

    
        
          Leviathan

        

        
        
          Lady Babalon series, Volume 4

        

        
        
          JB Penrose

        

        
          Published by JB Penrose, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LEVIATHAN

    

    
      First edition. January 25, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 JB Penrose.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8987801888

    

    
    
      Written by JB Penrose.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by JB Penrose

	    

      
	    
          
	      Lady Babalon series

          
        
          
	          Fire over Water

          
        
          
	          Shadow and Light

          
        
          
	          Transfer of Power

          
        
          
	          Leviathan

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at JB Penrose’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By JB Penrose

Epigraph

PROLOGUE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Sign up for JB Penrose's Mailing List

Further Reading: Transfer of Power

Also By JB Penrose

About the Author



  	
        
            
            WHERE ATTENTION GOES,
ENERGY FOLLOWS.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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Shattered.

It’s the only word that described it.

In the beginning, I wondered if it was just poor eyesight. We were all getting older, reluctantly donning glasses to read. But it wasn't my eyesight. Well, it was my eyesight, but it wasn't a problem. It was an enigma.

As the Arcana’s Key of Death, I’d always been able to read someone’s fears through a quick handshake or grasp. It was a power I inherited from the five previous Death Keys who held the position before me. But this was not a magick that had been bequeathed, and I wondered if it was a power I could live with.

Shatter distorted my vision. It was like looking through a diamond, and every facet had a different image. A unique color. A distinct feeling. Not fractured like a kaleidoscope, which was one picture cut into a thousand pieces. Shatter was different, and I only saw it when I looked at Ellen. The Arcana’s Sun. Nic’s wife. My friend.

The splintering light had been growing around her for months. Truthfully, for several years, only now I couldn’t ignore it. The light was like a fractured haze that hung around Ellen, and I had begun wearing sunglasses to dull the effect.

I wanted to ask Marlowe or Roman if that's what they saw. Surely the High Priestess or the Magi had noticed it, too. Marlowe could see auras, maybe this was similar.

In the last of her days, I watched the shatter separate from her body. I no longer had doubts. I was watching Ellen Barnaby die.

I was Death. I saw the end. And hers was coming.

Death was afraid?

Yes. Absolutely.
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​Chapter 1

​The Memorial
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Marcus

I couldn’t help but be annoyed.

The sun had no right to shine. The rain that always fell in Cornwall was burned away by a sunny April morning. It didn’t alleviate my sadness at her passing, but it was a decent excuse for sunglasses.

Today was a rare spring morning with sunlight playing peekaboo between the new growth in the tall, ancient trees on the property. A gentle breeze carried the sound of wind chimes hanging on every branch along the path. Small chimes with high vibrations rang in harmony with the deep gongs of larger tubes. Chimes were the symbol of remembrance Ellen had chosen. She would have loved this day.

Ellen had been Nic’s soul and Sean’s rock, and today was her memorial. Just because father and son were sharing it with family and friends didn’t lessen the pain for either of them. Or for any of us. Ellen was important to everyone at the Hermitage.

“Da? Can I carry Mum?” Sean’s young voice accompanied the tug on his father’s suit jacket.

Nic tried to smile despite his resolute determination to see this memorial to its end as soon as possible. Sean was the only person able to pierce the layers of his father’s heart today, and Nic’s expression softened at the contact. He straightened, trying to mimic his son’s proper behavior.

“I’m sure she’d like that.” Nic looked around, unsure who oversaw Ellen’s ashes at her memorial.

That was Death’s job, and I stepped up, placing the urn in Sean’s small hands. “Here you go, Sean.”

Sean stoically accepted his new duty with a demeanor of importance, ready to lead the procession of grieving family and friends to a pond on the estate where Ellen always preferred to spend her time.

“Mathair? Seanair?” Sean used the Scottish salutation for his grandparents, motioning they should follow him. “Uncle Dillon.” Ellen’s brother nodded to his nephew, first in the line with a grieving parent on each side.

Sean pulled Rory beside him. For nine years, Sean Barnaby and Aurora Argent had been inseparable – Rory, Sean called her. Now everyone called her that. The two of them played together, ate together, and slept in the same room until they started school, which they attended together. Rory and Sean shared every moment of their life from their close birthday to now, the memorial of Sean’s mother, Ellen.

The two children didn’t speak during the trek, although their synchronized actions were a confirmation to everyone of the telepathic connections they shared, a trait usually attributed to twins. Any technicality of their different parentage or the six weeks between birthdays was inconsequential in keeping them from acting like brother and sister.

Even in the sunshine, we were layered against the morning chill under a long-sleeved commemorative tee shirt designed by Rory, with Ellen’s likeness in the sun’s face drawn on the backside. The line of mourners created a river of pale-yellow flowing slowly through the Hermitage, picking up more friends in the growing cortège.

The doctors had diagnosed Ellen's cancer while she was pregnant with Sean, and it progressed with determination after his birth. Three years ago, Ellen needed healthcare around the clock, so Roman and Marlowe Argent moved the Arcana leadership from NYC to Cornwall, England. The Hermitage estate Marlowe inherited from her grandfather was a small village, inhabited by two dozen Arcana Family members working the land and providing security for the Arcana leaders. They also provided Ellen with the skilled care she needed.

Top of the 9th, Ellen called her time at the estate.

The Bottom of the 9th had come and gone too quickly. In the end, Ellen was weak and disoriented from the medications, sleeping most of the time. In the last few weeks, she wouldn’t eat, and quickly dwindled to a frail shell. But she never forgot who Nic and Sean were to her, and she shined her love on them with every waking breath.

––––––––
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AS A REMEMBRANCE GIFT, the Arcana members had built a large sundial in front of a dock at the small pond. The dial was six feet in diameter, using onyx as the base, with a solid gold gnomon cast shadows to mark the hours on inlaid brass timelines. Circling the dial was a short, white stone balustrade, and Ellen’s friends took their seats along the stone ledge. I brought up the rear of the procession and stood on the outskirts. Death was always last.

A trellis threaded with ivy and accented with Ellen’s favorite gardenia blooms, provided a place of shade for the immediate family to sit. Sean’s free hand wormed itself into his father’s fist, his other clinging to the urn of Ellen’s ashes. Rory whispered something to Sean and his head shook, scooting to one side of the chair for Rory to join him. Always inseparable.

Nic’s deep breath as he stood did little to hide his grief, but in the Arcana's Family there was nothing to hide. We were all witness to Ellen’s long and ugly fight with cancer. Our faces held the same resolve. The same loss. The same tears.

Today, we would set her free.

“Thank you.” Nic's choked voice broke the silence. “Just because you know the outcome, doesn’t make the finale easier to accept.” Nic’s start was rough, his voice gravelly. “But being surrounded by family and friends helps more than you know, and Sean and I are glad you’re here with us.” Father and son shared a sad smile. “Ellen was our Light. Wife. Mother. Daughter. Friend. Our sunshine. Your Sun,” he added, referencing the Arcana position she held. “She didn’t want any kind of big affair – although this group makes every gathering large.” We chuckled, understanding the common complaint. “Thank you for being here to share our grief, as you have been here for the last ten years to share our joys.”

Nic tried to say more, but his throat choked on every attempt, and finally, he sat, tapping his son's knee, retaking the small hand into his to borrow Sean’s strength.

Marlowe rose from the circular seating around the sundial, going first to kiss Nic’s cheek, then Sean’s, and nodded to Ellen’s family. She smiled at the role her daughter played as Sean’s sister. Marlowe had nursed Sean along with Rory so that Ellen could receive chemotherapy after he was born. They were a close family. We all were.

Blowing through a slow sigh, she turned to the Arcana family sitting on the stone bench. Tears left trails running down her cheeks, but Marlowe smiled through them.

“Ellen was my best friend. My heart-sister. Although her life was short, her heritage will carry long into the future.” Marlowe turned to Nic. “You can only imagine the number of promises I made to Ellen regarding you and Sean.” She smirked when Roman chuckled. “I intend to honor every one of them,” she emphasized to her husband, “and to honor Ellen’s memory as the most joyful part of our friendship.” Now she aimed her gaze at the young boy holding tightly to his chest his mother’s ashes in an urn. Marlowe tapped two fingers over her heart. “Here forever.”

Everyone in the circle mirrored her action, tapping two fingers over their heart. “Here forever.”

Roman stood as Marlowe sat. “I promised Ellen I’d drink with you every August 7th.” A date I knew was Nic and Ellen’s wedding anniversary. He nodded to his closest friend with a solemn smile before he sat. “Mark your diary now.” Nic’s head dipped in agreement.

“I promised Ellen I’d cook for you every September 28th,” Temperance announced, standing and sitting like a jack-in-the-box. That date was Ellen’s birthday.

“She asked me to call Sean every year after the first day of school.” Asher gave a curt nod to the young boy. “You’d better answer the phone, too.” Sean nodded gravely.

“Ah promised yer màthair to dress like Santa at every Yuletide.” Kyren winked at Sean. “Pr’tend you dinnae ken it’s me.”

Ellen had solicited promises from everyone in the Arcana, and one by one the vows were confessed. Dates, memories, and expectations were established. Everyone had a part to play. Nic pulled Sean to his side, breathing easier as each promise was declared, keenly aware they weren’t suffering this loss alone.

And then it was my turn; Death was always last. I removed my sunglasses to wipe the falling tears from my face. The same redness burned in everyone's eyes. The same salt was on everyone's lips. I wanted everyone to know that Death also grieved.

“Ellen believed dying was not a tragedy, but the ultimate freedom.” I smiled in Sean’s direction before turning to the somber group seated around the sundial. “You might be surprised that Ellen taught me a lot about death in these last few months,” I admitted. “But what made the biggest impact was the story she told when she solicited my promise.” I looked at each of the Arcana Keys before I locked eyes with Sean to share the anecdote.

“Your mother believed people die twice in their life. The first death frees the soul from the body. She looked forward to that freedom. She never feared it.” I nodded solemnly at Sean. “And she considered the second death as the last time anyone said her name. So, I promised Ellen to say her name every day. And rest assured, Death keeps his promise. To Ellen,” I swore reverently.

“Ellen.” Her name carried on the breeze, whispered from everyone’s lips like Amen to a prayer. Her suffering was finally over, but ours would continue. Life without Ellen.

The sudden ding of Roman’s phone cut sharply through the silence, making us all jump. My eyes traveled the group, wondering who would have texted if all the Arcana were here. But if someone pinged the Magi today, it had to be an emergency. Roman glanced apologetically towards Nic and stepped out of the circle, walking towards the pond for privacy as he pulled the phone from his back pocket.

And then Marlowe’s phone beeped. The High Priestess froze, embarrassed for the interruption as much as being concerned about the information.

Moments later, I felt the phone in my pocket vibrate with a text. Within seconds, the entire Arcana had erupted with notifications.

I watched Nic stand, unsure if he was irritated or relieved at the disruption from the text he was surely receiving as well. Something – whatever this was about – would require a meeting with all the Arcana.

“Give me thirty minutes,” Nic asked of Marlowe, resting his hand on her arm. “I need to talk to the family first.” 

Holding Sean close, Nic nodded for Ellen’s family to follow him away from the group. Sean stalled, glancing between his father and Rory, sitting alone under the flowered arch. Extending his hand, Rory joined Sean as the family returned to the house.

Despite my initial hesitation, I opened the message to discover the reason for the interruption.


Darius Marello found dead in New Orleans, floating in the Mississippi River.


Well, at least it wasn’t bad news.

Around me, everyone was reacting to the same announcement, comparing information received from their sources.

Darius Marello was a member of the Arkane. Well, ex-member. And technically, the Arkane didn’t exist anymore, either, although we were still hunting too many of its leadership. Now – one less. I couldn’t imagine what had drawn Marello to New Orleans.

While the death of an Arkane member would bring a sliver of relief to the Arcana, I also knew it opened a can of worms. The Arkane were driven by a desire for power; what they couldn’t buy, they achieved through rituals and murders. Now that one murder followed ten peaceful years, I expected more of the same.

Someone was trying to take control of the Arkane, and that put the Arcana in their sights, even if the first murder was one of their own.
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Chapter 2

​Who Killed Darius Marello

[image: ]


Marcus

I was glad Nic requested thirty minutes before the Arcana met; I needed out of this shirt. I needed away from the group of friends pretending to be happy that Ellen was “free”. Free. And where did that leave us? Where did that leave Nic? And Sean? I never wanted to lose anyone I loved again. Don’t. Love. Anyone.

I had dealt the death card on a few occasions but had never experienced it closely. And it sucked. Even inside the house, I heard the ringing wind chimes from along the road. It was worse than an earworm. Despite the early hour, I wanted a drink. Needed it. And I headed straight to the parlor to wait for said meeting. The celebration of Ellen’s wake had shifted with the news of Marello’s death, and now the room held an abundance of food that no one had an appetite for.

I opened the wine chilling in a tub of ice. Pinot Grigio, Ellen’s favorite, and suddenly, the room was full of Arcana members holding out a glass for me to fill. Apparently, we all needed a drink. I emptied that bottle and half of another, oddly gratified that everyone had also taken the time to change out of the memorial tee shirt, even if the meeting looked like a funeral now that everyone was wearing black.

Tuning out the many toasts to their memories of Ellen, I drank straight from the remaining bottle, which spoke volumes about my mood. I hoped to never experience another day like today.

There was a time when I thought Roman and Marlowe had it all. I thought the same about Nic and Ellen. True love. Children. Home. Family. Purpose. I dreamed of having what the Arcana leaders had in their life.

Now I realized what it gave them was more to lose, and suddenly, I didn’t want what Roman and Marlowe shared. I certainly didn’t want what Nic was feeling.

Ten years ago, when Marlowe joined the Arcana, the couples fell together almost naturally. Marlowe and Roman. Nic and Ellen. Isis and Gene. Even Temperance and Ash finally acknowledged what they shared was a serious relationship. Everywhere I looked, I saw love.

Now, everywhere I looked, I saw pain. It wasn't even mine, and it was unbearable.

Being an orphan, I never experienced the passing of a parent or siblings. My only family was the Arcana, and Ellen’s was the first death in our group. I felt it with every desperate breath I inhaled, reliving the shatter every time I blinked.

Ellen was the Arcana’s Sun, and in her absence, the world was now filled with clouds. The room even smelled like petrichor. Of course she was ‘in a better place’, finding freedom from her pain and suffering. The cancer proved ruthless in the end. Some may even miss Ellen more than me, if that’s measurable. As her husband, Nic was certainly devastated. And Sean might not realize it now, but he’d miss her more as he grew to maturity. Hell, I missed my parents, and I’d never known them.

But my promise to Ellen was to never forget. Death. Never. Forgets. Subconsciously, I tapped two fingers over my heart. Ellen.

Finding my stash of whiskey under the buffet, I poured a hefty draw into two tumblers and left one at the head of the table before finding my ‘assigned’ seating. When there was an official meeting, the group arranged itself in order of our Keys in the Major Arcana. Roman, as Magi, at the head of the table, Marlowe at his side – the High Priestess was the second Key. I took Death’s usual position for the 13th card and sat in the chair between Kyren and Temperance. Fourteen out of twenty-two Arcana Keys were filled positions.

“I guess we all got the same news.” Roman raised his tumbler to down the whiskey shot in a gulp, nodding appreciatively in my direction. He knocked his knuckles on the table indicating the meeting had started. “Does anyone want to speculate who killed Darius Marello?”

“Yeah, because I want to send a thank-you card.” We all chuckled at Marlowe’s declaration.

Marlowe had more reasons than anyone to dislike Marello. When she and Nic were plotting to dismantle the Arkane leadership, Marello had an unhealthy fascination for her. All she would really tell us was that his gifts were highly inappropriate, but from Roman’s burly growl, he would have killed Marello himself if someone hadn’t beat him to it. 

The two organizations, the Arcana and the Arkane, originated at the turn of the 20th century when occult fascination was a trend of the times. Arthur Waite and Aleister Crowley created two distinctive, yet competing forms of magick, represented by different decks of tarot cards. 

The real conflict began around 1930 after the Arkane's Magus, Aleister Crowley, perfected a ritual of evocation to draw forth a human spirit at the instant of their death, then used a ritual of consecration to force that enslaved spirit, called a Shade, into a talisman the Arkane could wield for power. A consecration ritual was more prevalent than police around the world realized, and it was the reason the Arcana hunted the Arkane: to find and free the Shades that were enslaved. Some of them had been captive in their talismans for half a century. 

Darius Marello’s death was the first signal that someone in the Arkane was trying to regain control after the leadership Roundup – Marlowe used her Texas lingo to reference the evening of Arkane arrests. This was a signal the Arcana needed to heed.

“Are we sure another Arkane killed him? Plenty of people would want Marello dead.” Gene Reynolds was the Arcana’s Hierophant, and Roman’s right hand for strategy.

Isis, Roman’s mother and the Arcana’s Empress, shrugged, her finger tapping one of the decks of tarot cards she always carried. “His death has the feel of a ritual. When we get the postmortem results, I think it will show a consecration, although I’m surprised that they took the time to complete a detailed ceremony like that.”

“Yeah,” Brandon, the Arcana’s Key of Justice, chuckled at the thought. “The Arkane usually find it quicker to acquire power from simply murdering each other.” A snicker of agreement traveled around the table.

“It will show a consecration,” Roman confirmed. “My source has already seen the body, although the police are hesitant to release the full results. Of course, we have no way of knowing whether the consecration was successful, or not.”

“But the knowledge of consecration died out with Mother!” Nic’s objections rose above the chatter around the table, and everyone stilled. “Only she and Crowley knew the process.” 

Nic shot a quick glare in my direction, hearing my harrumph at his assumption. I raised my hands in a silent apology, although I stood by my original belief. “The Arkane makes it a point to acquire power by any means. How they perform a murder is always through the method most beneficial to themselves.”

“Consecration is not the only magick the Arcana fight against. Fascination and compulsion are still being used freely.” Baley hand fisted. “This is a confirmation the Arkane are back in action, and this time, we need to cut the head off the snake.”

Nic sat back in his chair, not commenting further. His family had organized the Arkane. His grandfather had been the Magus who wrote the magical incantations, and Nic’s mother had committed the murders that created the talismans of power we continued to search for. 

But Nic made different choices. He turned his back on the Arkane leadership role handed to him through family rites of succession. He worked with the Arcana and the police to arrest the Arkane and its leaders in the Roundup ten years back. 

“Did you have any early indications?” Marlowe asked her mother-in-law. The Empress's skill with tarot had solved as many mysteries as it had prevented, but Isis shook her head.

“I didn't either.” Roman’s sister, Temperance, grimaced as everyone turned in her direction. 

When they compared their daily tarot readings, the three women were likened to the Muses. Isis foresaw probable events. Marlowe could see the details as they happened. And Temperance’s insight uncovered what hid in the shadows. 

“An’ whit aboot da Fab Four? De shuid be yer first bet.” 

Kyren Lewis, the Arcana’s Hanged Man, referred to the Arkane leaders still evading authorities after the Roundup. Ten years ago, it took fewer than twenty Arcana Keys and the help of the local Arcana Family to bring the Arkane leadership to its knees, arresting the Arkane Trumps and many of the Court positions for murder, theft, and embezzlement. 

The local Arcana Family in cities and communities around the world reported every detail to Kyren and Isis concerning the Arkane cartels in their area, and information connecting a crime to a person was reported to the authorities in that jurisdiction. It was the job of law enforcement to handle the criminal aspect of the Arkane’s organization. The Arcana’s focus was on the magick being used to commit the crime, with the goal of locating and releasing the Arcana brethren who, throughout decades, had been magically, and unwillingly, trapped within their talismans after a ritual of consecration.

The Arkane pursued power relentlessly, killing without hesitation, even among their own ranks, but until now only Nic’s mother had applied the ritual of consecration, and she died the night of the Roundup. To secure the loyalty of lower ranks, the Arkane leadership protected their positions through magical gifts – amulets imbued with elemental energy, or talismans created through murderous rituals of consecration.  

It was a complex game of power. A world game. But I didn’t understand the connection to New Orleans. 

Darius Marello was the Arkane’s War trump, and combined with his additional position of Adjustment, it was a powerful combination. Through Marello’s murder, someone now managed Marello’s Arkane cartel, a business that controlled the world’s shipping lanes in the southern hemisphere. And if the magical consecration of power into a talisman was successful, that person also learned his secrets, passwords, and accounts, as well as his knowledge of elemental magick to commandeer his Shade and perform their bidding.

No one would be saddened by his death. Darius Marello jumped bail before spending even one day behind bars. The remaining four Arkane leaders still free after the Roundup were dangerous, deadly, and cunning – having now evaded the hunt for a decade. It was doubtful they were working together, but it was probable to consider them the most likely suspects of Marello’s death. As leadership, they had advanced knowledge and training of most Arkane magical rituals, as well as the motive to incorporate Marello’s business into their own. Kai Joon, the Arkane's Hierophant, had escaped, as did Andur and Charvi Zane, the Arkane's Hermit and Death cards. Jael Hammer, the Lust card, had also evaded authorities that night by using fascination for their escape, a type of mind control to manipulate the arresting officers. The Arcana had assisted the authorities to search every corner of the world for the missing “Fab-Five” fugitives, those Arkane members who had escaped and a decade later continued to remain free. Well, four of them now.

“Diana Vaughn and Elizabeth Cosmos aren’t less dangerous because they are still in jail.” Baley sat back with her arms crossed. “For that matter, Lloyd Crowley and Kinley Fallon should be suspects – even if they appear to have settled down with the baby.” 

I smiled. Everyone was on Baley’s list. It was one reason she and I were so close. Our lists matched.

“Alright.” Roman held a hand up to quiet the group. “Since we’re speculating, does anyone want to guess why he was in New Orleans? That seems a pretty random location for someone like Marello.”

“Perhaps he was there to purchase a ship? Or possibly, make a delivery?” 

Marello established his empire in the southern hemisphere, not directly competing with the cartels of industry, finance, or black markets of the world controlled by the Arkane. Darius Marello dominated oceanic trade routes, his pirating of unsanctioned shipments netted billions every year. A business now up for grabs.

“I noted a feminine influence in the reading, but it didn’t seem strong enough to be a romantic tie.” Isis pulled a Thoth tarot deck wrapped in a black velvet cloth from the pocket of her jacket. Those cards, used by the Arkane for darker magick, were always wrapped in cloth unless being read, but her usual Rider-Waite deck of the Arcana tarot was uncovered and instantly available to her hands. 

“In New Orleans, just as anywhere,” I shrugged, having been there once before, “romance isn’t a requirement.” 

Temperance’s mouth quirked. “Any female Arkane would feign romance to obtain that kind of power,” she reminded us. “We shouldn’t overlook the Court cards, either. The vacuum in the Arkane’s leadership naturally creates temptation.”

“Except the Court cards don’t have the training for a consecration,” Cyndi observed. The Arcana’s Moon had worked against the Arkane for decades. “Although, someone does.”

The Arcana Keys and the Arkane Trumps referred to the leadership circle of the two groups. The Court cards, King/Queen/Knight/Page, organized the elemental suits of Swords, Cups, Pentacles, and Wands into a Family. Or a cartel, as with the Arkane. The Arkane had maintained its worldwide operations despite the absence of visible leadership. The Arcana didn't need the numbers that comprised the Arkane's worldwide cartel; we had organization. 

“There’s nothing at the mansion,” Nic assured Roman. “I packed every book in that library myself. You should have let me burn them.” 

Nic inherited the Crowley mansion when both his parents died the night of the Roundup. A decade later, Nic still refused to acknowledge Aleister Crowley as his father. For most of Nic’s life, the man posed as his grandfather. Nic had no interest in the detailed magick of Crowley’s that was described in hundreds of personal journals and grimoires. 

“I’ll check when Sean and I return, but I doubt if anyone has been snooping around the mansion. There’s nothing there.” He grimaced, unwittingly exposing his plans.

“You’re going back?” Marlowe sucked in her surprise, but her quick glance to Roman revealed he knew of Nic’s intentions. The Magi always said foreknowledge was a gift as well as a curse.

“Sean and I need some time.” Nic wouldn’t look at her. At any of us. “I was going to tell you – everyone,” he looked up, defiant at our surprise. “After the meeting.”

“But we need you.” Marlowe’s voice was barely a whisper – all the breath knocked from her lungs at his announcement of departure. 

“Sure, man. We get it.” Roman tried to appear sympathetic, but Nic would be missed. 

But I couldn't imagine walking away from the Arcana. Nic wanted to prioritize his son, so I attempted to understand; after all, we were friends. But I couldn’t imagine walking away from the Arcana. “We’ll miss you,” I told him honestly. “I hope it’s not for long.”

Nic’s expression gave away his thoughts – that it might be longer than we expected – but his head nodded imperceptibly. 

In the silence, better described as the aftershock, Roman’s booted footsteps to the fireplace mantle sounded loudly on the wooden floor. Marlowe glanced warily at Nic when Roman pulled a package from the mantle and carried it to the table. Nic stiffened, as if he knew what was wrapped in the purple velvet material.

“I told you to destroy those.”

When Roman unwrapped the item, I understood his vehemence.

These were the wands of the Arkane’s Magus.

Nic inherited the role of Magus from Aleister Crowley because no one had known of Nic’s affiliation with the Arcana until he collaborated with the police to arrest the Arkane’s leaders. And there was no shortage of crimes to charge them with, even if Crowley himself only participated by writing the magical spells. 

“You should have destroyed those,” Nic repeated, this time harsher. “I want nothing to do with them.”

I watched Roman shoulder his responsibility as the Arcana’s leader, speaking clearly to his dearest friend.

“They’re not for you.” His voice held a hint of regret. “I’ve held these for Sean. And this, too.” He turned over the sealed envelope with the package and pushed everything across the table towards Nic. The rest of us watched in silence as the scene unfolded. 

Nic’s expression clouded with pain, seeing Sean’s name artfully inscribed on the envelope.

“You’re doing this now? Now?” Nic stood quickly, pushing his chair to the floor in his agitation. “He’s just lost his mother, and you want to drag him into all this? That’s exactly why I’m taking him away from here.” 

Marlowe flinched at his declaration, but Roman stood toe-to-toe with his best friend.

“It doesn’t change what I saw,” he assured Nic.

Nic’s eyes went to the table, locked to the envelope I realized contained a Key in the Arcana for Sean.

“What is it?” Nic's voice was barely a whisper.

“The Sun.”

Nic’s heart broke again, starting with instant tears in his eyes and ending as his head dropped to his chest with a sob. Nic’s grief left him as a mere shell of his former self, and the realization of what had become of the Arcana's Devil was frightening to all of us. “I don’t know if I can do this,” Nic admitted. “How can I bring Sean into this?” 

Roman pulled him in for an embrace, even as Nic pushed against it, until finally, he let his head drop to Roman's shoulder. They’d been the best of friends for a decade.

“I’ve already seen that you do,” Roman told the Arcana’s Devil. “And whatever you teach your son, it saves Aurora in the future. Please reconsider,” he whispered as a last request. “She's going to need Sean.”

Marlowe watched their interaction closely. It was easy to see why she thought of them as mirrored opposites. Both men were tall, muscular, and lethal; Roman, a dark copy of Nic's blonde reflection. But today, they leaned on each other as brothers. A sigh of relief escaped her lips after Nic separated from Roman with a nod.

“I’ll try.”

Roman’s clap on his shoulder was one of gratitude; the closeness they shared was more of a trust. The Magi saw the future – and it was all about Aurora Argent. The Arcana’s World.

Nic exhaled as his fingertip pulled the envelope to his side of the table. “How long does he have?”

Roman shrugged. “Ten years?”

Nic huffed. “Sure. Ten years to learn a lifetime of magic.” Was ten years long enough for Sean to learn how to save his best friend? 

Everyone knew Aurora Argent was special, but I hadn’t realized how much danger she would face as Babalon's Daughter. Despite Marlowe fulfilling the Arkane role of Lady Babalon when the original Magus died, their prophecy foretold that Babalon’s Daughter would hold the world in her hands. In the Arcana, Rory’s role was the Key of The World. A power any Arkane member would covet.

Marlowe and Roman had done a remarkable job of letting Rory be a child, a friend to Sean, especially now when he needed a sister so badly. Losing someone close at a young age hastens the end of childhood. Already, Sean had tasted what life offered, and it was bitter. The boy needed Rory as much as she needed Sean.

“Thank you,” Marlowe whispered hoarsely, pulling Nic in for a close embrace when she stood.

Nic’s eyes opened as he pushed away. “I owe you for so much,” he told Marlowe, swallowing hard. “Both of you. I only hope I can do this.”

He gathered the package and the envelope from the table before leaving the room without another word.
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Chapter 3

​Enticing Targets
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Marcus

It would be hard to not include the Arcana’s Devil in our search for answers about Marello’s death. Marlowe reached out to comfort her husband, but Roman shrugged it away, squaring his shoulders with the heavy responsibility of getting down to Arcana business.

“We need more information.” 

Marlowe’s breath drew in sharply and her eyes glazed over for a moment. Everyone quieted when she focused her gaze on Charles. The Key of Fortune straightened in his chair.

“Charles?” She started with a soft tone of voice. “The first time I met you, with Nic, at the jewelry store, something troubled you about Andur Zane. What was that about?”

That meeting was ten years ago, but if Marlowe brought it up now, it had to have some relevance. Andur Zane and his wife Charvi had escaped the police at the Roundup and were still hiding. That alone was proof enough of their power, whether it was from misdirection using mind glamours or the sheer force of protection from the number of people under their control. 

Charles relaxed with his hands clasped in front of him, ignoring our curiosity. Charles Rawling had infiltrated the Arkane decades ago, and he reported everything to Arthur Waite, the Arcana’s original Magi. No one else had known of his true allegiance until the night of the Roundup.

“I brought it to the Magi’s attention,” he said before nodding at Roman. “Arthur’s. The Zane’s had been collecting copies of Aleister’s writings, requesting specific volumes throughout the years – but towards that Christmas, towards the time of Aleister’s Crossing, they bought any copy of Master Therion’s publications that I could find. Including duplicates of books that I had previously sold to him.” He sat back, realizing where Marlowe was taking this conversation, and nodded. “They weren’t always exact duplicates.”

After the Roundup, the Arcana conducted a complete search of each Arkane Trump’s residence, primarily looking for talismans. Now I wondered if we should have paid more attention to the libraries.

“Aleister was shrewd enough to hide secrets in different volumes as a way to preserve or conceal specific formulas and steps for a ritual.” Asher speculated, concerned by the implications. His studies of Crowley’s writings made him the expert. “Marlowe probably has the only original and final copy of every writing or publication by Aleister Crowley.” 

Ash referred to her pièce magique, a magical coin from the Arkane’s Magus to Lady Babalon that duplicated his entire library. “But if someone had enough copies,” she ventured, “They might be able to piece together different versions. A final version. . .”

“It sure looks like they’re trying,” Isis tapped her cards again. “They may have succeeded.” 

“Do you think the Zane’s might have killed Darius Marello?” Marlowe directed her question to the Fortune’s card. Charles shrugged. 

“Not for want of money – they have plenty of that. But would they kill him for power? Yes. In a heartbeat. Marello was never well-liked.”

“Regardless of who killed him, or why, they’ve done everyone else a favor.” Baley fist bumped with Brandon beside her.

“Marello is still trouble, even in his death.” Roman’s head shook. “This is a wake-up call, everyone. The cards are in play. Power is changing hands. Let’s find out who the dealer is before another round is dealt.”

It was time for the Arcana to get back to work, and I can’t say I wasn’t happy about it. Maybe I just needed something to take my mind from Ellen’s passing. Her death was a reminder of those who couldn’t die – those Arcana who were still trapped in talismans controlled by the Arkane. My heart rushed at the thought of hunting the Arkane once again. 

“Whoever murdered Marello is probably trying to leave the scene. We need to make sure the exits are covered.” Gene Reynolds was the Arcana’s Hierophant, and Roman’s second in command. His military background earned him ‘the Colonel’ as a nickname, but it wasn’t unwarranted. Gene’s logic followed a pattern. “Airports. Docks. Highways. Put everyone in the Family on alert. The murder may have happened in New Orleans, but the answers could come from anywhere. Whoever did this might not fly out of New Orleans, but they probably flew into the city. We need to review the footage going backwards until we find when they arrived. Whoever they are.” 

“I’ll get the Family on it,” Brandon said. “Starting from DFW to Orlando. I’ll expand the search if we need.” 

Roman nodded. “Let’s circulate photos of the current Arkane Court cards, too, but we’ll focus on the Fab-Five. Four.” He corrected our slang description. “Cyndi? Would you and Charles head to Canada? The Zane’s place is in court custody. See if you can get a copy of the police inventory and check if anything is missing from the library.” With their nods of agreement, his attention shifted. “Mom and Gene will go to Wellington. Maybe someone has noticed a change in Marello’s trade routes. See if you can get into his compound. If there’s even one amulet or talisman, I want to make sure we get it.”

“We’ll check the library, too, although I doubt Marello was researching how to kill himself.” Isis chuckled. 

“Somebody contacted and invited Marello to New Orleans. Look for that invitation.” When Iris nodded in agreement, Roman turned to the rest of them as I sat back. My position was to protect Roman and Marlowe. I wouldn’t be traveling anywhere, even if Nic’s absence left the group one man down. “Brandon and Kyren to New York. Check every connection we have, financial, trade, or just the latest rumor. Everything. Anything.” Turning to the others, his expression twisted with internal debate. “Baley, can you handle Los Angeles on your own? Nose around the docks on that side of the US. If we can pin down the reason for Marello’s appearance in the States, we might be able to identify his killer.”

“Of course, Magi. I’ll contact the west coast Family immediately.”

Each of us had cultivated contacts around the world that kept tabs on the Arkane’s activities, and Roman assigned the Arcana in pairs based on those connections, aiming first for answers. Without Nic, the teams were unbalanced, but no one doubted Baley’s ability to hold her own, even in a snake pit like Los Angeles.

“Ash, you and Temperance work with Francois to cover as much of Europe and the Middle East as you can. Focus on any Arkane estate you can access, Trump or Court position. Be careful of the attention you draw, all of you,” he warned. “Marlowe and I will head to New Orleans tomorrow with Marcus.”

That was a surprise. 

“Are you sure that’s wise?” I had to ask. “You, plus Marlowe, make an enticing target for the Arkane.” Even I could sense the impending danger. 

“Maybe it’s enough to entice a murderer into the open.” Marlowe checked with Roman, but from her expression, the decision had been made prior to the meeting. 

We were headed into the lion’s den. 

The Arkane freely committed murder, theft, and embezzlement. Trafficking of every kind. Anything for power. Or money. But if the Arkane discovered two Arcana Keys in town, three, counting myself, they would move quickly, with force and numbers. The Arcana leaders were always Priority #1 to the Arkane.

Roman shook his head. “That’s why you’re there, Marcus. To distract them from the target. Besides, I have another reason for going.” His eyes snapped to Marlowe’s, and they both pretended to be distracted. Whatever his reason, he was not sharing. 

Marello's death was discovered in New Orleans, but that was no confirmation he was working in that area, it simply indicated Marello was in Louisiana. With someone who had killed him. 

We needed to ask every question, listen to every whisper, and be wary of the shadows. 
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Chapter 4

A Thousand Deaths
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Marcus

I watched from the parlor’s window as the moving van was being loaded. Nic must have been packing for a week based on what the crew loaded all afternoon. The family would drive to Exeter International Airport where Nic would fly them to Scotland in the Barnaby’s family plane. The van would drive through with the bulk of their household goods. 

I didn’t understand how Nic could walk away from the Arcana. Walk away from his friends. Roman. Marlowe. Even Gene, who was a business partner in Nic's NYC advertising agency. None of us could believe it was happening, and too soon, it would be over.

I hunkered down in a chair close to the low fire, but I couldn’t feel the warmth. I didn't smell the wood burning. I only cared that the parlor was empty, and I pulled the shadows around me to discourage any passing conversations.

When Nic stopped at the doorway, I knew it was goodbye. At a quick gesture from my friend, I remained seated. Nic’s rumpled clothing looked like he’d napped in them, even without looking as though he'd slept. His hair was uncombed, and nothing in his demeanor looked like he cared. But Nic strolled into the room with determined steps. Even in such a state, the Arcana’s Devil wielded great authority.

“Marcus.” All emotion had drained from his voice, but he nodded in my direction. “I guess this is goodbye.”

“Sure, man. I understand.” I forced myself to my feet, bringing him in for a brotherly hug. “You have to do what’s right for Sean.” I was still unsure if it was best for Nic. 

Nic and I had bonded from the very start. Nic was an outsider coming into the Arcana. He was originally the Arkane’s Devil, and he changed sides because of his loyalty to Marlowe. That fact ultimately bonded Nic and Roman together, especially after Ellen had captured the Devil’s heart. Without her now, Nic was adrift. I rested my hand on his shoulder until I saw the brief nod of acknowledgement. 

“Sean.” The whisper was on his lips as Nic turned away and left me alone in the parlor.

––––––––
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TWILIGHT WAS FADING into darkness when the entire village lined the circular drive with tearful farewells. None of us were prepared for the vacuum Nic and Sean would leave in our group. Least of all, Rory. 

The van was loaded with their possessions, and Ellen’s family waited in the limousine, almost ready to drive away. Except that Rory blocked the road, shrugging off her mother’s touch and dancing away from her dad’s approach. 

“I want to go with Sean! I want to go with Sean!” She shouted at no one in particular, but Rory shouted at the top of her lungs, making certain Sean would hear her inside the car where he’d been told to sit. “Why can’t I go with him?”

Her pleas ripped our hearts to shreds. I couldn’t blame her. Nic’s departure with Sean and Ellen’s family felt abrupt. My heart broke at such an estrangement in our group. Our Family.

The back passenger door of the sedan quickly pushed opened, and Sean escaped, running towards Rory. They met in front of the car, silhouetted by the headlamps like a movie scene, leaving everyone on the edge of their seats.

Sean was taller than his sort-of sister, even if he was six weeks younger in age. His arms wrapped her securely and Rory’s arms entwined around his waist, her face buried in his shoulder and wetting his shirt with tears. Sean's fair features were a contrast to Rory's dark coloring in the way Roman and Nic mirrored each other as opposites.

“I have to go, Rory.” Sean held her by the shoulders after their embrace. “I need to take care of Da.” He searched her eyes for understanding, and when she nodded, he hugged her again.

Still sobbing, Rory broke away, finally finding the strength to say goodbye to someone so close in her life. “You will always find me here.” Her hand rested on his heart.

“You can always find me here.” Sean tapped his fingers to her temple, nodding. After a minute of silence, they separated, and the rest of us exhaled simultaneously. A surprising scene from two nine-year-olds. 

Rory never looked back after their goodbye was complete. She didn't stay to watch them drive away. Each small step to the house was a deliberate statement about how much it hurt to separate herself from her best friend, her brother. Her shadow. 

When Sean returned to the car, I saw him briefly pat his dad's hand as he climbed inside, and Nic’s pale face disappeared behind darkness as the tinted window raised, completely cutting everyone off before the vehicle rolled slowly down the drive away from the Heritage.

Watching the taillights fade felt like a family breakup. A real one. And it was the worst day of my life. 

Although I was alive, I felt like I’d died a thousand deaths.
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​Chapter 5

A Preview
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Marcus

I knew Rory was in my room from the sound of her drawing pens scratching on the page. Having a little girl with free access to your bedroom was a powerful incentive to sleep, or meditate, in yoga pants. No one ever interrupted my meditation. Except Rory. And how could that be a bother?

Every morning, I began my meditation focused on each symbol tattooed on my body, mentally weaving them into an invisible shroud of light for protection. After the Arcana made the ‘move across the Pond’ to Marlowe’s estate in Cornwall, Rory started joining me for meditation, except not to meditate. She spent her time drawing, a talent inherited from her artist father. Rather than rotate models to each Arcana Key that were probably meditating in their rooms, every morning Rory came in to draw me. Draw Death. And only my tattoos – one at a time. Where Roman applied the tatts as a complete spell, Rory dissected each one individually in her drawings. 

If anyone asked, What are you drawing? Her answer was always, Uncle Marky. Sure, when the tattoo-drawings came together, piece by piece, they created a full picture of the magical spell that covered my body. But according to Rory, each piece was a full representation of ‘Uncle Marky’. So, I accommodated by meditating shirtless, charmed by her fascination with my inked body, one tattoo at a time.

A few years before I joined the Arcana, the Arkane had murdered Roman’s father, the Arcana’s Emperor Key, and consecrated his essence, his Shade, into a talisman. Consecration wasn’t death, it was worse. My deepest fear – my only fear – was that the Arkane could do the same to me. Separate my soul from my physique. Control me. Consecrate me into a powerful object for their use. I worked with Ash for years to create a spell of protection on my body. 

Asher Weiss, the Arcana’s Tower Key, joined a decade before I had. His reputation as a world-renowned scholar of the Jewish Kabbalah made him a spiritual nerd. Old school magick from a young dude. 

Ash also studied the Arkane's magick, which was Aleister Crowley's magick. So, after two years of discussions and thousands of designs to consider, we mapped a series of tattoos on my body that would be my protection, and Asher provided the key that linked the tattoos into a powerful spell.

The seventy-two names of God.

The Names of God were created by combining three specific, consecutive verses in Exodus, each verse containing seventy-two characters. When merged without spaces and then divided into three-letter names, the Names held such immense energy they contained the power of a prayer. Magick of a sort.

Roman was the tattoo artist I wanted to complete my spell. That process took another year. Across the front of my body, I united magical images from seven sources: the tarot, elemental symbols, runes, Wicca, Buddhism, Chinese, and the Kabbalah, then used the seventy-two Names as the design that merged them together in a layout depicting the Tree of Sephiroth. No Arkane could consecrate me into a talisman – because my body was a talisman. 

––––––––
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THE SILENCE TOLD ME Rory had finished her drawing; I no longer heard the different pens scratching against the matte. Chuckling to myself, I wondered if I should interest her in watercolors, it would be a quieter process. Peeling one eye open, I saw Rory sitting on the rug, mirroring my meditation pose.

“Are you finished with your drawing?”

She held up a hand, and I waited until her eyes opened. Rory grinned. “I was talking to Sean. He says everyone is still sleeping after all the travel.”

“Is he alright?” I had no way to confirm if their mental-conversations were real, but I’d never insult her with my doubts. 

“He’s okay. We miss each other,” Rory admitted, quietly. “Already.”

Standing tall in her pink, Power Rangers pajamas, she planted a gentle kiss on my cheek while I remained seated, keeping us the same height. Then, with a flourish, she ripped her daily drawing from the sketchbook. 

I bowed my head in appreciation and accepted her gift. 

Today’s drawing featured the leviathan that was tattooed on my shoulder and back. The featured behemoth was not part of my protection spell, but it was my chosen representation of Death’s persona. The long muzzle that fit over my shoulder and nestled lazily under my collarbone had a matching, green-tinted eye to my own. Rory had correctly reproduced how the leviathan’s body morphed from dragon wings between my shoulder blades into a whale’s tail that she’d never seen – that section fell under the waistband at my backside.

But Rory had added something new. A background of the leviathan flying silhouetted against a blazing sun.

“Is this an imagine-up?” 

Imagine-up was Rory’s description of dreams or imagination; imagine-down was the term for memories. She used preview to reference her visions.

“Maybe a preview.” She chewed her lip, answering in a serious tone, although not looking directly at him. “The sun is where he gets his strength. You’ll need it.”

That statement had a wave of portents I couldn’t afford to ignore, beginning with why I would need the strength of my leviathan. Over the years of watching Roman and Marlowe work as the Arcana’s Magi and High Priestess, I learned not to question precognitive visions; they are what they are. I was grateful for her insight, even if I didn’t understand the meaning.

“Thank you, Princess. Chalkydri is honored by your attention.”

I snatched her into my arms and tickled her favorite spots, both of us in fits of laughter when her mother walked by my door.

“There you are!” Marlowe clapped her hands, and instantly, the laughter stopped. Rory’s head raised like a turtle coming out of its shell. “Let’s get some breakfast while Uncle Marky gets dressed.”

Rory slipped through the grip of my hands, and I gave Marlowe a wave. She knew where to find her daughter every morning. Rory took her mother’s hand, and they disappeared down the hall as I closed the door to my room. 

I loved the little princess, but the silence was a welcome calm. It had been a while since the Arcana were actively hunting the Arkane, and I needed to be at the top of my game. As a group, the Arcana continuously honed our skills and techniques; we were always training. This time, we were unsure of the quarry. We knew what we sought, an Arkane murderer, but we didn't know who it was or what magick they wielded. 

Death’s job was not the hunt. My job was to protect the Arcana leaders, Roman and Marlowe – the Arcana's Magician and the High Priestess. Neither were without their own power, but I would have their backs. And I would defend them with my life. I was Death’s Key, and now that the Arcana had been called into action, I needed every faculty of awareness alert in my senses.

Releasing the doorknob, I tapped two fingers over my heart. “Ellen,” I whispered, bringing her to mind as promised. 

I missed Nic, too.
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​Chapter 6

​Plans Change
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Marcus

For the first time, after a handful of years living together at the Hermitage, most of the house would be empty by nightfall. I dressed ready for travel, and packed, even if I was unsure of the schedule. Maybe I was prepared for that exact reason. 

Death's job was to be ready. 

The dining parlor was like a train station in motion this morning, and the sideboard with chaffing dishes offering breakfast was as busy as the ticket office. It also offered coffee, and I affectionately pushed between Baley and Brandon to grab the treasured carafe. Over their objections, I poured coffee into Francois’ empty cup before filling my own. 

“Merci, Marcus.” The Frenchman gave a salute with his cup and took a seat at the table next to Temperance and her morning tarot spread.

“Yeah. Thanks, Marcus.” Baley smirked, holding the now-empty coffee carafe over her cup with an exaggerated expression. I raised my cup in a salute mirroring Francois’s action and headed to the table. 

Despite being raised in England, I had a powerful addiction to American coffee. Marlowe took the opposite approach. She bragged about being from Dallas, but she learned to love her ‘cuppa’ when she inherited the English estate from her grandfather, the Arcana's original Hermit Key. I set my coffee next to Rory, urging her to protect my liquid treasure, and returned to the buffet for something to eat. Knowing airline food was in my immediate future, I built a ‘full English’, a sample of everything for breakfast, just like the little princess always demanded for herself.

“What time is your flight?” Temperance only looked up from the tarot cards covering one end of the dining table when her mom and Gene appeared towing suitcases. Isis and Gene became a couple when Gene was invited to the Arcana as the Hierophant, ten years earlier. 

“Not until evening,” Isis told her, leaning over Temperance to review the spread of cards. “We intend to sleep our way to New Zealand.” 

Without knowing the original question, a tarot card reading wouldn't make much sense to strangers, but to everyone in the Arcana, the cards were familiar. Isis tapped a card in the spread, and Temperance sniggered. 

“I see it.”

“See what?” I asked. If something was important, I wanted to know it. 

Temperance gave me a cheeky grin and began to pick up the cards. “Just a travel quirk.” She kept her voice neutral, but not looking made me suspicious. 

The three tarot muses – Temperance, her mother Isis, and Marlowe, were always reading their cards, and the stories the tarot told them were usually spot on. Amidst everyone entering and exiting, I forgot about the travel quirk.

The Elemental Families living on the Hermitage property handled the cooking and household services. The Arcana wasn’t just about the major Keys of leadership; it also established Elemental Families in major cities, and in smaller, remote communities worldwide. Each organization followed an established hierarchy of the fifty-six
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