I expected your emotions might get the better of you, Huntsman, so I thought it in your best interest to keep you from making any serious errors of judgment.”

			Mayflower’s rage cooled to merely being red-hot instead of molten. He flicked a glance at Grimsby. “You all right?” he asked.

			Grimsby shrugged. “Been worse.” He was surprised to discover he wasn’t lying.

			Mayflower nodded, then finally lowered his gun, his eyes finding Mother Frost’s. “The only error that was made here was yours. And I won’t forget it.” He holstered his gun and turned around. “Come on, Grimsby. Let’s go.”

			He began to stalk away, and Grimsby groaned to his feet to follow, but Mother Frost cleared her throat.

			“Our business is not yet concluded, gentlemen,” she said. “Your collateral was returned to you, young witch, and your . . . ally freed. But I said I’d give you the name you desired.”

			Grimsby stopped and half turned. He had been getting the stick so long in this whole ordeal that he had forgotten there was ever a carrot to begin with. The name of the ritualist might give them the final piece they needed to put the puzzle together—and though this gave him a small thrill of excitement, it paled compared to his exhaustion.

			“And that would be?” he asked, unable to keep the impatience from his voice.

			Mother Frost smiled. “First, young witch, I should like you to show me what you stole from me.”

			Grimsby hesitated, and even in his unconscious stupor, Wudge fidgeted and groaned, flapping a resistant arm in the air.

			“Don’t worry, I don’t intend to take it back. It is but a trifle, but I would still like to know what I’ve lost.”

			Reluctantly, Grimsby dug the nail from his pocket and held it out in his palm.

			“Closer, dear boy,” she said. “My eyes aren’t what they once were.”

			He nudged closer, until his hand was a foot away from Mother Frost’s face. He expected to feel a radiating chill, but instead all he sensed was the smell of cinnamon and tea.

			She reached out toward the nail, and before he could explain that it could not part from him, she plucked it from his palm.

			No sticking, no tugging, no curse.

			“Ah,” she said. “A doornail to a very special door. Though perhaps one that best remains closed.”

			“How—how did you take that? It’s been stuck to me for days!”

			She smiled. “This is petty magic. I am not.” She held out the nail to return it, but he flinched away instinctively. What if this was his only chance to break the curse?

			“Your fear this bauble, yet you wish to keep it? Why?” She expressed nothing more than curiosity, but her eyes were somehow focused despite their clouded surfaces.

			“It’s not for me. It’s for him.” He gestured to Wudge in his arm. “I told him I’d help him, and he needs that nail.”

			She nodded. “You are not always courteous, young witch,” she said, “but I see that you are often kind. The latter is far more difficult. And more dangerous.”

			Grimsby shifted uncomfortably, uncertain how to graciously accept a compliment from an apparent underworld demigod who had nearly just gotten him killed and eaten, and perhaps not in that order.

			“Thank you?”

			“I had not promised you this boon, but I shall give it all the same: take this nail once more. It will no longer be bound to you—you may discard it freely. But beware, I merely suspend the curse. The next to take it will suffer its effects as you have.”

			Grimsby frowned, suspicious. “Why?”

			Her grayed eyes softened for a moment. “Because kindness is not rewarded often enough.” She held the nail out between her finger and thumb, the latter of which had a tarnished thimble upon it.

			Grimsby reluctantly took the nail, expecting it to stick to him as it had before, but even as he returned it to his pocket, he felt it part from his skin as easily as a mundane version might have.

			“Th-thank you,” he said, this time more genuine. “That is generous of you.”

			“It seems some of your patience remains after all,” she said. “That is well. And now, why you came here.”

			She glanced over his shoulder, and Grimsby followed her gaze to see Mayflower standing behind him, arms crossed, eyes wary. Despite the lack of firearm, Grimsby was glad for his steadying presence.

			“The name of the thief who stole my hagstone,” Mother Frost said, “is Janice.”

			There was a moment’s silence, and Grimsby felt the gears churning in his mind, but before he could speak, he heard Mayflower take a seething breath behind him.

			“That’s impossible,” he said. “Janice is dead. I made certain of it.”

			“Did you?” Mother Frost asked pleasantly. “Remind me not to hire you to kill anyone for me.”

			“I shot her in the head. I saw the medical records. I even found her ashes in the Department reliquary. She is dead.”

			“Then a dead woman stole my hagstone. Perhaps you were right,” she said with a raised brow to Grimsby. “Perhaps I do need a dog.”

			Grimsby glanced back to Mayflower, but his expression looked like he was staring at Medusa: shocked and petrified.

			He turned back to Mother Frost before he managed to speak. “There’s no chance she lied to you? Gave you a false name?”

			“There is no such thing as a false name, though some people carry more than one,” Mother Frost said. “She did not lie.”

			Grimsby found himself believing her, though he wasn’t certain why. In any case, if she was right, that meant Janice had somehow returned—but how? Moreover, what did it mean for their RUIN case?

			He turned to Mayflower, shifting Wudge’s body in his grip. “We need to go.”

			The Huntsman’s face remained disturbed, but he seemed to lash it down. He nodded, though his eyes were thunderous clouds. “All right.”

			Mother Frost waved a hand. “Your guide will be waiting for you.” She lowered her fingers to rest atop the Wardbox, their frostbitten tips tapping against its surface.

			Grimsby felt a moment’s concern for what might lie within, but he felt it subsumed beneath the myriad of other, more pressing concerns that welled within him.

			He made his way to the gates through which they had entered, the Huntsman’s stalking steps behind him, and Wudge’s bony form in his arm. The doors cracked open like parting glaciers, and on the rails beyond the frozen platform, Quasi waited with his railcar and armory of bizarre levers.

			They boarded and the hunched creature began pumping the car without a word. They ground slowly over the rails before gaining momentum and exiting the icy tree, sailing over Underton’s labyrinthine streets on suspended lines. This time, however, Grimsby was too worn to be in awe. He instead focused on getting what small amount of rest he could, ignoring the chill air and rattling cart.

			The car flew into the tunnel and the city vanished behind them. Before long, they came within sight of daylight, and Quasi let the vehicle coast to a stop.

			“Thanks, Quasi,” Grimsby said, stumbling down from the car to the rime-stricken brick floor.

			Quasi used one twisted claw of a hand to remove his pointed cap and reveal hair that was lustrous and black at the scalp before fading to white at its tips, matching his beard. He dipped his head. “Good luck, witch,” he said. Then he reversed the cart and slid off into the dark.

			They emerged into the sunlight, and Grimsby shivered as its rays bathed him in warmth. He had forgotten how numbing the ambient cold had been, and quickly new aches began to reveal themselves in his muscles, though their complaints were backlogged behind the rest of his idle pains.

			They came to the jeep, and Grimsby began to set Wudge down in the back seat but then saw the iron bars that encompassed it. Instead, he secured the creature in the passenger seat and let himself slide to the ground, his back leaned against the jeep’s wheel.

			Mayflower paced before him, seemingly intent on digging a furrow in the earth with only his stride. “She can’t be alive,” he said, half muttering to himself.

			Grimsby closed his eyes and was tempted to let the sound of rustling trees and the warm afternoon sunlight ease him to sleep. Instead, he cracked an eye open.

			“I don’t think Mother Frost was lying,” he said.

			“Then you tell me, how can a woman who was shot in the head, autopsied, and then cremated still be alive?”

			He shrugged. “Maybe she isn’t ‘alive’ at all. There’s record of some witches returning as spirits who can still manage magic they knew in life.”

			The Huntsman shook his head. “A spirit is usually bound to a place or object. They can’t wander about collecting reagents for rituals or stealing hagstones.”

			“Well, you said someone had controlled that guy to attack you, right? Enthralled him? Maybe he did it for her.”

			“Maybe,” he said doubtfully. “Something still doesn’t seem right about it.”

			“How so?”

			“The RUIN case didn’t feel like the exact same ritual as the one Janice was doing. It was just close. I thought maybe that was because whoever was behind it was copying her, but if it’s somehow really her, then why the change? I don’t think a spirit would have the wherewithal to manage that.” He growled, “No, this spell is different. I just don’t know how.”

			“Well, stealing someone’s Impetus to become a strygga is sort of a really specific spell. I hadn’t even heard of it until Mrs. Ox told me about it. I don’t think there’s a whole slew of ways you could twist it to do other things. So what ritual could be close but different?”

			“You’re the magic guy, witch. You tell me.”

			Grimsby closed his eyes again and tried to think, but his mind came up blank. “Right now, the only guy I am is the tired guy.”

			“Well, wake up, kid, because Finley said their last chance to cast this ritual is tonight. And that means so is our last chance to stop it.”

			Grimsby groaned but forced his eyes open. Mayflower was right. They still had work to do.

			He tried to focus his head, and though it felt like it was wrapped in cotton padding, he managed to get something like a thought together. “What it’s supposed to do doesn’t matter if we can stop it. But now at least we know why she had to wait so long to try the ritual again. For a ritual this powerful, she’d need the right ley lines to align, and that could take decades—even centuries. The only question that really matters is: where is it going to be cast?”

			Mayflower grunted. “Finley can run those simulations again, I wager.” He reached for his phone, but even as he pulled it from his pocket, it began to blare and buzz wildly. He grumbled a curse and flipped it open before pecking the appropriate button to take the call. “Yeah?”

			Finley’s voice was tinny, but the phone volume was loud enough that Grimsby could hear. “Les, where have you been? I’ve been calling for hours!”

			“Busy,” he said.

			“Of course you were.” She sighed. “Look. I got that redacted file you wanted—the original. Pulling it up now.”

			“Good. We also need to figure out the last place the ritual might be repeated.”

			“That may be tough,” she said. “The last time, it worked because the ley lines were so thin that there were only a couple places it could be. Tonight is an apex full moon, so there’ll be many more potential intersections.”

			“Well, then get a list of the likely ones,” he said. “We know who’s behind it now, and we need to stop her.”

			“Her who?”

			“Janice.”

			“Hang on a second—” Finley began to mumble like she was reading the file. “Les, are you sure this is the right case?”

			“I’m sure. Why?”

			“Well, according to all our files, Janice is, like, super dead. Like ‘most of her skull was gone’ dead.”

			“I’m aware,” he said. “Weird shit happens.”

			“It does at that. Wait a second—” A small noise came through that might have been a gasp. “Les, you saved a girl that day, right? The one who was going to be used for the ritual?”

			“Damn straight.”

			“And you didn’t bother to remember her name?”

			“Never learned it. Why?”

			“Because she was a witch. And grew up to be an Auditor.”

			“Spit it out, Finley!”

			“It was Rayne, Les. Elizabeth ‘Rayne’ Bathory—she was the intended victim.”

			Grimsby felt himself go rigid, suddenly ready to shatter like frozen glass under boiling water. He clambered to his feet, his heart hammering at his ribs.

			Rayne had been the victim of the original ritual? What were the odds? More importantly, did she even know? Was that why she had requested the assignment in the first place?

			Mayflower caught his gaze, and Grimsby could see the same questions in his face. “You’re certain?” he asked.

			“Yeah, there’s only four people of interest in the report: Samantha Mansgraf, Leslie Mayflower, Elizabeth Bathory, and Janice Defaux.”

			“What?” Grimsby said, then repeated himself, half shouting at the phone. “What was that last name?”

			“Defaux, Janice Defaux.”

			Defaux.

			The Auditor that Rayne had mentioned. Defaux. She was Janice. And that could only mean one thing:

			She intended to finish what she’d started twenty years ago, when she had first tried to sacrifice Rayne.

			“Grimsby?” Mayflower asked. “What is it?”

			“There’s no time to explain now. But you’re right—Janice is back, and she’s been with Rayne this whole time.” He again spoke at the phone. “Finley, where is Rayne now?”

			“One sec,” she said over the sound of clicking keys. “Department log says . . . she checked out not long ago. Personal business, apparently.”

			Grimsby felt himself shaking his head. “No, no, no! Mayflower, we have to find them. Fast.”

			“Guys,” Finley said, “the ritual will likely start at dusk. There’s barely two hours until then—and there’s a couple dozen potential locations.”

			Grimsby felt his throat go dry. Two hours to check everywhere. It would be impossible.

			Mayflower’s eyes were focused on the horizon as he spoke into the phone. “Fin, is one of those possible locations near Ashmont?”

			“Hang on.” More clicks. “Not that I can see; the ley lines aren’t quite aligned.”

			“What about below the surface? Like, say, at subway level?”

			“Potentially, but why— Oh.”

			He nodded. “That’s got to be it. That’s where the first ritual was attempted. That’s where she’ll try again.”

			Grimsby frantically tried to run the math in his head, but he was terrible with geography. “Can we make it?”

			“If we can get there fast and find a way down faster, then maybe.”

			“Let’s go.”

			Finley reported over the phone, “I’ve already got backup en route, but they’re not as close as you guys are. You can wait for them to show, but—”

			“But it might be too late,” Grimsby said.

			Her silence told him it was true.

			“Well then,” the Huntsman said, “let’s move. Thanks, Fin.”

			“Good luck, boys,” she said, and the line went dead.

			Grimsby and Mayflower climbed into the old jeep, Grimsby sitting in the back after buckling in Wudge the best he could.

			“Time to finish this,” Mayflower said, and he lurched the jeep over the abandoned rails and back onto the road.

			Grimsby only gulped and felt his stomach twist into knots. If they didn’t hurry, Rayne could be dead before they even arrived. Or perhaps worse than dead.
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			The wheels of Rayne’s Department-issued vehicle ground over the time-worn asphalt as she pulled into the parking garage. The setting sun bled red in her rearview camera, but it quickly faded away as she turned and drove down into the subterranean level.

			She studied the hands on her watch as they quivered and twitched, both pointing ahead. “It’s a good spell,” she remarked to Defaux, who sat beside her, unusually quiet. “Normally, tracking rituals just point in straight lines. But yours seems to know how to navigate.”

			“I told you I was good at rituals,” Defaux said.

			The hands of her watch trembled again, and she parked the car in the empty garage. “But why would Hives be down here of all places? Government Center isn’t exactly remote,” she said as she climbed out of the car. The sound of her shutting the door behind her echoed in the silence.

			“The Center wasn’t always here, love,” Defaux said. “They built over a place called Scollay Square, and some of its tunnels are still down here, buried beneath the city. Seems to me a wonderful place to go if you don’t want to be found.”

			Rayne frowned but didn’t argue. It made sense that Hives would be there instead of aboveground, but why be in Boston to begin with? If he had any sense left in his head, he should have crossed an ocean by now.

			She decided it was better not to question it. After all, it seemed to her benefit that he was still in the city at all. All she had to do now was find him and bring him in. She looked around for a moment, spinning while watching her wrist, and the twin hands pointed to a steel door that looked to lead to some kind of utility tunnel.

			They approached, and after a quick inspection she found the padlock that held it shut had been removed, leaving the door just slightly ajar. She opened it wide to find that it was pitch-black within. She summoned an inch of Impetus and snapped her fingers, whispering, “Spark.” Her spell ignited the tip of one finger with a single, bright pinpoint of light. With a casual flicker of her finger, she flung the spark down the length of the tunnel, where it floated like a leaf on a breeze before settling to the ground fifteen or so feet away, burning like a tiny flare.

			There, the tunnel looked only like more of the same: concrete walls, metal pipes, and stagnant water pooling on the floor.

			She glanced at her watch, and sure enough the hands directed her inside.

			She shuddered, feeling her stomach flip as the cramped walls seemed to threaten to press in on her.

			“Something wrong?” Defaux asked.

			“No, I just—I don’t like small spaces, that’s all.”

			“Claustrophobe, eh? Well, hopefully it won’t be long.”

			Rayne nodded, summoning another Spark and using it to light her way as she stooped into the old tunnel, crouching to avoid the ceiling.

			“I’m right behind you,” Defaux said. “Just keep moving.”

			Rayne listened to her advice, focusing on the ground in front of her as she tried to hurry through the tunnel. The walls seemed to be narrowing on either side of her, or perhaps it was just her imagination. Either way, her breath became more and more constricted with each step. It was like a child was putting one rubber band after another around her chest, just because it was curious about how many it would take to crush her.

			She forced herself forward, keeping her eyes on the ground, because she was afraid that if she stopped, she might not be able to move again.

			Finally, almost too quickly, the walls fell away on either side of her, and she found herself skidding to a halt just inches before she fell down onto the rails of an abandoned subway line.

			She let herself stand up straight and took a deep, bracing breath, and with it, all those invisible rubber bands snapped away one by one.

			“Well, that could have been worse,” she said, turning around to offer Defaux a nervous smile.

			But Defaux was gone.

			She felt her heart skitter and stall. “Defaux?” she called in a harsh whisper down the tunnel, but her light revealed nothing, and there was no reply. “Defaux!” she called again, this time feeling panic seep into her voice.

			The world was silent.

			She felt her skin go cold. Where had her partner gone? Had some spell or trap taken her? She had been there just moments before, within reach.

			Then the silence was broken by the crunch of gravel.

			Rayne whipped around to see a figure at the edge of her light, standing perhaps twenty feet from her on the rails.

			Her wide eyes glanced to her watch, and the hands had ceased their twitching motions, instead pointing directly at the figure. His silhouette was thinner than she remembered, but his broad frame was otherwise familiar.

			“W-Wilson?” she asked hesitantly. She didn’t know how he would receive her. Would he be relieved for her to have found him? Or would he retaliate against her?

			Instead, he simply turned and ran.

			“Wilson!” Rayne called after him. “Hives!”

			She hopped down from the utility tunnel’s alcove and hurried after him, her own feet crunching on the gravel in time with his, the sound echoing against the subway tunnel’s brick walls. Within moments, a soft light became visible ahead, and in its glow she saw the running shadow of Hives outpacing her before rounding a corner.

			She forced herself to run faster, and as she passed the light, she realized it was a small cluster of candles. As she turned the bend, there were more candles and much-brighter pools of similar illumination.

			Hives reached the end of the tunnel and hopped up on what looked to be a condemned boarding platform before leaving her sight.

			She reached the platform and ground to a halt, holding her desperate breath to listen. The platform was scattered with candles, some still burning, others pooled into puddles of cold wax on the dusty floor. But there was no sign of Hives.

			She climbed onto the platform and trod forward cautiously, her heart hammering, her breath shallow and quick. She let her Impetus begin to well within her, holding out her glowing finger before her, bracing her wrist with her other hand. A dozen spells lingered on her lips, ready to loose themselves if she willed it, but the platform was still.

			Then she saw a flicker of movement beyond an open doorway.

			“Hives!” she called. “Come out now. It’s all right. Let’s just talk!”

			The movement shuddered, a flickering shadow cast by pooling candlelight, then vanished.

			Rayne paused at the doorway, her chest feeling like it might burst. Should she go back and find Defaux? It was dangerous to be down here alone—who knew what Hives might do? Yet if she left now, he might escape again, and she might not be so lucky as to find him twice. If he knew he was being tracked, he might be able to find a way to break the spell.

			She shook her head and forced her shoulders square. No, she was going to finish this, here and now, alone or not.

			She stepped into the room, hand at the ready, and saw Hives standing before a ritual circle.

			One identical to that of her stolen RUIN case.

			“You?” she asked. “It was you?”

			She felt so adrift, so shocked. She wanted answers, but she also wanted to scream. She wanted to hit him, but she also wanted to see if he was all right.

			Before she could say or do anything, however, rough hands seized one of her arms, and fast hands took the other. “Let go!” she screamed as she struggled. Her Impetus raged, but before she could summon a spell, cold iron latched around her wrists, stifling her power. She looked on each side of her to see the two Unorthdoxes she had dispatched only hours ago—each now with a glowing rune on their cheek.

			They were thralls, magically enslaved.

			“Hives!” she demanded, growing desperate. “What is this? What have you done?”

			Hives turned, and she saw him in detail for the first time. His head had been shaved, though whatever razor had done so had left him with a dozen scabby cuts along his scalp. His eyes were ringed and dark, and a mask of old cloth covered his face. He peeled it away, revealing sunken cheeks and a hollow, distant expression. He looked sickly—a shadow of the Auditor she had known, and—

			And on his cheek was a dully glowing rune.

			He, too, had been enthralled.

			“I’m so sorry, love,” a familiar voice said.

			Rayne struggled enough to turn and see Defaux reveal herself from the shadows.

			“You?” Rayne asked. “You did this?” She hated how broken her own voice felt.

			Defaux offered her a sad smile and a shrug. “The answer is not as simple as the question. But I haven’t been entirely honest with you, I’m afraid.”

			“No shit,” Rayne spat, feeling her anger begin to eclipse her shock. “What the hell have you done to Hives?”

			“What have I done to him?” Defaux asked, almost musing. “Nothing I couldn’t do without your help.” She approached Hives and traced her fingers over the symbol on his cheek. “I did so miss having such loyal companions.”

			“What the hell is going on here, Defaux?”

			“Why, can’t you tell? Don’t you recognize this little tea party?” She gestured extravagantly at the ritual. “After all, we’ve had it before.” She sighed. “Well, I suppose you wouldn’t remember—I did make certain of that. No matter, I have work to do yet, love.”

			She approached slowly, calmly, her hands held out like Rayne was some skittish mare. “Please do just relax. It’ll make this so much easier on both of us.”

			“Stay the hell away from me!” Rayne screamed, pulling and struggling, but the troll and lamia held her tight. Without her magic, she was no match for either, let alone both of them, Hives, and Defaux.

			Defaux crouched to meet her eye to eye, and there was a terrible kindness in her expression. “Go to sleep now, little one. It’ll all be over soon.” She reached out with a gentle hand.

			Rayne thrashed and kicked, managing to drag her fingernails over the lamia’s arm and even draw blood, but they held her tight, as steady and rigid as mannequins.

			Defaux’s hand touched her cheek, and it was soft and cool amid the heat and fury of her struggle. She felt herself grow almost distant, unhinged from her own body, and then the world began to grow dark.

			Terribly, terribly dark.
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			Grimsby watched Mayflower from behind the rune-carved bars that separated the back and front of the jeep. His hands nervously clenched in the rough fabric of his pants as the Huntsman guided the jeep down the back streets far too slowly, carefully examining the structures on either side.

			“Fast would be better than slow,” Grimsby said, trying to keep the frantic impatience from leaking too much into his tone, though it was difficult. Rayne’s life was on the line, after all.

			“Quiet, boy,” Mayflower growled. “It’s been twenty years since I was down in old Scollay. I just got to remember where a way down is.”

			Wudge, who had finally begun to come back around to both consciousness and his usual gray-green color, cackled a soft song. “Down, down, never to be found.”

			Grimsby forced himself to look away and began scanning for any clue as well, though if it were anything less than a sign that read Evil Ritual This Way, he doubted he would notice. He could scarcely even breathe, his heart was racing so fast. It hadn’t eased since they discovered Janice was back and after Rayne.

			He should have paid more attention when Rayne spoke about Defaux. He should have asked more questions. If he had, he might have—

			Might have what?

			It wasn’t as though he would have recognized Janice Defaux even if he had seen her, and he certainly hadn’t known her role in Rayne’s past until it was too late. Besides, he wasn’t exactly in Rayne’s good graces at the moment, and she wouldn’t have tolerated him digging into her business after taking her case.

			Even so, he felt he should have done more. Something—anything! If he had, maybe Rayne would be safe, rather than in the clutches of a depraved ritualist. Yet there was no changing the past.

			Instead, he could only hope he wasn’t too late to prevent the grim darkness of the near future.

			“There,” Mayflower said, squealing the jeep to a halt so fast that Grimsby bucked forward and nearly cracked his glasses into the bars. The Huntsman pointed to a stairwell between two buildings that cut sharply into the earth.

			He opened the back door for Grimsby, as it had no handle on the inside, and they hurried out of the jeep and toward the stairs, leaving the stirring Wudge to stretch and yawn behind them. The stairs were little more than weathered slabs of concrete descending to a shadowed steel door. The retaining walls on either side of the steps were made from old, old brick, and the slab steps themselves had been around long enough that twin shallow depressions marred their rough surface smooth from decades of footsteps.

			“You sure this is the right place?” Grimsby asked. His voice was thready, but not from the fear of what might happen; he was growing used to that. Rather, it felt much more like dread, a fear of what might have already happened.

			“There’s a few entrances to the old tunnels scattered about the city,” Mayflower said as he grabbed the hefty padlock on the door and knelt, withdrawing some small tools from his pocket. “This one should get us close to where the first ritual was.”

			Grimsby bounced impatiently from foot to foot as the Huntsman dug into the lock with his tools. “Can’t you just shoot it?” he asked.

			“Down here, in close quarters, surrounded by brick and concrete?” he asked gruffly through a tool he held in his teeth. “You ever try fighting witches with bullet fragments in your leg?”

			“No.”

			“I wouldn’t recommend it,” he said. “Leaves you sore as hell the next day.”

			He gave the lock a final, triumphant twist, and his pick promptly snapped, lodging itself in the keyhole. “Goddamned piece of—”

			There was a soft pop from the other side of the door, and the padlock clicked open seemingly of its own accord before falling to the ground. The door swung open inward, and Grimsby felt his Impetus begin to rise in panic, until he saw Wudge standing on the other side of the door still looking half awake.

			Grimsby glanced behind them to the jeep, and then back to Wudge. “How did you—?”

			“Wudge can always get where he isn’t welcome,” the tiny creature said with a yawning grin.

			Mayflower grunted. “Damn. Little guy’s more useful than you are, Grimsby.”

			“Maybe if you go by density,” Grimsby muttered, before shoving past them both and into the darkened tunnel beyond. He was worried for a moment that he might not be able to find the way, but the cramped corridor was long and narrow and didn’t branch. It was lit only by solitary flickering bulbs dangling from long wires and hooks hammered into the mortar between bricks. Despite its disuse, apparently someone had been down here, at least within the life span of a lightbulb.

			He heard the others fall in line behind him, but as he tried to hurry forward, Mayflower’s hand fell gently on his shoulder. “Careful, now. Not too fast.”

			“There’s no time!” Grimsby snapped, but even as he tried to pull away, Mayflower tightened his grip.

			“You won’t do her any good if you get yourself killed for not being careful.” His tone was soft, but his words were iron. “We go only as fast as we can see, got it?”

			Grimsby seethed a breath but relented. It wouldn’t help Rayne if he ran face-first into a trap or ambush. He just hoped it wasn’t too late to help Rayne at all.

			The three of them moved forward, Grimsby cautiously, Mayflower carefully, and Wudge casually. If there had been some kind of fun theme song, and not an ominous silence, they could have passed for a meddling gang on a Saturday-morning cartoon.

			The tunnel was quiet save for the steady drip of water and the soft scuffs of their feet on the damp concrete. Cockroaches scurried from their path, and Grimsby heard the telltale scratches of rats skittering in rotted-out alcoves between bricks, their glimmering eyes flashing red from darkened crevasses before retreating.

			The tunnel was cool, but Grimsby could feel something else beneath the chill—the simmer of ley lines, like electricity over his skin. The energy prickled and crawled over him, making the thin hairs on his neck stand on end and the unblemished portions of his skin rise in gooseflesh. With every step, he could feel the power rising, quickly dwarfing the ley-line sensation he had felt back in the warehouse he and Mayflower had scouted out the evening before.

			Ahead, the tunnel ended in a door hanging open on rusted hinges. In the dimness beyond, Grimsby could make out the flickering of candlelight.

			“We’re close,” he whispered.

			“You sure?” Mayflower asked, his leathery grip tightening around his gun until it creaked.

			“I can feel it,” he said. He glanced to Wudge, who was chewing on his bottom lip with his sharp teeth. “Think you can sneak ahead?” he asked.

			Wudge grinned and nodded, then vanished without a word.

			Grimsby felt his hands begin to tremble, and suddenly his dread felt more distant compared to the whelming fear that rose cold in his belly. He bit back a sharp curse at himself, and he looked to Mayflower, shamefully hoping the Huntsman hadn’t noticed.

			He certainly must have, but his face was stern and focused. There was no trace of fear, no sign of doubt. Only competence and vigilance.

			Grimsby wished he commanded a fraction of the same.

			But he didn’t. He was terrified, he was nervous, and he was trembling. But there was one thing he was above all others; one thing that beat the rest of his battling emotions into rough submission.

			He was determined.

			Determined to help Rayne.

			Determined to be an Auditor in more than just name.

			Determined to make things right.

			He took a steeling breath, then nodded to Mayflower. The Huntsman nodded back, and they approached the hanging door, pressing into the shadows as they peered through the narrow gap.

			Three figures stood on the abandoned subway platform on the other side. Grimsby recognized two of them immediately: Lump and Echidna. Their trench coat guises were inactive, their collars down, revealing their true forms. How they had come to be here, he didn’t know, but he didn’t let himself linger over the possibilities. The third figure was a stranger, he thought, until he looked closer and saw the familiar, though now more gaunt, face of Hives. He hadn’t recognized him with his shaved head or emaciated features, but it was the very same.

			“What is he doing here?” Grimsby whispered. “What are any of them doing here?”

			“Look at the cheeks,” the Huntsman muttered gruffly.

			Grimsby did, and noticed for the first time the runes that glowed beneath their eyes. “What is that? Some kind of spell?”

			“They’ve been enthralled. Magically enslaved by a witch; in this case, Janice.”

			“So they’re not acting on their own? We can’t fight them! What if they get hurt? What if they get killed? They’re innocent.”

			“Look at them,” Mayflower said, his words harsh and biting. “Tell me which one of them is innocent? Tell me which one of them hasn’t tried to kill you?”

			Grimsby said nothing. The Huntsman was cold, but he was right. Each of the waiting thralls had nearly killed him at one time or another.

			Yet he was still alive, wasn’t he?

			Though whether that spoke more of their mercy or their competence, he was uncertain.

			“If we want to get to Janice,” Mayflower said, “we have to get through them. One way or another.” His tone was grim as his hand tightened around his gun.

			Grimsby shook his head, too fast and too hard, as though he might shed the pressing doubts that rose in him. “No, not happening! There’s got to be another way. Maybe we can snap them out of the spell? You wouldn’t happen to know how to break the enthrallment, would you?” Grimsby asked hopefully.

			“I don’t. Mansgraf could do it, said it had something to do with reminding them.”

			“Reminding them of what?”

			“Beats me. I usually settled for shooting the witch that enthralled them. That also does the trick.”

			Grimsby felt his mouth go dry. He wanted to save Rayne, but what would it cost?

			Even pressed into the shadows, Mayflower’s face darkened. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but there’s no choice.”

			“There’s always a choice! Always. Just—just give me a minute to think.”

			“We don’t have minutes! We might barely have seconds. If you want to save her, this is what we have to do.”

			Grimsby gulped, but his mouth was dry. Was Mayflower right? Was the only way through to use violence, and risk taking a probably mostly innocent life? It might have been the only way.

			But that still didn’t make it the right way.

			“We can’t. We can’t do that.”

			He looked over to Mayflower, expecting the Huntsman to be furious; instead the old man just sighed and shook his head. “I figured. You’re the most stubborn conscience I’ve ever had.” He scoffed, then raised a brow at Grimsby. “You know you’re going to get us killed one of these days if you keep this up?”

			“Let’s just hope it’s not today.”

			“Even if it is, at least it’ll spare me this headache.”

			Grimsby curled his lips in a grin. “Follow my lead.”

			Mayflower only nodded.

			Grimsby pushed open the door and stepped out onto the platform, arms splayed wide. “Ladies and gentle-trolls!” he called out. “Your entertainment has arrived.”

			The waiting thralls all turned to him in eerie unison. Their expressions were unchanging, but their bodies tensed in varying degrees of bulky, sinuous, and broad.

			Mayflower emerged from the tunnel behind and stood ready. “What are they doing?”

			“Got me. I sort of expected a mindless charge.” Then he looked past the three to see a closed door, beneath the seam of which he could see the flickering light of candles. The intangible power of ley lines radiated from the closed room. “They’re guarding the ritual chamber,” he realized.

			“So Janice is behind that door,” Mayflower said darkly.

			“And so is Rayne.”

			“You know, this would be a lot easier with the gloves off,” Mayflower said, gesturing with his revolver. “They aren’t even moving.”

			“Not happening.”

			Mayflower growled, “I don’t know why I even bring this thing anymore,” though he didn’t holster the weapon.

			Then Grimsby saw a flicker of movement behind Lump’s tree-stump-thick legs.

			Movement with many familiar teeth.

			“Distraction incoming,” Grimsby said quickly. “We disable the thralls, get through the door, and stop the ritual.”

			Before Mayflower could reply, Lump jerked his leg up in reflexive pain, seizing his knee. Dangling by the jaws from the troll’s ankle was Wudge.

			Lump didn’t roar or howl, but was disturbingly silent. He shook loose Wudge, who fell several of his own heights to the ground and scurried quickly from Lump’s descending stomp.

			Its power shook the floor and cracked the concrete, but Wudge was not beneath it.

			Meanwhile, Grimsby and Mayflower began running toward the door, and the other two thralls seemed spurred into action at their advance.

			Echidna’s serpentine coils carried her forward until she launched herself in a flying pounce, grasp splayed wide, the metal tip of her tail whipping toward Mayflower with uncanny speed. While the old Huntsman’s stride was slower, his reflexes were just as quick, and he slid under her like a baseball player stealing second. Yet, as he did, his free hand flew upward and seized the collar of her trench coat. The sudden anchor of the Huntsman’s grip and weight turned her neck into a fulcrum, and while the rest of her body kept flying forward, Mayflower used the leverage to crack her head into the ground.

			Grimsby tore his eyes away from the Huntsman as Hives bore down on him with a pounding sprint. His gaze was dull and vacant, the mark on his cheek glowing more brightly, but even so, some hint of expression seemed to slip through.

			Grimsby threw one hand forward, summoning his Impetus and shouting, “Torque!”

			He had expected the field of lights to appear and halt Hives’s advance, but instead a twisting cascade of blue emerged, and he realized that Hylde suspending the curse of the nail had also restored his magic to its original form.

			Unfortunately, the cascade hit Hives in the chest and barely offset his charge. By the time Grimsby realized what had happened, the former Auditor dove and struck him around the waist, tackling him to the ground. Though Hives had lost weight in his time missing, he still had Grimsby at roughly two-to-one odds on mass.

			Grimsby managed to get his arms up in a somewhat practiced motion as Hives rained down one hammering fist after another on him. He tried to summon more Impetus, but his concentration failed him, as each strike on the smoldering scars of his left arm showered down burning sparks like a blacksmith’s hammer on red-hot steel.

			He tried to buck Hives off, but he wasn’t strong enough, and when he tried to retaliate, it only left his face vulnerable. A blow struck through, and a knuckle knocked an oversize lens from his battered glasses.

			The world became skewed as the Elsewhere began to leak into the unmasked vision of his left eye. It was as though he was seeing double, but each double a twisted mirror of the other. In the real world, Hives was emaciated, bruised, and scratched, his expression nearly empty save for a glimmer of anger and the symbol burning on his cheek.

			In the Elsewhere, he was terrified. The symbol leaked fire that fell in a choking collar around his neck, a chain pulling tautly toward the knotted iron door behind him. His gaze wandered, frightened and lost, and he mouthed a single set of silent words again and again.

			Who am I?

			Grimsby was so shocked by the twin views that another blow struck through his weakening guard, and for a moment, Hives’s eyes ceased wandering and found Grimsby’s. A fist got past Grimsby’s hands, catching him painfully in the stomach. As it did, there was a flicker of recognition in Hives’s face, and the mark on his cheek wavered.

			Then, as if in punishment, the mark flared alight, and Hives’s vision glazed over in pain, returning to its mad wanderings.

			But, for an instant, Hives had been himself.

			And all it had taken was beating the crap out of Grimsby like he used to.

			Like he used to.

			Grimsby knew it was a crazy chance to take, but he took it all the same. Through a reluctant effort of will, he lowered his arms, and Hives began to beat and batter him completely unfettered.

			Strike after strike came down, until Grimsby felt the frames of his glasses twist and tasted blood in his mouth. He felt hot pain swell in the thin flesh between skin and skull, and his vision flickered more than once.

			But he was stubborn.

			Then the fists began to slow.

			Grimsby looked up to see Hives, his expression no longer vacant but furious, the rune on his cheek flickering like a failing lightbulb.

			Grimsby’s left eye was swollen nearly shut, but he cracked it open enough to see Elsewhere Hives clawing at his throat, the fiery collar there burning his hands as he struggled to pry it off.

			“Do it!” Grimsby croaked. “Do it!”

			Hives redoubled his efforts, his face growing red, his eyes bulging, but the collar seemed to do the same, the chain tether growing stronger and thicker.

			“Do it, Auditor!” Grimsby screamed.

			Hives’s eyes went round at the last word, and his mouth twisted in a furious snarl as he pried one final time.

			And the collar shattered.

			Hives’s body went slack and he fell to one side.

			Grimsby let his swelling left eye close, almost happy to have something to serve as a substitute for the missing lens of his glasses, and struggled to his elbows to check on Hives.

			The former Auditor’s vision was distant and dazed, but the mark on his cheek was gone.

			He was a thrall no longer.

			Grimsby climbed to his feet, wiping away at the dripping mixture of blood and drool that dribbled from his mouth, to see Mayflower wrestling with Echidna, and Wudge fleeing with a mad cackle from the lumbering Lump.

			Mayflower, who had managed to trap Echidna in a headlock but had in turn had his own body wrapped in her coils, caught Grimsby’s gaze. “Go!” he called hoarsely. “We got this!”

			Grimsby took a step toward them both, reluctant to leave his friends with their foes.

			Then he heard Rayne scream, long and wrenching. A scream of horror and agony.

			He took one last look at Mayflower and Wudge, then turned and rushed toward the door.
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			The door was heavy, forged from old and rusted steel, but as Grimsby touched its handle, he heard a quiet chorus of hushed voices, all whispering for a pressing moment, and the door swung open as though on its own.

			The room beyond was filled with silent and still machinery, each strange piece showing the wear and ruin of decades down in the dust and darkness. The warm, ebbing light came from hundreds of candles, some clustered in cloisters, while others were impaled on iron spokes or settled on other surfaces of the surrounding machines. Each spread a small pool of light that failed to reach the room’s edge or to banish the shadows.

			A space had been cleared at the room’s center, below the apex of the domed ceiling. A ritual circle was outlined in chalk paint, with some strange object at the intersect of four of the five points of the pentagram star. He recognized fulgurite, or crystallized lightning, a reagent for capturing something that should never be bound. There was an ouroboros ring, a snake that had died engulfing its own tail and been preserved. A length of etched silver chains, the same as those left at the RUIN days before. Last was what looked likely to be the meteorite that had never been beneath the light of a full moon.

			But that only made four. Where was the fifth?

			Before he could find it, his eyes found Rayne, lying in a huddled heap at the circle’s center. He’d never seen her like that, coiled and fetal, helpless. It made his stomach drop as instant, rabid worry overtook him. It was so unlike the Rayne he knew that for a moment he doubted if it was her—or if she was even alive.

			Was he too late?

			He rushed forward, kicking over a group of candles, sending wet wax and wicks flying. He skidded to kneel beside her, his hands trembling, afraid to reach out for what he might find. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he felt cold logic shouting at him, warning him about something, but his worry pushed it away.

			Her face was buried in her arms, her hair spread in an unbound mess, but he saw the soft rise and fall of her chest and some measure of relief filled him.

			“Rayne?” he said. “Rayne?” He reached out, placing his hands on the sleeve of her jacket, which was almost as worn as his own at this point, and shook her gently.

			She kicked with a start and bolted upright, her wild and frantic eyes finding his own. “Grimsby?” she asked, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Where did— How—?”

			He smiled, unable to contain himself as his worry vented away.

			She was alive. She was all right.

			He had saved her.

			Then, before he could speak, Rayne’s eyes widened in fearful realization. “Where is she?” she asked, looking around as though for a predator among the machines. “Where is Defaux?”

			Grimsby’s heart froze as that cold voice of logic finally got its desperate appeal through his thick skull: Janice is here somewhere.

			But where?

			He and Rayne both scrabbled to their feet and put their backs to each other at the circle’s center, looking around for their foe. The machines were so massed and alien that the witch could be hiding behind any one of them, waiting to strike. They needed to be ready; they needed to be prepared—

			He felt Rayne twitch oddly and lean away.

			“You see her?” he asked.

			There was no reply.

			“Rayne? Rayne?” He turned around, reluctantly leaving his side of the room unguarded.

			Rayne was staring at him, an odd smile on her face.

			“What is it?” he asked, heat creeping up his neck to fill his head nearly to bursting when it mixed with the adrenaline and fear cocktail he already had up there.

			Rayne drew herself close to him, and he didn’t, or perhaps couldn’t, dare to move. Her lips were parted and soft, her eyes half lidded.

			Despite it all, despite monsters, magic, ritual candles, and witches, he found himself frozen, save for a slow, almost inevitable lean toward her. Everything else in the world seemed to fall aside, forgotten.

			He felt her hands on his, gentle and warm.

			And then the cold shock of iron on his wrists snapped him from his hormonal stupor.

			He jerked away, but too late. A pair of shackles, engraved, held his hands, and Impetus, bound and powerless.

			“What in blue blazes is this?” he asked, flicking his gaze between Rayne and his cuffs. “Rayne?”

			Rayne only smiled, her expression foreign and strange. “Not at the moment, love,” she said, then she curtsied. “Janice Defaux. Pleased to see you again.”

		

	
		
			FORTY-EIGHT[image: ]

			Grimsby stared, his mouth agape, his mind spinning like a windmill in a hurricane.

			Rayne, or perhaps Janice, tilted her head at him and gave him a charming smile. “Empty attic, darling? I should have assumed as much. Though I suppose our situation is . . .” She trailed off as she glanced down at her own body. “Unusual.”

			Grimsby didn’t know what to say. It was Rayne speaking, but her every mannerism was wrong, like an inverted reflection. The way she spoke, the way she held herself, even her smile, they were all distinctly not-Rayne.

			They were all, apparently, Janice.

			“What did you do to her?” he demanded, trying to stand straight and sound formidable, despite his confusion and the magic-nullifying cuffs on his wrists. “Enchantment? Made her into some sort of walkie-talkie thrall?”

			Janice rolled her eyes and sighed. “I’m afraid it’s a bit more complicated than that, Grims-boy, but suffice to say that we’ve been . . . roommates for a long while.”

			“Roommates? You tried to kill her! You tried to bind her Impetus to yourself, and she was just a child!”

			Janice raised a brow and tilted her head. “ ‘Tried’ implies I failed, dear.”

			Grimsby froze, realizing what she meant. “But—but you did fail! Mayflower stopped you.”

			“No, he merely forced me to make an unfortunate change of plans. A strygga was still made that day—though it was not who I intended, certainly.” Janice held up Rayne’s hand and admired it. “But I must say, she’s grown up well.”

			“You mean—ever since your ritual?”

			“We have been bound to one another. Like two little peas in a pod.”

			“Like a parasite!”

			Her smile melted to a scowl as quick as a switchblade. “You have no idea what I’ve done for her, boy. Without me, little Elizabeth would be a very different person.” She paused, then chuckled to herself like she had just made a joke. “Even more so than she is now.”

			“So if you didn’t fail, why the rituals? You already have what you want!”

			Her eyes flashed with anger, so wide that her teal irises were totally exposed. “Wrong. I want control. And though little Elizabeth’s fraying discipline has let me . . . slip out of my shell once in a while, I rather like being awake. I’d like to stay that way, but that requires”—she glanced at the ritual circle—“lubrication.”

			Grimsby shuddered, then followed her gaze to the circle. It was then he remembered one of the five reagents was absent, a blank space where it should have been.

			“Looks like you’re going to come up short on your deadline,” he said, feeling some small sliver of triumph pierce his growing dread. “Without five components, there’s no way you can pull something that complex off.”

			Janice laughed, the pealing sound somehow both alluring and manic. “Bless your heart, Grimsby. You simply don’t get it, do you?”

			He hadn’t expected her smugness, and he felt his triumph dissolve like ice in an inferno. “Without a fifth reagent, your ritual will fail. Again. We’ll take Rayne back to the Department and they’ll tear you out of her.”

			“They’d have to tear her apart to do that. But I’m not missing the fifth reagent, dear.” She eyed him up and down in an uncomfortably predatory fashion. “I’m looking at it.”

			Grimsby felt his heart freeze in his chest as though it had adhered to his ribs mid-beat.

			“Why do you think I let you come so far? Why do you think I let you attend this little party at all?” She leaned in close, her hands gripped sweetly at the small of her back, her voice a hushed whisper. “You’re the secret ingredient.”

			Grimsby realized the depth of his arrogance too late. He needed to run. He needed to get far away. Not for himself, but to thwart whatever plan Janice had in mind—but even as he tried to turn away, he felt heat flare from Rayne’s body as Janice’s Impetus rose.

			“Wait,” she said, the spell sounding like it was whispered through pillows. There was no force that struck him or held him, but rather his body suddenly didn’t see much point in obeying him, when it could instead listen to her.

			He tried to force himself to move, but his legs, his arms, even his chest had all gone numb and fuzzy, like he had been stuffed with television static. He couldn’t move.

			“Good boy,” Janice said, her tone making his skin crawl and quiver in the same breath. “Now, take your place.”

			His body moved on its own, though he strained every nerve to try to fight back. His movement was twitching and reluctant, but it was also inevitable, as Janice’s spell drew him toward the vacant reagent space.

			“Don’t—do this,” he said, his voice straining, but his own.

			“Shhh.” She traced the back of her hand on his cheek. “I won’t kill you; it’d be such a waste. In fact, I’ll tell you a secret.”

			She came close enough that he could sense the heat from Rayne’s skin and smell her perfume. When she spoke, he felt her breath on his ear. “You remember that day, don’t you? The sunlight—the piano? The kiss?” She watched his expression and smiled. “I thought so. That wasn’t her. That was me.”

			Grimsby said nothing, though he felt like he had been dipped in wax and frozen solid.

			“Haven’t you ever wondered why you two never spoke about it again? Why it always seemed like a dream? Because to her, it was. But to me”—she drew back and met his eyes, and he couldn’t help but stare into hers—“to me, it was real.”

			The numbness inflicted by her spell wasn’t enough to suppress the wave of nausea that came over him. Was she telling him the truth? Why would she lie about that? Why would she tell him at all?

			And why did it make him feel so disgusted?

			If Janice noticed his broken levy of emotion, she showed none of her own save for a smile. “I’ll be more to you than she ever could be.” She chuckled and her hand found his throat and trailed down to his chest to linger for a moment. “I’ll be your everything. When we’ve finished here, you and I can find somewhere private to discuss our future.” She winked, and it drew a shiver from him. “I have big plans for us.”

			Grimsby was almost more sickened than afraid, but only almost. What she meant, he couldn’t be certain. Whether she aimed to make him like the thralls outside, mindless and obedient, or her ambitions were something else, he couldn’t let it distract him.

			He needed to fight back, or at least to get away. He needed to find some way to stop this all from happening.

			But he couldn’t move. He felt like his body would stop breathing if she commanded it.

			He was powerless.

			Janice only smiled, as if watching all the desperate thoughts play over his face. She withdrew and stepped into the circle’s center, shedding Rayne’s shredded coat and casting it aside. She raised her arms, and Grimsby felt the electric power of the ley lines rise with her movement, like an orchestra matching a conductor. In the palm of her hand, he saw a small stone with a smooth hole worn through its center, though he couldn’t see her palm on the other side.

			“Wait!” he said, straining to speak, to keep his mind from collapsing in panic.

			Janice sighed dramatically and glanced over to him expectantly.

			“What will happen—to Rayne?”

			“You might think me a monster, but I wish her no harm. I could destroy her utterly.” Her voice was fiery, but she reined in her tone, and perhaps her temper. “Instead, I’ll simply put her in the back seat of our little arrangement. Permanently. My own little Pandora’s box, just like she was supposed to be the first time.”

			Grimsby wanted to say something, anything, but Janice turned away and returned to concentration. She raised the stone, and darkness began to well forth from the hole in its center like a black mist. The room immediately felt like it was full of invisible wire, wrapping around and binding every object, mummifying it to the smallest scale. Grimsby could scarcely draw breath, and before he managed to find his voice, the candlelight flickered and died, choked from life by the spreading shroud.

			Though the gaseous cloud was dark, it didn’t quench the light from the room altogether. Instead, it warped it. The shadowed room of old machinery began to fall away, melting to reveal twisted brick walls and archways of black marble. The machines were replaced by monstrous sculptures of wrought iron, frozen in distorted agony. For a moment, Grimsby didn’t realize what was happening.

			Then he looked up to see a round hole in the domed ceiling above, along with the familiar red sky and black sun of the Elsewhere.

			Janice and her hagstone hadn’t taken them to the Elsewhere.

			They had brought the Elsewhere to the waking world.

			Grimsby hadn’t even known it was possible—or what it might mean if one of the Elsewhere’s abominations found them, though Janice looked unconcerned. Her face, Rayne’s face, was taut with concentration, her arms moving like she was weaving the air into a complex knot.

			Finally, she lowered her hands, the stone smoldering and belching mist from her palm. She looked around, her eyes sparkling and oddly childlike.

			“Beautiful,” she said.

			Grimsby knew he had to do something—say something—before Janice could finish her ritual. Yet he could do nothing. He had nothing, save for his voice.

			No magic.

			No weapon.

			No hope.

			Worst of all, there was some small but insistent part of his mind that kept uttering the same, horrid question.

			Is this really so bad?

			For how long had he felt his heart skip when he saw Rayne’s face? For how long had his ears burned when he heard her name? For how long had he felt empty after every time they spoke, all hope deflated from him?

			He hated the voice even as it said it, but still he wondered if perhaps Janice was offering him something he never thought he’d have: a chance with Rayne.

			His stomach curled in on itself like a dying spider, even as he spoke. “Rayne, she—she never really cared for me, did she?” he asked quietly.

			Janice stilled, almost as though she had been waiting for him to speak. She turned from the pocket chamber of Elsewhere she had conjured and offered him a sad, sympathetic smile. “Not in that way, darling. You’re simply . . . not her type.”

			Grimsby nodded, though he found his head hanging in defeat by the end. Janice made a small, satisfied sound and waved her hand. He felt the numbness of her spell edge away, and he saw her approach in the corner of his eye.

			“She doesn’t see you like I do,” Janice said, her hand softly gripping his left arm. “She doesn’t know the man you could become—with my help.”

			Grimsby didn’t know what to say. He suddenly felt so tired, so worn.

			“You think you’re weak. You think you’re loathsome and wretched.” Her fingers traced the scars on his arm. Where her fingertips trailed, they left a wake of dimly glowing flesh, like painless, hot iron beneath his skin. “You have no idea what you’re capable of. I could show you . . . so much.”

			He wasn’t sure what she meant, but he felt her drawing closer.

			But he needed her closer still.

			“You said—” He cleared his throat, turning to look her deep in Rayne’s eyes. “You said that kiss, our kiss, it was you and not her?”

			Janice nodded, her eyes pouring into his.

			“Prove it,” he whispered.

			A soft smile curled her lips, and she drew close, until the skin of her cheek was nearly brushing his own. He smelled the scent of honey and cloves and felt his own lips part. She was mere atoms away, but she didn’t make the final move, close the final gap.

			She lingered, pressed against him, waiting. Whatever spell held him transfixed wavered—just enough to allow the smallest movement.

			He hadn’t even realized what he was doing until his lips met hers.

			Soft. Sweet.

			And wrong.

			He pulled back, pressing her away, and looked at the ground.

			She took a seething breath. “Do you really want her back? Hardly even noticing you exist?” she asked, standing and taking a step away. “Do you really want things back to the way they were before? Meaningless and menial? If you do, then, by all means, fight back.”

			She opened her arms as if in an invitation to strike at her.

			“It would do no good, of course. You’re powerless. But even so, I’ll take it as a sign you’ve no interest in what I can offer you.”

			Grimsby stared down at his shackles through his lone open eye. He couldn’t bring himself to look up.

			“But, if you’re tired, tired of being ignored, tired of being weak, you can simply do nothing, and I’ll show you a world you could never imagine.” Her hand pressed a few fallen strands of hair from his face. “You’ll never be powerless again. All you must do”—he felt her lean down to his ear and whisper—“is say nothing.”

			Grimsby said nothing.

			He heard her lips slide over her teeth in a smile. “Clever boy.”

			She returned to the circle’s center, and at her gesture, the chalk lines shone with sudden, fiery heat.

			
				Shattered, broken, piece by piece,

				Two of mind with one released,

				Twist the master and the slave,

				So of the two, might one be saved.

			

			The fulgurite glowed to fluorescence before crumbling to ash that simmered in a low haze like smoke. The silver chains slithered along the floor to wrap around Rayne’s forearms and neck. The hagstone bellowed forth more mist, and the chamber wavered before becoming solid once more. The ouroboros ring twitched and shivered before unwinding, the snake hissing before withering to nothing. The meteorite seemed to be chiseled away before his eyes, transforming from a formless rock to a figurine that resembled Rayne. Then this, too, crumbled away.

			And finally, Janice took Grimsby’s hand, withdrawing a blade and dragging it across his palm.

			He felt cold, but no pain, and saw no blood. Instead, warm light leaked from the open gash like an eye of fire. He felt himself go numb once more, though this time it was from exhaustion, and fell to his knees.

			Janice let him fall, somehow holding his stolen light in the palm of her hand.

			
				Twist the master and the slave,

				So of the two, might one be saved.

			

			Janice looked triumphant, but a strange pallor began to show in her skin. She frowned in confusion and redoubled her concentration, arms tensing as she tried to control the magic like a motorcyclist whose handlebars were wavering.

			“Something’s wrong,” she said, her own voice horrified. She looked over to him, eyes aflame. “What did you do?” she shrieked. “What did you do?!”

			Grimsby only turned out his pockets, revealing them to be empty.

			The nail was gone.

			But no quip reached his lips. No triumph filled his shoulders.

			“The only thing I could do,” he whispered, not to Janice but to Rayne, who he hoped against hope could hear him. “I’m sorry.”

			Janice screamed as the light glared to brilliance. The chamber shook and groaned. Grimsby was forced to bury his head in his arms against the light and noise.

			Then, like the skin of a drum tearing, the magic went hollow and silent.
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			Grimsby found himself lying on his side, the sound of thunder ringing in his ears.

			The room was almost pitch-dark, save for a tithe of candles that had survived the ritual and remained lit. He winced as he sat up and found the gash in his palm seeping with blood. He pressed the wound against his stomach to staunch the bleeding, then the fog cleared enough from his head for him to remember.

			He whipped around to see Rayne beside him—if it was Rayne at all.

			He scrambled over to her and shook her with his cuffed hands. “Rayne? Rayne!” The words were more a silent prayer than anything else. “Please be Rayne.”

			Her eyes cracked open, and she groaned. “Grimsby?”

			“Is—is it you?” he asked.

			“What?” she demanded, struggling to sit up. “Is who me?”

			There was no sinuous posturing, no seductive gaze. It wasn’t Janice.

			It was Rayne.

			“Odd’s Bodkin.” He breathed out the relieved curse, his attempted hug becoming something closer to collapsing against her between his exhaustion and bound hands.

			There was a quiet moment of awkwardness until he remembered himself and recoiled. “I—sorry. I didn’t mean . . .”

			There was a sound of fists beating against the sole door to the room, and a muffled shouting from what sounded like Mayflower.

			Rayne waved Grimsby away. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Where—” She bolted up abruptly. “Where is Defaux?”

			Then she paused, looking down to one hand, where an iron nail dangled from her finger as though it were magnetized.

			“What is this?” she asked, trying to shake the nail away. “What the hell happened?”

			Grimsby couldn’t bring himself to look up at her. “Rayne, I— It was the only way.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“The ritual. She was going to bind your will to hers, permanently. But with the nail, it was inverted—but I think it’s still permanent—”

			He was interrupted as Rayne turned and her eyes looked over his shoulder and widened. “You! You bitch!” Her Impetus rose as she raised her hand, gesturing to a clustered pile of scrap metal beneath extinguished candles. “Sling!”

			She flung her hand as though to direct the broken metal at whatever she saw, but there was only a loud boom as the nail made her spell backfire, seeming to detonate inside the pile and send bits of metal scattering.

			She shook off her confusion, focusing only on glaring at an empty corner of the room.

			“Rayne!” Grimsby said, struggling to his feet and trying to hold her back. “Rayne, stop! She’s not there, she’s not—”

			She shoved him away, and he was too battered and worn to resist. He fell, unable to catch himself with his hands still bound. The coarse floor ground dirt and dust into his wounded palm.

			Rayne screamed and charged, her eyes furious. She dove at nothing and careened into the ground, scrambling in confusion.

			“Rayne!” Grimsby called, climbing to his feet and gripping her arm with bloodied hands. “She’s not there! She’s just—”

			She looked at him, her eyes wide and horrified. “Just what?”

			“In your head,” he said, his voice cracking.

			“No. No, no, no, no,” Rayne repeated, her voice more strained and frantic with each utterance. She shrieked and shoved him away, sending him back to the floor, and stalked toward the twisted piles of abandoned machinery. “Get out here, bitch!”

			Grimsby tried to get to his feet, but before he could, there was a roar of gunfire, and the metal door flew open.

			Mayflower ran to his side, gun ready. “Where is she?” he demanded. “Where is Janice?”

			Grimsby looked from him to Rayne and back again, not knowing what to say.

			There was more noise from the platform beyond the door, the sound of approaching shouting and boots. The Department had finally arrived.

			Rayne screamed again, flinging her hand and shouting, “Sling!” at a corner of the room. Another detonation.

			Another empty corner.

			Grimsby struggled up and limped over to her. “Rayne. Rayne. Calm down, everything’s fine.” He tried to be soothing, but he felt like he did little more than smear his own blood on her arm.

			She tore her gaze from the corner and looked back to him, her eyes wide and hurt.

			“What did you do to me?”

			He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

			Suddenly, the room flooded with Agents and Auditors, and he felt himself being pulled away. Even as he watched, he saw someone putting cuffs around Rayne’s wrists.

			Then she was dragged from his sight.

			He felt his own voice rise in protest, but before he could try to follow Rayne, Mayflower’s rough hand gripped his arm and held him fast.

			“She’ll be fine,” he said, his tone hushed and placating. “You saved her.”

			Grimsby struggled for a moment, then shuddered. His legs might have given way altogether if not for Mayflower’s hold on his arm.

			“I didn’t save her,” he said, his voice cracking. “I damned her.”

			Mayflower said nothing for a long moment before he finally asked, “What happened?”

			Grimsby tried his best to recount the ritual, and Janice. He kept his voice low, not only because he was tired, or because of the Department personnel that milled about, cordoning off the area, but because he was afraid that if he spoke too loudly his shaking voice might break altogether. More than once, an Agent approached him, either to question or even to arrest him, and each time a single glare from Mayflower warded them off.

			When Grimsby finished, he felt like collapsing to the floor. Instead, Mayflower led him to a relatively flat section of old machinery and sat him down. He withdrew the lockpicks from his pocket and began to fiddle with the cuffs around Grimsby’s wrists.

			“So you think she’s stuck with Janice now?” Mayflower asked.

			Grimsby nodded. “It was the only thing I could think to do. I couldn’t stop the ritual, and I couldn’t let her just—” He trailed off, not knowing what else to say.

			“So the ritual meant to trap Rayne instead trapped Janice?” Mayflower said, twisting a pick to unlatch the cuffs. “How’s that different from what was happening before?”

			Grimsby rubbed circulation back into his wrists, wincing at the cut on his palm. “Before, I think Rayne was in the driver’s seat, and Janice was sort of in the passenger seat. She must have been able to take the wheel when Rayne’s control was weak. But now—now I think Janice is in the back seat, but Rayne knows she’s there.” He shook his head. Even with the cuffs off, he still felt powerless.

			“So why don’t we just pull Janice out of the car?”

			“Maybe we could have before the ritual—now, I don’t know. If this was as permanent as Janice suggested, I don’t think there’s any way to get her out without hurting or killing Rayne.” He felt like his chest was collapsing in on itself.

			“So the only thing keeping Janice from totally taking control is that nail?”

			Grimsby nodded, his tone growing flat as he focused on working over the theory in his head. It was better than thinking about anything else at the moment. “I think so. The nail messed with all my magic—even the enchantments and stuff I had at home that I cast before I was cursed. It actively inverts the magic of whoever’s cursed—and a ritual is just magic with extra steps. Without that nail . . .” He trailed off, feeling like his stomach was a lake of molten salt.

			“Janice is back in the driver’s seat.”

			Grimsby leaned forward, holding his head in his hands. “Maybe if I had been able to stop her—”

			“You did all you could,” Mayflower said, cutting him off. “And it was a damn sight more than anyone else did. Nobody can ask for more.”

			Grimsby felt a bitter taste on his tongue. “Then let me ask,” he said quietly, “did you ever fail, even after doing your best?”

			For a moment, he thought Mayflower wouldn’t reply, then he finally said, “Yes.”

			“And did knowing you did all you could have done—knowing you hadn’t been powerful enough, did that ever help you forgive yourself?”

			This time, the Huntsman truly did say nothing.

			It wasn’t long until they were ushered away from the scene, and after some laconic arguing, Mayflower convinced the chief Agent to let him and Grimsby return to the Department in the old jeep.
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			Mayflower watched as Grimsby stood at the pane of plexiglass that looked into the white cell. Gaining access to the more secure levels of the Asylum hadn’t been easy, but he had made it happen for the kid’s sake. Inside the cell, Bathory was seated on her pallet bed, arms around her knees, leaning against the wall and staring into the corner. She’d been dressed in a bright orange jumpsuit and shackled with magic-suppressing manacles. In her clenched hands she held the nail Grimsby had managed to plant on her, the sharpened end of which had been secured with a white rubber guard by the Asylum’s staff.

			“Please say something,” Grimsby said, his voice almost too far for Mayflower to hear.

			There was no reply.

			Mayflower felt like shrapnel was twisting in his guts as he turned away. It had been two days since the ritual, and Grimsby had spent hardly a few hours of it anywhere else besides outside Bathory’s cell.

			He caught sight of Grieves approaching, his suit perfectly pressed, his cheeks clean-shaven. Mayflower clenched his jaw, making his three-day growth of beard grate on his cheeks. He stalked toward the director, hands clenched at his sides.

			“Where the hell have you been?” he demanded, keeping his voice low so as not to disturb Grimsby, but his tone was still sharp.

			Grieves raised a brow at him. “Directing,” he said. “You think this ordeal ends with the culprit apprehended? There’s a mile of red tape you ignored and ordinances you broke, and I’ve only barely managed to keep you and Grimsby from being suspended.”

			“Suspended?” he growled. “You think I give a damn about that?”

			“You might not, but I think someone else would.” He cast a glance to Grimsby in the observation room.

			Mayflower felt some of his anger wither. “Fine, fine. Shuffle your damn papers.”

			They stood in silence for a time before Grieves asked, “Has she said anything?”

			“I think you know she hasn’t.”

			He nodded. “I’d just hoped my reports were misinformed. She’s a good Auditor. She’s . . .” He paused as though trying to translate into a language he wasn’t fluent in. “She’s a good kid.”

			Mayflower raised a brow at Grieves, though the director’s face didn’t shift. “I know what you mean. You think Grimsby’s right? Think she’s stuck with her dark passenger?”

			Grieves shook his head. “Short answer is we don’t know. Stryggas aren’t common, and her case is unprecedented. But, if I had to guess . . .” He trailed off.

			“Looks grim, then.”

			“It usually does. I wish we had a solution, but until we do, she’s stuck in here.”

			Mayflower eyed the long hall of other cells and adjacent observation rooms. “Do I even want to know what else you have in this place?”

			“If you did, I’d have to kill you,” Grieves said, and the slightest grin marred his placid features.

			“You’re a real son of a bitch, Grieves.”

			“So you keep reminding me.”

			“What about the others you arrested? The troll and the lamia? Hives?”

			“As far as the Unorthodox, after discovering they were enthralled, we could hardly press charges, and certainly can’t go public. They were returned to Underton this morning, and amends made with Mother Frost.”

			Mayflower grunted.

			“As for Hives . . .” Grieves gestured to a different cell. “He hasn’t regained consciousness yet, but we’re all quite keen to know how he went from Peters’s possession to Miss Defaux’s.”

			“I am, too,” Mayflower said. “There’s something else going on.”

			“Always is,” he said quietly. Then, after a moment: “Are you still considering making this your last run? This case seems finally finished.”

			Mayflower bit his lip a moment, then shook his head, his eyes never leaving Grimsby, who still stared through the glass. “No. I don’t think I’m done quite yet.”

			Grieves followed his gaze and nodded. “I figured as much. There’s still a lot to teach him.”

			“Not as much as I’d like,” the Huntsman said. “The kid already knows how to make the hard choices. I didn’t have to teach him that.”

			“So what’s left?”

			“Figuring out how to live with yourself afterward.”

			Grieves scoffed, but it was more sympathy than dismissal. “You really think you’re the best one to teach him that little trick?”

			“No,” Mayflower said, turning away and shouldering past Grieves, “but I’m the only one here.”

			And I’m not going anywhere.
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			Grimsby sat on the couch, slumped so low that his spine might have sunk into the cushions if they weren’t worn to thin, comfortless pads. He stared at the television, which displayed a grainy black-and-white Western, though he might as well have been staring through it to the wall behind for all the attention he was paying to the picture. The sun shone through the threadbare curtains, and the room was warm, but he pulled his tattered bathrobe tighter around him all the same.

			His apartment was quiet.

			When he had told Wudge about the nail, and that he wouldn’t be getting it anytime soon, his friend had vanished without a word. Grimsby wasn’t sure whether or not he would come back.

			He wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. He and Wudge had worked hard to get that nail, and though he’d managed to somewhat save Rayne with it, that wouldn’t help Wudge in his quest to find his precious door.

			He could only hope Wudge would forgive him.

			Though Rayne certainly hadn’t.

			It had been days since he had last visited her, but she hadn’t spoken to him since her incarceration, and his access to the Asylum was limited. No one would tell him how long she would have to remain, but their tone told him it would be indefinite. Even with Janice’s consciousness imprisoned rather than in control, Rayne was still a liability at best, and a time bomb at worst.

			And it was his fault.

			Had he been smarter, or more powerful, maybe he would have found some way to stop Janice’s ritual altogether, not just turn it into a lesser evil. Maybe Rayne would be free right now.

			But he wasn’t.

			And she wasn’t.

			And there was nothing he could do to fix it.

			A knock sounded at the door. From its tactical rapping, he knew who it was.

			“It’s unlocked,” he called, not bothering to sit up from his slump.

			The door rattled open, and Mayflower stepped inside, dressed in his dated suit. It was still a bit singed from the warehouse explosion days before, though it had cleaned up better than Grimsby’s own, which had been shredded to tatters, good for nothing other than to be thrown away.

			The Huntsman approached, and Grimsby prepared for scornful words. After all, he had taken an unannounced vacation from his responsibilities at the Department, and Grimsby had chewed out Mayflower for doing the same.

			Instead, Mayflower only stood beside the couch and studied the television.

			“When was the last time you showered?” he finally asked.

			Grimsby frowned, then sniffed the collar of his robe. “Dunno.”

			“That’s probably a good sign that it’s overdue.”

			“Probably,” he said, though he did not move.

			The Huntsman scoffed, then stepped around the couch and sat on the opposite side.

			“You get your new suit yet?” Mayflower asked, his eyes on the television.

			Grimsby grunted an affirmative, then tilted his head toward a box in the doorless closet. He had put it below the shelf that held that strange teapot and the box he’d taken from the Lounge months ago. Both were things he didn’t want to think about, and the suit seemed right at home among them.

			“So, you ready to come back to work?”

			This time, his grunt was much less certain.

			The Huntsman took a breath. “You know, kid, you can’t just quit when you take a hit.”

			Grimsby felt heat curl up along his neck. “I’m not quitting because I got hit. I can take hits.”

			Mayflower snorted. “I know you can. But that’s not what I meant. You did what you could. It wasn’t enough. That hurts. Hurts more than getting punched in the gut or having your chest clawed up. It hurts deep.”

			“Hurts?” He choked down a bitter sound. “I ruined Rayne’s life. I may as well have killed her.”

			“Is she dead?” Mayflower asked.

			“What?”

			“Is she dead?” he repeated.

			“Well, no. But—”

			“If she’s not dead, then there’s still a chance. There’s still hope. You didn’t take that from her, boy. You gave it to her. And maybe you wanted to give her more and couldn’t, but something is a helluva lot more than nothing.”

			“Doesn’t feel that way.”

			“Trust me,” he said, his voice growing distant, “it’s much more than nothing.”

			“That’s a cold comfort.”

			“It’s a cold world,” Mayflower said. “Why do you think we wear the jacket?”

			“So I’m supposed to what? Be happy that I failed?”

			“Of course not. You’re supposed to do better. And you will. But only if you get up off your ass.”

			Grimsby said nothing. He knew the old Huntsman was likely all too familiar with what he was feeling, but even so, the demand seemed like an insurmountable task.

			“It was my first real case,” he said quietly, “and I didn’t just fail. I hurt someone I cared about. How am I supposed to just . . . try again? Take another swing, just like that? What if I fail again? What if I actually get somebody killed this time, instead of just getting them imprisoned for life?”

			“Look, kid,” the Huntsman said, “it’s not like the people who need your help won’t need it if you quit the job. They’ll need someone all the same. The only difference is that if you don’t put yourself out there, then maybe nobody helps them at all. You want to help people, don’t you?”

			He didn’t trust himself to speak, so he only nodded.

			“Then get up off this damn couch and get dressed. We have work to do.”

			“I don’t think I can. I can’t mess up again.”

			Mayflower laughed. It was short, and a little bitter, but it was a laugh all the same. “Yes, you can.”

			“Get up, or mess up?”

			“Both. But whatever you screw up, you’ll figure out some way to fix it.”

			“How? How can I possibly fix this?”

			“I don’t know. But I’ll be damned if you don’t find ways to fix broken things.” He actually managed a small smile, though Grimsby couldn’t fathom why. “I was wrong about you, you know.”

			“What? Wrong about me how?”

			“You’re not going to end up like me. I don’t think there’s a damned thing God or anyone else could throw at you to make you screw up that bad.”

			“I’m not sure I get what you mean.”

			“I mean, at the end of the day, you’re a good man, Grimsby. The only way you’re going to do something truly wrong is to stop being yourself. But as long as you’re doing what you think is right, you’ll be fine.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			The Huntsman donned a genuine smile. “I’m sure. Goode is alive because of you. Rayne is alive because of you. I’m . . .” He trailed off, staring through the television. “I’m sure you’ve got a lot more good you can do, but you can’t do it in your pajamas.”

			“Evening robe,” Grimsby corrected, feeling a small grin on his lips.

			“Don’t start,” Mayflower growled. “Now, take a shower and get dressed. Grieves is assigning cases today.”

			“Be faster if I just get dressed.”

			“You’re not riding in my jeep smelling like that.”

			“What, you afraid I’ll rub out the smell of cigarettes and old leather?”

			“Yep. I’ll be outside.” He stood, paused for a brief moment as though he might say something else, then shook the thought away and departed.

			Grimsby took a breath.

			“Try again,” he muttered. He shook his head and peeled himself off the couch, feeling his muscles groan in a mixture of annoyance for having moved and discontent for their recent mistreatment.

			He showered, making it fast as the tub still lacked a drain thanks to Wudge’s last prank.

			He went to the cardboard box that contained his new suit. Despite his requests otherwise, it was the same size as his previous—too large. He shook his head. “Guess I’m not doing anything else anyway.”

			He began to get dressed, and with each innocuous piece of cloth, he felt like something real again.

			He almost felt like an Auditor.

			Almost.

			Fifteen minutes later, he was dressed and climbing into the old jeep’s passenger seat. Mayflower was studying the graffitied walls from behind the wheel.

			“You good?” he asked as Grimsby settled in.

			“Not yet.”

			Mayflower arched a brow.

			“There’s something I need to make sure of first.”

			The Huntsman nodded. “Where to?”
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			I do not believe this is necessary, Auditor Grimsby,” Mrs. Ox said, glancing over at the bark-stripped trunk of the pine tree. “You already passed your second assessment.”

			Grimsby shook his head and stretched his fingers, the joints of his scarred hand popping. “It’s necessary.”

			She looked over at Mayflower, who leaned against an intact tree a few feet away.

			The Huntsman only shrugged.

			“Very well,” she said, readying her clipboard. She held a hand up to the raven familiar on her shoulder, which produced a pencil from its hollow torso and passed it to her. “Begin.”

			Grimsby walked forward and stood before the pine. The ground around him was still littered with broken branches and scattered needles from his failed attempts during his first assessment. He took a deep breath and placed his palm on the sun-warmed wood, feeling the weeping sap and rough grain under his palm.

			“Sorry, buddy,” he said quietly.

			He began his work slowly, calmly. Placing a single rune on the tree’s trunk and matching it with another on the hard stone at the bottom of the crater he’d made of Rayne’s stump. He let the magic come naturally, and his mind wandered as his Impetus waned.

			He had failed his friends—he had fallen short.

			But he would make things right.

			He poured more of his Impetus into the spell, feeling his skin grow cold.

			There was so much to do, and he didn’t know where to start.

			But he knew how it would end.

			He would find a way to help Rayne.

			He would find a way to help Wudge.

			He’d make things right.

			His breath fogged on his lips, and yet he felt new heat within him, burning not from his core, his Impetus, but from his scars. This time, the marred flesh didn’t drain away his Impetus into useless sparks and fire. Instead, it became a source of warmth—something like Impetus yet not quite the same. Something fragile and dangerous. It wasn’t much—it was hardly anything.

			But it was enough.

			It burned in him despite his breath misting in the spring air, but even as it faded with his Binds, he knew his spell would hold.

			After all, he was stubborn.

			He was an Auditor.

			But that wasn’t why he would do it. That wasn’t what mattered. It never had been.

			What mattered was that people needed him.

			He stepped away from the tree, walking away from the glowing strand of his waiting spell.

			Mrs. Ox tapped her pencil expectantly. Mayflower only nodded to him.

			Grimsby didn’t look back to the tree. There was no need. He knew what would happen.

			“Bind.”

			The strand of light flashed, a glowing cobalt cord. Wood cracked, and the grove shrieked to life as birds and squirrels fled.

			The tree crashed to the ground, sending splintered limbs and needles flying. The light of his Bind faded.

			The grove settled to quiet a few moments later. Mrs. Ox made a sharp note on her clipboard. “Satisfactory, Auditor,” she said, offering him a knowing smile.

			Grimsby looked back at the fallen pine, feeling a small note of sadness, but felling it had been necessary. Then he caught sight of a nest among the broken branches. Its contents were four small eggs with shells of speckled white and brown.

			They were all shattered.

			Grimsby’s stomach turned, and he looked away to see Mayflower standing beside him.

			“You ready?” the Huntsman asked.

			“No,” Grimsby said, stowing his guilt and managing a smile, “but when has that ever mattered before?”

			“Damn straight,” Mayflower replied.

			They nodded farewell to Mrs. Ox and left for the old jeep. They climbed in, Mayflower coaxed it to life, and they rolled off the dirt path and hit pavement, heading toward the Department of Unorthodox Affairs.

			They had work to do.
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			Rayne glanced over her shoulder to the glass wall of her cell.

			Grimsby hadn’t come today.

			Good.

			She needed to distance herself from him. Part of her told her it was because she would only jeopardize his career. Another part told her it was because he had betrayed her—ruined her life.

			The trouble was, she wasn’t sure what parts of her were even her anymore.

			She was a strygga. An abomination. Her Impetus was tainted, fused with another’s.

			Was this why she had always outperformed her peers? Her magic had always been formidable, a trait she assumed was due to her diligent practice and studies.

			Was that all a lie?

			Was she a lie?

			If so, then who was she?

			She felt her breath catch in her chest, and slowly she felt like hooks were filling her lungs, forcing even her most disciplined breath to become a sob.

			She stared at the nail in her hands and the plastic band around her wrist, just above the chainless iron shackles that suppressed her magic. The band read simply: 0528. Not her name, not her position. Not even her age.

			Just a number.

			She had lost everything.

			Her knuckles whitened as her body tensed, anger boiling inside her. She wanted to remain still, to remain controlled, but she couldn’t. She knew it was what they expected, the people who were surely watching, but she didn’t care. If she didn’t do something, she’d suffocate in her own skin.

			Her room was little more than stainless steel, plastic, and industrial carpet. There were only three objects of note: her bed, a white plastic table, and a matching chair.

			She stood and seized the chair, shrieking as she slammed it into the wall. The exertion felt good. The heat felt good. Even the anger felt good.

			She picked it up and struck again, this time cracking it down on the table, then again on the wall. Finally, she battered it against the glass until the plastic splintered to broken nothingness, leaving her damp and panting, staring at her own reflection.

			“Now, now, that’s no way for a lady to act, is it?” she said.

			Rayne turned to see Defaux—Janice—seated on her bed. She looked as she had when she’d first appeared to her: beautiful, dark haired, with eyes too wide around the irises. Except now her stark suit had been exchanged for a set of simple, thin pants and shirt identical to Rayne’s own, except in a shade of venom green.

			Rayne didn’t reply; she only turned away, pressing her arms and head against the wall. “She’s not real, she’s not real,” she muttered to herself again and again.

			Though by now, she knew otherwise. She still held some thin measure of hope that perhaps she could make it be true if she repeated it enough.

			“Oh, let’s not put on tinfoil hats, shall we? Speak to me! We used to have such lovely talks, Rayne. And it’s not as though there’s much else to do in here.”

			Rayne shook her head involuntarily. She hated feeling so out of control, so untempered, but something had changed. Her cage of discipline had been battered, and now it was bent and open.

			Janice was free.

			And she wasn’t going anywhere.

			Janice raised a brow, as though Rayne had spoken the thought aloud.

			“Dear girl, I wasn’t in that little cage of yours.” Her wide eyes focused on Rayne intensely. “I helped you build it.”

			“Liar!” Rayne said, the word like a reflex to Janice’s voice.

			Janice smiled, though the expression lacked its usual predatory note. Instead, it was almost nervous. “I could have become a strygga using any witch. There were a dozen who would have given themselves willingly to me. Yet I chose you.” Her eyes seemed to flash. “You don’t think it was for no reason, do you?”

			Rayne began to speak, but her words were smothered by a sudden pressure inside her, like something trying to escape her chest. She felt that same lightless fire from when she’d first unleashed her trapped power.

			It wasn’t Impetus—it was something else.

			Something sickening.

			And far more powerful.

			The iron shackles around her wrists grew painfully hot; the runes carved into them began to tremble and glow.

			Janice sat forward, wrapping her hands around her knees, her eyes staring straight through Rayne to whatever else was within. “But without that cage—I don’t know if either of us can control it.”

			Rayne winced, pressing the hot shackles into her stomach in a vain effort to dissipate the growing heat. “W-what is it?” she asked, voice pained and forced through gritted teeth.

			“It’s your birthright,” Janice said, her eyes still focused, seeing something Rayne couldn’t.

			Rayne saw clearly in the woman’s face:

			Janice was afraid.

			And so, too, was she.
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