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Who holds the devil, let him hold him well,

He hardly will be caught a second time.

Faust, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

We’re poor little lambs

Who have lost our way

Baa, baa, baa

We’re little black sheep

Who have gone astray

Baa, baa, baa

Gentlemen songsters off on a spree

Damned from here to eternity

God have mercy on such as we

Baa, baa, baa

“The Whiffenpoof Song,”
Meade Minnigerode and George S. Pomeroy,
Mory’s, New Haven, 1907
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
An illustrated map of Yale University, New Haven, Ct. The campus buildings, streets, and surrounding neighbourhoods are drawn in perspective and labelled with numbers that correspond to a key at the bottom of the map. The key lists notable Yale locations and sites from the book, including secret society buildings, residential colleges, halls, libraries, the gymnasium, and the cemetery, which sits at the centre of the map. Along the outer edges of the map, several arrows point outwards to nearby locations. An arrow at the top left points away from St. Elmo and Manuscript on Park Street and towards Black Elm and Westville. The arrow below points to Yale New Haven Hospital. An arrow at the middle left points away from the central College Street and towards North & Sons Factory. An arrow at the bottom left points towards the New Haven PD and train station. An arrow at the top right points away from Winchester Avenue and towards Marsh Botanical Gardens. There is a compass rose at the top right corner of the map.




Part I

Inserviam Tibi



Early Spring

Alex knew she had a talent for mistakes, a way of turning error into outright disaster. Gift became curse, opportunity became some fresh chance at horror. There were violin prodigies, people who could pick up a language after hearing it once. Alex had mastered the art of the fuckup—elaborate, operatic, inevitable. But nothing in her long, pathetic résumé compared to the mess she had made of this moment.

She could hear the chorus of demon and human voices, though whether they were cheering or booing or groaning in dismay, she couldn’t be sure.

“Darlington,” she pleaded. “Danny.”

But the monster before her did not understand. The bands at his wrists and neck had turned black. His gaze was flat and inhuman. If he recognized her, if he cared, there was no sign of it in the dark sheen of his eyes.

He snarled, stalking toward her, his head lowered, his curved horns gleaming. She had seen him crush a body with those horns, felt the prick of his claws sink into her hips.

At some point in the grim march of her life she had started to believe she might make something of it, that she could coax it into a less perilous shape. She had spent years balanced above a chasm and she had bobbed and weaved and shuffled and grunted her way across, always finding a way to regain her footing, to keep her many failures from turning into a permanent fall. But now? The final blunder.

She had known she might die tonight. She had believed she was ready. Her plans were made, her house in order. She could save the others and keep herself from the worst of it. At least that was the idea. But she was a two-bit criminal, a bottom dweller. She hadn’t been made for grand quests or hero’s work.

And here she was in this dark place, at this late hour, and she saw it would be her last. Deep down she had known she couldn’t keep walking the tightrope. She wasn’t fast enough, smart enough, or rich enough to right herself in any permanent way. A bobble, a dip, the world swayed. The only surprise was that she had managed this feat of balance for so long, that she would not die in a filthy bathroom in Santa Cruz, or a run-down apartment in Van Nuys, or even in the arms of an overdressed vampire, but at Yale, its gargoyles and stone scholars watching in silent judgment, and at the hands of the one person who wasn’t ever meant to hurt her, the man she had gone to hell and back to save.

Death was here at last and he was beautiful.
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Wind chimes; screech owl bones, twine

Provenance: Lethe; 1899

Note: These chimes were wrongly categorized as Scottish prognostication bones and miscatalogued.

Records from Lethe House’s earliest days are sparse, but these chimes were assembled in an attempt to monitor the flow of magic in New Haven, a goal bolstered by the hope of finding a new nexus. The ritual was created by Edmund Lazenbee (’01) and poetically titled the Sighing of the Elms (text and particulars available in volume three of the Lethe Compendium under “Original Incantations”), and it is notable for the short list of commonplace ingredients required—a boon at the time, given the cost of shipping and travel. While other trees can be used, the ritual was built around New Haven’s elms, which hold a particular sensitivity to magic, a trait which unfortunately also renders them acutely vulnerable to disease.

The chimes were watched over by Dantes and by volunteers from the other societies, but when a new nexus failed to materialize, the practice gradually died out. It seems the chimes were left in place and forgotten. In 1952, when a new nexus (over which the Manuscript tomb would be built) appeared, a short news item appeared in the New Haven Register regarding a disturbance near the intersection of Elm and Broadway (clipping attached): A curate at Christ Church ran into traffic where he was struck by a Peter Paul Candy delivery truck. When questioned by authorities, he claimed he’d been trying to find the source of a “most peculiar sound.” He survived his injuries, but according to Lethe records, he was eventually removed from office because he spent the majority of his days standing in the street, head cocked, waiting to hear that peculiar sound again. When pushed to describe it further, the curate answered, “It was angelic. I hope.”

—from the Lethe Armory Catalogue as revised and edited by Pamela Dawes, Oculus
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1

Winter

When he had been a man only and not both man and monster, Darlington had understood his city and the bad bargains it had made. He knew the changing shape of its harbor, the scars carved into its old neighborhoods by a deluge of federal cash that had seemed inexhaustible—as most floods do, until the drought arrives. He’d loved this tidy square named for a revolutionary general, its steepled church, its row of brownstones with their welcoming stoops. He had marveled at the strangeness of New Haven that could take a pocket neighborhood nestled against the noise and fumes of a highway and make it so desirable. The man he had been noted these things. He considered the branches of each cherry tree, black bones that would soften with pink in the spring.

The demon thought only of bodies. Human hearts tucked safely away in their houses.

He could feel their longings—sharp spikes of ambition, the grind of simple appetite, lust like the heavy pull of a riptide. Their greed was everywhere, a buffet of gluttony. He hungered after their hunger, and it was maddening.

He forced his focus back to the golden windows of the brownstone before them. He was standing with Turner and Alex in the deep shadows of Wooster Square Park, waiting for a sign that they were in the right place. Turner remained motionless, a stone sentinel in a fashionable overcoat. Alex rocked back and forth on her heels, trying to keep warm, her black hair gleaming in the lamplight, her hands jammed into the pockets of her cheap wool jacket.

It was hard not to keep looking at her, at the ruthless slice of her cheekbone, the grim set of her mouth. A pulse of desire passed through him, another thought he leashed, his own longing an unwanted companion, dogging his steps since they’d returned from hell. He would master this thing in him. He would become the man he’d been again. He would do it the way he had managed everything in his careful life, with the Arlington discipline his grandfather had taught him: Manners, might, and know-how. One always did the trick. For now there was the task at hand.

Through the glass he could see a family seated at dinner: a man in his thirties, a little boy rolling a tiny toy truck back and forth over the tablecloth beside his plate, a woman who looked sick and sad as she picked at her food.

“He’s feeding on her,” Turner said, shaking his head in disgust.

Sometimes the demons they’d been hunting showed enough restraint that their victims could be challenging to spot. But not tonight. The man—Ron Keep, thirty-four, associate professor of anthropology—split his attention between his meal and his son, but his eyes never strayed too long from his wife. Those glances might have indicated concern, or they might be watchfulness, a predator tracking his prey, making sure she didn’t attempt escape.

Of course, she wouldn’t run, not when he’d fed so well from her. She wouldn’t have the will. And she wouldn’t even know what he was doing as he drained the substance of her away, consuming her soul bit by bit, feeding on her fear or her love or her sadness. Every demon had its own appetites. That was what made them so hard to identify.

“I don’t see signs of change,” Turner conceded, the plume of his breath dissolving in the winter air.

But Darlington knew better than to hope. “We have no idea what he looked like before.”

As demons fed, they took on the appearance of their hosts until eventually they assumed their lives and identities entirely. It had happened to Linus Reiter, the ghoul lurking in his mansion miles away in Old Greenwich. It had happened to Tripp Helmuth, who was waiting back at Il Bastone and who was not really Tripp any longer, only the demon who had consumed him.

But will it happen to me? This was the matter that haunted Darlington’s days and nights. The question of who he was and who he might become had ceased to be a purely philosophical one.

Again he reeled his thoughts back to the dark work before them.

The call had come from Turner that morning, when Darlington had been sanding down and restaining a portion of the sunflower staircase. Il Bastone was well over a hundred years old, and it was always crying out for repair. He knew he was lavishing the care on it that he couldn’t give to Black Elm, but staying busy helped keep the demon in check. Idle hands and all that.

“Dawes was right,” Turner had said over the phone.

Dawes was usually right, but Darlington still felt weary hearing the words. Almost three months had passed since they had made it out of hell, alive but not unscarred. Bruises and nightmares aside, they had also managed to leave the door open behind them. Since then, demons had been trickling through and with each day they grew smarter at staying hidden.

Clever, not smart, Dawes reminded them again and again, though Tripp always took offense.

But clever was enough to survive.

Turner called them parasites; Darlington knew that wasn’t quite accurate. If a parasite killed the host, the parasite died too. But a demon simply slid into the dead host’s life. In death the demon thrived.

Ron Keep looked like he was thriving. His wife could barely lift her fork.

“He’ll be strong,” Darlington warned.

Blue hellfire ignited over Alex’s skin. “I’m stronger.”

For how long? he wondered. She had always been skinny; now she was jutting bones held together by determination and delusions about her own limits.

It had snowed last night, and the silence of the park felt thick and cold, as if the world had gone dormant, trapped in a slow-moving river, all of them sleeping under ice. Only Alex burned bright. She was already moving toward the front door.

Then he heard it. He touched Alex’s sleeve. “Wait.”

The sound was high and piercing. A baby crying.

“Janie—” Ron said, his voice muffled through the glass.

The little boy with the toy truck reached for his mother. “Mama, stay,” he begged.

Janie Keep yanked her hand away. “Would you just fucking give me a minute?”

The boy shrank back in his chair, clutching the truck to his chest.

“She doesn’t mean it,” Ron said, laying a hand on his son’s shoulder.

Janie pushed away from the table, hurrying down the hall and toward that high cry.

“I thought they only had one kid,” Alex said.

Turner’s face was bleak. “They do.”

Something cold crept over Darlington, raising the hair on his arms. The flames around Alex banked.

Her eyes met his, dark water, an unknown sea. “Come on.”

They moved in unison, three figures creeping toward the back of the house where they could see the pale blue walls of a nursery, a mobile of clouds and stars turning gently above a crib.

“Damn it,” muttered Turner.

“Tell me we’re wrong about this,” Alex said, and Darlington could hear the raw pleading in her voice.

Janie bent over the side of the crib. “What is it, sweet boy?” she crooned, cradling the infant to her. “Are you hungry?” The baby’s scream was too loud, and beneath that high, frantic sound, Darlington thought he could hear a counterpoint, a terrible harmony, the low thrum of a growl. “No, no, it’s okay. Mama’s here.”

Janie lifted up her blouse. Her ribs were the shadowed furrows of a field awaiting planting; her breasts were shrunken pouches. Bruises bloomed like unfurling petals around her nipples, dark blotches radiating from swollen red punctures. Bite marks.

“There you go, sweet boy.” Her eyes were glittering, full of tears. She looked both giddy and miserable. “Drink your fill.”

The baby latched and Darlington tried not to wretch at the sound of it suckling.

It was feeding on her joy, her desperation, and on her blood too.

Turner pressed the back of his hand to his mouth and took a shuddering breath. “What do we do?”

Alex tucked her hair behind her ears. “What we came here to do.” She strode to the front of the house without waiting to see if they would follow.

“She’s going to burn out,” Darlington said as Turner laid down a salt knot in case the demon tried to escape through the window.

“It’s her mission,” said Turner.

“We’re all responsible for getting this done.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it. She’s been called.”

This again. Turner hadn’t relinquished his belief that this was some kind of holy war, and Darlington still didn’t know what to make of it. They needed the detective on their side, not just because of his preternatural ability to suss out the truth, that shockingly accurate prickle that was better than any lie detector, and not just because his position with the New Haven PD lent him authority that stretched beyond the reach of the university. They needed numbers. Holy war or back-alley brawl, they had too few soldiers for the fight to come.

They followed in Alex’s wake and joined her at the steps to the brownstone. Darlington could no longer tell if he was her shadow or a shadow cast over her, but they were all too tired, too hollowed out by the grim business of the hunt to think deeply on the roles they’d chosen.

Maybe Turner was right. Maybe they’d simply been called. It was a tempting thought, the idea that some wise and benevolent hand had brought them together to stand against the tide. But there was magic and then there was magical thinking. One might help them build a dam against the flood. The other would get them killed.

“Stay close,” Alex said, the words a bare rasp, as if she’d been shouting. She knew what was to come.

He might have said I will. He might have told her not to worry.

Instead, he let a growl rumble through him, the demon’s voice, the demon’s strength. Tonight she didn’t need the man. She needed to know the monster was near.
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Ron Keep opened the door with the harried air of a man who didn’t want to be bothered—no, he did not want to sign a petition; no, he did not want his windows cleaned. He wore a snug sweater and collared shirt with his jeans and Sperrys, like a man auditioning for the role of sitcom dad.

“You left this on the stoop,” Alex said.

His eyes lit on the gleam of gold in her fingers, and he reached for the coin of compulsion in her hand. Magpie impulse. Human curiosity. Good old greed. She didn’t know why people reached for the coin, but they always did. The bit of persuasion magic was so valuable Alex almost didn’t want to release it, but she needed to keep moving or she would never see the end of this night. As soon as Keep’s hand closed over the coin, his face went slack.

“Daddy?”

The little boy was still at the table where his father had clearly told him to wait. Alex didn’t love that there would be an uncompelled witness to this, but no one believed kids anyway. She should know.

“It’s okay,” Alex lied. “We just need to see your brother.”

“I don’t have a brother.”

“He doesn’t have a brother,” Ron repeated, the coin nudging him past compliant to helpful.

“So what’s in the other room?”

“I don’t know. One day he … it was just … here.”

Alex had learned a few things about demons since she’d gone to hell and back. Sometimes they took the form of your deepest fear. Sometimes they became what you most desired. But the end result was always the same: They ate your heart.

“Stay right there,” Alex said to the little boy.

“Why?”

“Do you want your mother back?”

“Alex—” Darlington cautioned.

“I can give her back to you. But only if you stay put. Close your eyes. Cover your ears. What’s your favorite song?”

“‘Love Rollercoaster.’”

“The Red Hot fucking Chili Peppers?” There was no way side-part-and-sweater Ron Keep was listening to the original.

“A little decorum, please,” Darlington urged.

But the boy giggled. “You said a swear.”

“You like shitty music.”

Darlington sighed.

“You’re going to sing that garbage song all the way through,” Alex instructed. “Twice. And when we’re done, your mom will be back.”

“She’ll be better?”

Alex thought about just telling him what he wanted to hear. But she suspected this kid had seen too much in the last few weeks to keep trusting fairy tales. “It’ll take a while.”

He nodded and clamped his hands over his ears. She and Darlington exchanged a brief glance. Kids were the easiest people to explain magic to. They didn’t stop to question or to prove that they knew better. They understood that the rules most adults lived by were lies. Age, rational thinking, moderated expectations—all the things that made the adult world navigable made magic more difficult to grasp. Possibility died as you aged, pruned away by experience, and the ability to imagine a wider world faded with each of those lopped-off branches.

But maybe there was more to it. Maybe you couldn’t go to work every day, send your children off to school, get through the mundane business of living if you knew what was really lurking in the closet, under the bed, in every shadowed corner, what might just be waiting, biding its time for the moment the lights went out.

Ron Keep kept talking as he led them down the hall, the coin loosening his tongue. “Janie wanted another baby so badly. I said we should be grateful we had Caleb. Happy and healthy. But she wanted to keep trying. We burned through our savings. I told her we couldn’t afford another round, but she was so unhappy. It was eating her alive.”

“Apt choice of words,” murmured Darlington.

She could hear the tension in his voice. They’d been hunting for three months now, since that night in November when they’d emerged from Tripp’s apartment to see a demon crouched atop Harkness Tower. They’d known it wouldn’t be the last. The devil had his foot in the door, and he was going to find a way in. The problem was that they had no idea how or where the demons were entering their world.

At first they’d been sure it was the library where they’d walked the Gauntlet to enter hell, but their vigils and cameras had captured nothing. So Dawes and Darlington had put their heads together in the Il Bastone library looking for what they could use as an early warning system. Alex had felt the brush of her old resentment, the sense of being a mere onlooker in the life around her, always two steps behind. But then Darlington had glanced up from the book he and Dawes were perusing and for the briefest moment his eyes flashed gold—there and gone. He waved her over and in that natural gesture she’d been welcomed back into their circle. You belong here, she’d allowed herself to think, ignoring the refrain that always followed: For now.

“It’s going to be easier than we expected,” Dawes had said, tapping the page of what turned out to be a Lethe Days Diary from 1912.

“I’m not familiar with that turn of phrase,” Alex said.

Darlington laughed. “I doubt it’s ever been spoken in this house.”

She allowed herself a look back at him now as they trailed Ron Keep down the hall to his suffering wife. She had the unpleasant sense that this was forbidden. Lot’s wife. Orpheus. She might have only a passing knowledge of the classics, but she understood shit never went well when you looked back. Even so, she needed to know he was there. It was that simple and that humiliating all at once.

As it turned out, the demon security system they needed had already been built for them. Back when the great men of Lethe had been trying to understand the flow of magic into New Haven and the creation of the nexuses that allowed the societies to perform their rites, they’d created an enchantment called the Sighing of the Elms.

They’d never gotten any closer to understanding the mystery of the power that moved through the city. But the bone chimes they’d created were waiting in a drawer and Alex and Dawes and Darlington had spent most of November hanging them in trees, occasionally assisted by Turner or Tripp. Not Mercy, though. There had been a time when she would have jumped to help with anything Lethe required, but not since she’d helped Alex murder Eitan. Homicide had somehow dampened her interest in magic.

Ten steps down the hallway, twenty. The nursery seemed too close and too far away.

The only real challenge they had faced was finding elms for the bone chimes, since most of them had been killed off by blight. But enough had survived to create a magical dragnet, a series of trip wires to point them to another demon slipping through that open door. In an ordinary breeze, the chimes made no noise, but when the magic of the city increased, they released a soft sigh somewhere between a moan and an exhalation, as if the city had dreamed badly and was turning in its sleep. Alex hated the sound, but it gave them a starting point. The rest was up to Turner.

Turner, who was waiting outside. Turner, who understood the job at hand. Another bit of security she wanted to hold on to.

He would walk the area the chimes had indicated, navigating by the unerring prickle Alex had felt when she’d experienced his memories during the descent. It brought them to a coffee shop where a barista had been withering as a demon fed on her literary ambitions to the beat of bad slam poetry, then to an old oysterman hollowed out to nearly nothing by a demon gorging on nostalgia, then to an entire neighborhood giving way slowly to a demon disguised as a pimpled teenager delivering pizza. At least the pizza had been good. Alex had taken home two garlic and tomato pies from Zuppardi’s, and it had almost made the rest of it worthwhile.

But how many are slipping through? That was the problem that kept them all watching, listening, that was driving her down this well-appointed hallway that smelled of quality floor polish and the meatloaf Janie or Ron Keep had made that night. How many demons had successfully consumed their hosts? How many had become vampires preying on New Haven? Had they joined Linus Reiter in his luxurious nest up the road in Old Greenwich? Were they burrowing into their own secret warrens and bolt-holes, laying claim to a human city one soul at a time?

She’s been called. It wasn’t the first time Turner had said it or the first time Alex had ignored it. But she wasn’t like him or Darlington or Dawes. She didn’t care if she was one of the good guys or if this was a righteous quest. She wanted to win because winning meant she stayed alive. Her mother. Her friends. They all got to stay alive. So she would keep hunting even as she felt death creeping closer. Maybe tonight it would take her. Here on this pretty street with the lights in the windows and the redbrick chimneys and neatly salted front steps. Here in this cozy house with this family that was slightly larger than it should be, that had lost its proper shape, warped by a tumor that needed to be excised.

The room before them was dark, but from it Alex heard those long, wet sucking sounds. She took a deep breath, forcing her gorge to settle.

“Stay here,” she heard Darlington say to Ron. “If your son comes down the hall, stop him.”

Somewhere in the house she could hear a high, happy voice singing … “Rollercoaster! Of love!”

“Darlington,” she whispered.

She moved her hair aside and he lay his hand to the bare skin at the nape of her neck. Fire raced over her body. She could call it to life easily enough on her own, but it was stronger when Darlington was close, strongest when they were in physical contact. In the flickering blue light, she saw Janie Keep in her rocking chair and the thing that was not a baby clutched to her chest.

When Janie looked up, her eyes were black pits in their sockets. Maybe they’d arrived too late. Maybe her soul was too far gone to recover.

“Your son needs you,” Alex said.

“I know,” Janie said. She was trembling.

“Your real son.”

A troubled expression passed over her gaunt face and the monster at her breast left off its feeding.

In the second it turned to Alex, its face transformed, the sweet plumpness of its features giving way like melting wax, its jaw distending to reveal a glistening row of teeth wet with blood.

“Now!” Darlington shouted and tossed the puzzle box they called the Voynich Coffin into the air.

The thing’s eyes fastened on the cube, mesmerized, lunging from Janie Keep’s arms with unnatural speed.

“No!” Janie cried. “No!”

But it was too late. As soon as the demon’s chubby hands locked over the salt edges of the box, its gurgle became a scream. The thing’s human disguise gave way, like the soft rind of a fruit gone rotten.

The hairy body of a wolf emerged, tongue lolling, limbs set at wrong angles, knobby shoulders hunched.

Killing a demon was close to impossible, but they could be trapped, they could be contained. Alex could do it. No one else.

Darlington kept his grip on her neck, seizing the puzzle box out of the air with his other hand, luring the demon on.

It lunged toward them, but Alex was ready, arm extended, Darlington’s hand on her bare skin, the burn of hellfire the tether between them, keeping her rooted to this realm.

The demon shrieked as Alex drew it into her body, as she’d drawn Grays to use their strength, as she’d pulled Darlington’s soul into her to bring him out of hell, as she’d done to Golgarot when she’d threatened to drag him into their world.

The demon fought, but Alex was the Wheelwalker and her demand could not be ignored. She tasted sulfur on her tongue, felt the weight of its—soul? Spirit? She didn’t know. But it was heavy. She felt her head bow, then went to her knees, unable to carry the heft of it. This was poison in her body, a sea of human sorrow and hope, the vastness of Janie Keep’s longing. She closed her eyes and saw the endless plateaus of hell, saw Golgarot enthroned and the empty seat beside him. He held up the jeweled yoke that would make her queen and slave, and his voice was rich with pleasure when he spoke. Hunt all you want. My armies are infinite and we are coming.

Helpless. Hopeless. Death was waiting—no, not just death, an endless torment. Alex had scraped by her whole life, slipping through cracks that became escape routes, punching a hole in the wall when she couldn’t find a door. But she wouldn’t escape this.

“Alex.” Darlington’s voice—clear, cultured, human. “Open your eyes.”

She forced herself to do as he asked and saw him before her, ringed by blue fire, his horns glowing golden. She felt the tether that bound them. She had held his soul inside her.

The taste of honey filled her mouth, the sweetness washing her tongue clean of sulfur. She heard the bright clang of steel on steel.

“Be rid of it,” he told her.

Across the planes she met Golgarot’s gaze.

Soldier, your hour draws closer.

“How do you say fuck off in demon?” she bit out and spat the sludge of the demon’s essence into the Voynich Coffin.

Darlington had set the box on the floor. Its white salt walls and lid were intricately folded into a maze, each crease printed with the supposedly unparsable text of the legendary Voynich manuscript. A perfect puzzle. A perfect trap for a demon.

She heard the thing give one last cry as it vanished—a child’s cry, a final jab. Alex knew it wasn’t a real baby, that all demons were the same once they went into the box. They were pure need and nothing more. But she knew that cry would chase her into dreaming when she finally lay down to rest tonight.

Darlington was bracing her with his arms, keeping her from falling forward. They were both on their knees on the floor of the room of a baby who had never been a baby and who would never grow to be a child. Janie Keep lay shuddering in the corner, weeping, rocking back and forth.

Alex could feel herself shaking, her teeth chattering. She wanted to lean into Darlington’s body, to be comforted, to be reassured. She wanted to swallow his goodness and let it infect her with some noble sense of purpose she could cling to. She thought of the Christmas morning she’d spent at Il Bastone, the only good Christmas she could remember. She thought of the smell of pine boughs and the piles of pancakes Dawes had made, of Darlington in his coat and pajamas shoveling snow off the walk. Life. Comfort. Safety. She just wanted to keep a bit more of it for herself, something good and real to hold on to when her time was finally up.

Death was waiting. She just needed it to wait a little longer.
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The Voynich Coffin

Salt from Zipaquirá; paper pulp

Provenance: Lethe; contemporary

Coffin is, of course, a misnomer. To the best of our knowledge demons cannot be killed until they have fully taken on the form of a host, becoming what folklore would describe as a vampire. Even then, both literature and limited experience indicate they’re challenging to permanently destroy. However, their affinity for puzzles does make them relatively easy to trap.

The Voynich Coffin was created using the digitized pages of the legendary manuscript, methodically stamping them into sheaf after sheaf of salt paper, folding corner after corner to create what might be best described as an origami labyrinth. The walls were bound using a variation on an enchantment created by Michael McGovern (’63) in his third year as Dante and as a means of protecting society rituals which explicitly called for the invocation of demons. It’s worth noting that McGovern seems to have plagiarized the bulk of this ritual from the work of the Count of St. Germain, a source whom he failed to credit.

—from the Lethe Armory Catalogue as revised and edited by Pamela Dawes, Oculus
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When they arrived at Il Bastone, Dawes had a fire burning in the parlor grate and big pot of pastina simmering on the stove. The house gave a disapproving little shudder as they entered, the crystals in the chandelier tinkling above. “I’m okay,” Alex whispered, laying a hand on the post as they passed through the front door, though she wasn’t entirely sure that was true.

Tripp was setting the table, bundled into what he called the Salton Suit but which was really more of a cross between a shroud and a straitjacket that was laced with salt and bound with containment incantations. It left him covered in boils, but it was the only way Il Bastone would let him past the stoop, and much like the human he’d been, Not Tripp didn’t like to feel left out. He had moved to a small apartment across the street where he’d happily nested with his big-screen TV and recliner and a bizarre assortment of family photographs and sailing memorabilia. Their rules were simple: no preying on humans, no solo field trips in case of temptation. Alex had assumed Tripp would get bored and restless, but he seemed content to watch an endless stream of YouTube videos and play sous-chef to Dawes.

“He’s lazy,” Turner had said contemptuously.

“He’s lonely,” Dawes had shot back. “And he can’t go home because he’s a demon now. He just needs … purpose.”

Alex was glad Tripp was low on energy and ambition. It made him easier to manage.

Dawes bundled Alex into the butter-yellow crocheted blanket her sister in Westport had sent for the holidays, then settled her at the dining room table with a bowl of soup and a big glass of what she said was Sancerre. Soup made from scratch helped to offset contact with the demonic. Wine helped offset Alex’s desire to set fire to all of New Haven then steal a car and watch it burn in her rearview mirror.

Darlington shrugged his coat from his shoulders and placed the Voynich Coffin on the table. Dawes slapped Tripp’s hand as he reached for it.

“Sorry,” Tripp said. “My bad.”

“Do you want to end up stuck in there?” Dawes demanded.

Turner finished brushing the damp off his parka. “I can think of worse places for him.”

“It isn’t straight,” said Tripp, squinting at the puzzle box and holding up his fingers as if he were lining up the sights of a rifle.

Alex made herself look, then look again. “Damn. He’s right.”

“It’s fine,” Turner said, but then he frowned and sat down hard. “The angles aren’t ninety degrees anymore.”

Dawes hovered by the table, a plate of grilled bread in her hands. “Does that … Is it losing its structure?”

“Possibly,” Darlington replied. He leaned back in his chair, the picture of ease despite the night’s events. Every sign of the demon had disappeared, and he was once more the golden boy of Lethe, a gentleman who frequently went to war with monsters and occasionally became one himself. “We’ve crammed twenty-two demons of varying forms and appetites into an untested magical object. And we have no idea what they might be getting up to in there.”

Alex rubbed her eyes, fighting her fatigue. Maybe setting fire to the city was the way to go. She had pictured the Voynich Coffin as a kind of salt prison where each demon was contained in a cell, locked into its fascination for a puzzle that couldn’t be solved. She hadn’t imagined them all meeting up in the yard for a smoke and a chat.

“You’re saying we have twenty-two hellish fiends planning a prison break?” Alex asked.

Darlington shrugged. “Maybe they’ll settle for a riot.”

“Comforting,” Turner said. Carefully, he lifted the coffin from the table and returned it to the lead-lined case they kept in a linen closet on the other side of Il Bastone. They were in uncertain territory, and if something did go wrong and the coffin gave way, no one wanted it anywhere near the treasures of the armory or the gas line in the kitchen.

“We can’t go on like this,” he said when he returned. “We’re on borrowed time with that thing.”

It was what they were all thinking, had been thinking as the days and nights of hunting wore away at them. Again, Alex wondered, How many are we missing? Left alone to feed on her longing, Janie Keep’s “baby” would have eventually taken on her form, then fed on the blood and emotions of her friends and neighbors, her real son, her husband, anyone it needed to stay alive. Alex was the only person in this room who had tangled with a vampire, and even with the strength of a Gray inside her and a pair of magical brass knuckles, she’d barely made it out alive.

“It’s not just that,” Turner continued. He poured himself two fingers of whiskey. “I can’t keep going like this. I’m basically working two jobs. I’m not sleeping, and none of you look like you are either.”

“I am,” said Tripp.

Turner took a long swallow. “Have you ever gotten a bad night’s sleep in your life?”

Tripp appeared to give the question serious consideration.

“Fair to say we could all take better care of ourselves—” Darlington began.

“And each other,” added Dawes as she nudged the plate of bread toward Turner. “Eat.”

“But until we find a way to shut the door,” Darlington went on, “we should be counting our blessings.”

Alex almost choked on her soup. “Help me out with that math.”

“We can’t shut the door, but they can’t open it any farther or they would have.”

“I’ll break out the champagne.”

“Are we sure …” Dawes set down her spoon, lifted it, changed her mind again. “What if they’re just wearing us down?”

“Like an advance team?” Tripp said. He sounded a little too impressed, and Alex suspected it was only Dawes’s glare that kept him from adding Nice.

Turner took a piece of the bread. “A war of attrition.”

“Fabian strategy,” Darlington mused. “You avoid large-scale actions, wear the enemy down. But usually it’s used by a smaller force against a larger one. Maybe that means Golgarot doesn’t have the numbers.”

“He does,” Alex said. “I saw him when I purged that demon.” It happened every time she drew one of those things inside her. She took a sip of wine, trying to wash away the memory of sulfur and misery. “He said his armies were infinite.”

“My name is Legion,” quoted Turner, “for we are many. Legion meant thousands back in Christ’s time. How are we supposed to fight thousands when there are four of us?”

“Five,” Tripp noted.

“My mistake. We’re unstoppable. Tell Golgarot to do his worst.”

“This man lived in the tombs,” said Darlington, “and no one could bind him anymore, not even with a chain.”

“You’re quoting Mark?” Turner asked, clearly pleased.

“Arlington men go to church every Sunday,” Alex recalled, though she was surprised too.

“Went,” Darlington corrected.

“Are you worried you might burst into flames?”

“I imagine a visit to the underworld might make some men more religious,” Darlington said with a bob of his chin toward Turner. “But I find I’m plagued with questions that make it tougher to sit still in a pew.”

Had that been a loss for him? Alex knew that Turner’s belief had only grown stronger and that Mercy was struggling to reconcile everything they’d done and seen with her own faith. Alex hadn’t spent much time contemplating religion or scripture. Maybe if Mira had let Alex’s grandmother drag her to synagogue, she would have real faith to take comfort in. But it was too late to embrace piety now.

“For he had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet,” Darlington continued.

Turner picked up the quote. “No one was strong enough to subdue him. Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.”

“We don’t need the Bible,” Alex said, her irritation rising. “We need to know what happened to Rudolph Kittscher and the first pilgrims who made the descent.”

“I’m doing my best,” said Dawes. “But it’s all gone. Not just Kittscher’s Lethe Days Diary, but his Dante’s diary too. I thought maybe they’d just placed a prohibition on the Albemarle Book, but they stripped everything from Lethe’s physical archives too.”

Lethe had been instrumental in constructing the Gauntlet and four Yale students chosen from the societies had used it to visit hell back in 1933. Rudolph Kittscher had been Lethe’s representative. Skull and Bones had sent Lionel Reiter, who had become the vampire most recently known as Linus Reiter. But that was all Alex and the others had been able to learn. They had speculated that the other candidates had been selected from Scroll and Key and Book and Snake, but they had no way of knowing who the other two pilgrims had been or the specifics of their journey or exactly what bargain they’d struck with Golgarot nearly one hundred years ago.

“We need those diaries,” Alex said. “And I don’t see how Mark or any of the other apostles are going to help us close the door to hell.”

Turner was studying Darlington. “That’s not why you were interested in that passage from Mark, is it?”

“No,” he admitted. His gaze shifted to Alex. “When you were tapped by Lethe, I made it my business to learn everything I could about people with your gift, people who could see Grays. We had knowledge of others who had the same ability, but most of them ended up like the man described in Mark.”

“Completely batshit?”

“I might choose a less colorful turn of phrase, but yes. Now pay attention to the way they describe his strength. He tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet. No one was strong enough to subdue him. Remind you of anyone?”

Alex thought back to the night she’d first used Hellie’s strength, to the men she’d left behind in her bloody wake. She’d almost gotten used to it now, how easy it was to borrow a Gray’s strength. Only once had a ghost invaded her mind without invitation: the Bridegroom. He’d shoved his way into her head and yanked her strings like a marionette. She never wanted to feel that way again.

“You think Grays got hold of them?”

“I think so, and I think it looked very much like possession. But you and Belbalm and maybe other Wheelwalkers are different.”

Turner refilled his glass. “Different how?”

“In their ability to use Grays and hold demons. The rest?” Darlington lifted his shoulders. “I don’t know. But it may be important. According to Golgarot, it’s Alex’s presence in hell that would unlock the door to our world and keep it that way. He drank her blood so that he could prop it open.”

Alex knew where this was going. She could feel the expectation in the others.

“We’ve been over this,” she said. “I’ve tried talking to my mom about my father. It never goes anywhere. And I’m not going to compel her.”

Dawes tucked her hands into the sleeves of her sweatshirt. “It doesn’t have to be anything … invasive.”

Alex had lied to her mother, stolen from her, but somehow this felt worse. And she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know the truth about whatever was lurking in her genetics. Her father was a gap, a void. Even the word father didn’t quite line up to anything in her understanding. She had a handful of facts: He surfed. He was handsome. He liked Joy Division. Stars in a constellation. You were supposed to see a shape in the absence: a scorpion, a bear, a woman running, but Alex could never fill in the blanks.

“Maybe,” she said.

“We could bring her here,” said Dawes. “Or even do it over the phone.”

“We’re not bringing Mira to New Haven. I’m not putting a target on her back.”

Alex had pulled every string and called in every favor to get her mother settled in a new spot that Eitan’s old buddies couldn’t find if they came looking. A check had arrived: a settlement from a lawsuit from one of the many MLMs Mira had been suckered into over the years. Most people would have raised a brow at such remarkable good fortune, maybe dug a little more. But not Mira, who believed in fate and faeries and the planets aligning, who had a postcard pinned beside her bed that said, Miracles happen if you let them.

But when her mother sent Alex the photo of the new bungalow she’d just put a deposit on, it had felt like stepping in front of a city bus. Alex had been to that house. They all had—Turner, Dawes, Darlington. The porch, the garden full of silvery sage and purple spikes of salvia, the arched entry to the kitchen. They’d seen it when Golgarot had offered them all their dearest wishes and Alex had dreamed of this house, a place of peace and plenty where Mira would have lived if her daughter hadn’t drained away her youth and emptied her bank account for psychologists and scared-straight programs, if Alex had done everyone the courtesy of dying young.

“We need answers,” Turner said. “We can’t keep on like this. The balance is going to change, and we need to make sure it shifts in our favor.”

Alex shoved back from the table and slid on her coat. “We’re supposed to be on Lynwood before midnight to get the circle in place for St. Elmo’s.”

The duties of Lethe didn’t really matter tonight. St. Elmo’s practiced weather magic, but they’d lost their crypt years ago and the nexus beneath it when the university had claimed the elegant red towers of Rosenfeld Hall for itself. The society had been all but obsolete since. The new St. Elmo’s delegates would wave their arms around and it might get a little muggy, then they’d look sheepish and apologize and everyone could go home. Still better than sitting here debating messing with her mother’s mind.

“Alex,” Darlington said gently, “we’re running out of options.”

“Then find some new ones,” she said. “Do your job and I’ll do mine.”

Alex jammed a second piece of bread in her mouth and turned her back on them. She was tired, hungry, and sick of swallowing demons and spitting them back up again for the sake of saving a world that had never been particularly kind to her. If they wanted nice on top of all that, they could find another Wheelwalker.
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The walk to Lynwood would have taken them a half hour so they drove.

Darlington’s old Mercedes was still sitting in the garage at Black Elm. No one could bear to look at it, let alone drive it since they’d found Michelle Alameddine’s body in the trunk. Instead, Dawes had brought her parents’ old Subaru up from Westport for them to use. Alex knew it was more practical than the glamorous Mercedes, but she always felt a little like she was carpooling to damnation.

“Go on,” Alex said when they parked a few blocks from the squat brick house. “Tell me what’s at stake.”

He kept the engine idling in the cold. At last he said, “There’s a ritual called the Sleepwalker that was created for intel gathering during the Cold War. It doesn’t require a portal or a nexus, and your mother will be at no risk.”

“Don’t bullshit me. There’s no such thing as magic without risk.”

“Were you always a cynic, Stern?”

“From birth.”

He gave a small shrug. “I’m not going to push you.”

“You’re pushing me now.”

“I’m hardly one to lecture on the matter of familial bonds.”

“Do you miss them?”

She hadn’t meant to ask about his parents. They’d never talked about what Golgarot had done to Darlington’s mother and father, not since the day they’d stood on the basement stairs and let Harper and Dan Arlington’s bodies burn away in a tide of hellfire. There was nothing left of them in this world, not even ash.

“I miss … the idea of them. I’ve read enough books to know what families are supposed to be like. Close families. Broken families. We weren’t like any of them.”

Another fractured constellation. You knew the shape you were meant to look for in those scattered stars, but sometimes it just didn’t line up.

She peered at the weathervanes spinning on the rooftop of St. Elmo’s. A ship. A rooster. A rabbit emerging from a top hat. Overseeing the ritual had been a way to escape Turner’s scrutiny, but now she wished they could just skip right over this sorry business with St. Elmo. The problem with stopping, with letting yourself rest, was that it made it that much harder to move again.

“Do we really have to do this?” Alex asked. Darlington sighed, and she laughed. “This is where you’re supposed to remind me of our sacred duty as delegates of Lethe.”

“I know,” he said. “But it’s hard to feel much investment when we’re spending most of our time—”

“Staving off Armageddon?”

“I fear we’ve veered into melodrama.”

“You sure?”

“No,” he admitted.

In the warm pocket of the car, his profile was limned in a gold wash of light from the streetlamps. She had the sudden feeling that she’d slipped into another life, a safer, more lovely version of the world. They’d spent a happy evening together. He’d taken her to a nice dinner in a restaurant with vases full of fresh flowers and white tablecloths. He’d parked his car to drop her off at the end of the date. Except Darlington was a gentleman. He would walk her to the door.

We’d go to a play, a diner, the park. We wouldn’t know each other’s secrets. Alex wasn’t sure she’d ever been on a real date. She and Len had gone to the movies a few times and she’d agreed to meet her TA from Psychology of Milton for coffee before she realized it was maybe closer to a date than a study session. He would walk me to the door, and then what? Usually, she avoided looking at Darlington. She didn’t think about it; she just kept her head down, kept her focus elsewhere. Because once she looked, she just wanted to keep looking. His beauty was offensive, absurd, powerfully unfair. He had been given too much of it and left scraps for the rest.

“Stern?” He turned to her, confused by her silence, and when he saw her watching him, his eyes flickered gold. The world felt suddenly distant. “We should go.”

He had turned off the engine and leapt from the car before she could reply, shutting the door behind him and stamping his feet in the cold.

She gave her head a shake, relieved he couldn’t read her mind. She was tired and being near him was harder than she wanted it to be. During his long absence, he had lived in her thoughts—confidant, companion, and, on the hard days, an unwelcome conscience. But the reality of his presence, the weight and heat of his body beside her, was so much more complicated than that precise, knowledgeable voice in her head. She wished they were walking into something tricky or dangerous; it would be easier to keep her mind straight. But instead they had to go waste two hours with the duds of St. Elmo.

“Why did they buy the ugliest house on the block?” she asked as they approached the squat lump of red brick and white trim.

“It was available,” Darlington said. “And I’m sure they thought it was temporary.”

That Alex understood. When you were in the slide, you always had to tell yourself the bad choice wouldn’t last. We’ll squat until we find something permanent. I’ll sleep in my car until the next paycheck. I’ll chip away at the vig next week. But loss was easy. It was why she’d held so tightly to this life at Yale. She knew that if she let herself get too far from this place, she’d never find her way back.

They were greeted at the doorway by a short redhead with thick bangs wearing a ratty cloak embroidered with clouds. “They’re here!” she called over her shoulder. She stepped aside and declared, “Welcome, delegates of Lethe.”

“We are one step away from a m’lady,” Alex grumbled as they entered.

“I’m Nell,” the girl said, closing the door. “Sorry, I’m not sure who’s Dante and who’s Virgil.”

“It can be hard to tell lately,” Darlington replied.

But Alex just hiked her thumb at him. “That’s the man in charge.”

“Amazing,” Nell said. “Really great.” She was staring, a common response to Darlington’s ridiculous beauty, but he didn’t seem to notice. Remember that, she warned herself. Beauty is careless. It forgets its own power. “Right this way.”

Nell led them down a hallway cluttered with coats and discarded boots and into a perfectly square living room lined with bookshelves and cleared of all other furniture. The ceiling had been painted dark blue and inscribed with a compass in shiny bronze paint. At its center was the St. Elmo seal they referred to as “the boat and goat.”

The rest of the Weathermen were gathered in the kitchen beyond.

“Do you want anything to drink?” Nell asked. “We made punch.”

“No, thank you,” Darlington said, manners intact, never mind the hidden horns. “We’ll see to the circle of protection. Please watch your step when you return.” But as soon as she was gone, he said, “My God, this is depressing.”

“It’s not so bad.”

“It smells distinctly of foot.”

He enunciated the word as if trying to expel it.

Darlington was a snob, but he was also right. There was something sad about these people in their worn velvet robes, the cheap Ikea bookshelves they’d lined with black-and-white photographs of better times and relics of past prestige. Divorced from the grand architecture of the tombs, it all looked pathetic, like a sad set for a high school play. Alex’s friend Minki had worked at a BDSM club sandwiched between a discount furniture warehouse and an auto repair shop on Lankershim. She’d brought Alex with her on a shift once and it had reeked of the same desperate air of make-believe.

They set a wide circle of graveyard dust around the perimeter of the room and marked four gateways with bone chalk to stave off Grays. All part of the same hopeful pantomime. St. Elmo’s nights were the easiest every semester, and Alex was already calculating that she’d be back in the dorm and in bed by one thirty. She could get six hours, wake up early, and work on her Milton paper.

“Focus please, Stern.”

She didn’t know if Darlington had always been this attentive to her mind wandering or if being bound by hellfire made her easier to read, but it was annoying.

“What is this?” she asked, approaching what looked like a copper barrel set on a stone base at the center of the room.

“The Kettle. It used to be in the basement of Rosenfeld. Here.” He handed her a pair of earplugs. “Put them in once they start. You can thank me later.”

It didn’t take long to understand. Once the Weathermen gathered, Alex and Darlington stationed themselves at either side of the eastern gate by the house’s front windows. She could smell the fruity tang of whatever punch Nell had cooked up. It was probably more powerful than any magic they might make tonight.

The Weathermen began to chant, and based on Darlington’s wince, their Latin was not up to snuff. Then a young man with buzzed brown hair began banging on the rim of the barrel with long metal tongs and Alex wished she could hurl herself through a window.

“Tyler Norris,” Darlington murmured in her ear. “Delegation president. Computer engineering major.”

“I’m glad I brought you back from hell.”

“So I could do the homework?”

“Exactly.” He probably knew the names of everyone in the room, their hometowns, majors, and favorite desserts. Alex wasn’t sure what the point was. The delegations came and went, a fresh batch of seniors every year. Magic took a toll and the young were better able to endure it. But no one really knew what kind of mark these rites left. No one wanted to ask. The results were too precious.

Alex shoved the earplugs in. The din Tyler Norris was making in the Kettle sounded close to a steel drum, but there was no discernible rhythm, just a frantic rolling up and down like a clumsy giant playing in the world’s worst resort band.

A faint scent of ozone filled the room. A few weak flashes flickered outside, less like lightning than a defective bulb.

Tyler kept pounding on the metal rim, his face getting redder, perspiration dripping from his brow. The other Weathermen shifted in their cloaks, hope giving way to embarrassment. There was no rumble of thunder, no patter of rain. A truck roared past and Alex felt the flimsy walls of the house shake.

They didn’t stop shaking.

Tyler’s fuzzy head popped up, as if he heard a secret song beneath the aimless roll of the Kettle. His eyes were bright blue, sweaty face gleaming.

“Oh my God!” Nell crowed. “It’s working!”

Tyler broke into a huge astonished grin and the other Weathermen joined hands, drawing closer to the barrel.

Alex couldn’t quite believe it, but Nell was right. The sound Alex had mistaken for a truck was quaking through the floorboards in a rising rumble, like a massive pot brought to boil, a swell of thunder.

She turned to Darlington, expecting to see her surprise mirrored on his face, but he was staring straight ahead, jaw clenched. His eyes were shining golden coins.

“Shit,” she muttered, moving to block the delegates’ view of him, but they were all intent on Tyler and the steel drum.

A crack rent the air and the room flashed white—real lightning.

The Weathermen gasped.

“Is it supposed to be that close?” someone asked nervously.

Crack. Another bolt of lightning. This one came straight down through the ceiling and struck the drum. The delegates grouped around it were thrown backward. Another bolt struck the floor where they’d been standing and the ragged carpet burst into flame.

“Darlington!” she shouted over the ceaseless roar of thunder. “Danny!”

The house was shuddering so hard she was struggling to stay standing. He was feeding this magic somehow. She was sure of it. Clouds of plaster dust gusted down from the ceiling. But Darlington was unmoving, as if his body were braced against the storm, his eyes glowing and fixed on some impossible distance.

She took one quick glance at the screaming Weathermen huddling against the walls and crawling on all fours away from the fire. She had to chance it.

Alex sought that bloom of hellfire. It was easy when she was this close to him. She swept her hand forward, letting the blue flame braid together like the tongue of a whip. It hooked around Darlington’s neck. He snarled, his golden gaze locking onto her.

“Snap the fuck out of it,” she gritted out. “You’re going to bring this whole place down.”

Too late. With the sound of a freight train barreling into a brick wall, the ceiling gave way.

In the next breath, Alex was on her back. The world was dark and near silent and the glow of hellfire was gone.

She tried to take a breath and dust filled her lungs. She coughed, feeling the ache in her chest and her ribs. She’d had the wind knocked out of her.

Darlington was on top of her. He’d braced his body above hers to block the fall of debris. His eyes still shone gold.

“Your horns are out,” she rasped.

A low growl rumbled through him.

Around her she heard the Weathermen starting to call to each other. The bright burst of headlights from a passing car flooded over the room and Alex used the moment to let hellfire surge over her again.

Darlington’s gaze met hers.

“Come back to me, Danny.”

She tasted honey on her tongue. He shut his eyes and when he opened them again they were warm brown, human. The horns were gone.

For a moment they stared at each other, and then horror washed over his face, humiliation. He rolled off her and helped her to her feet, shaking plaster and pieces of wood from his back, unable to meet her eyes.

Alex could hear the wail of sirens, the Weathermen shouting at each other to find a fire extinguisher.

“You’re okay?” Darlington asked.

“Fine, but—”

Darlington clapped his hands and shouted. “Everyone out! Now. Nell, get me a head count. I need to know if anyone was on the second story.”

The demon was gone and only the gentleman of Lethe—efficient, poised, unmoved by anything so crass as a roof caving in—remained.

They all shuffled out the door and across the street, counting off names from the St. Elmo roster as the firemen and police arrived. Once all the Weathermen were accounted for, Darlington pulled out his phone, and she knew he was calling Turner.

“What are we going to tell the alumni?” Nell was asking in between coughs.

“I mean, isn’t this a good thing?” another girl asked. She was supporting a boy with locs who had sprained or broken one of his ankles. “Something actually happened for once.”

“We have to figure out what was different this time,” Tyler said.

“This time?” Alex said, summoning all of Lethe’s authority. She needed to shut down this line of thinking immediately. “You say that as if there’s going to be a next time.”

“But it worked, right?” Nell insisted. “We summoned a storm.”

Alex stared at her. “Did you control it?”

“No,” she conceded.

“We were almost killed and you almost burned this pathetic excuse for a tomb down.” Alex lifted her chin. She’d been on the receiving end of enough I’m-not-mad-just-disappointed lectures that she could produce more than a passing imitation. “It was one thing when your efforts were harmless failures. But this? Lethe can no longer indulge your delusions.”

“We just need a nexus!” Tyler pleaded.

Alex had been feigning indignation, but she couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. It was possible Darlington had caused the ritual to go wrong, but the Weathermen didn’t know that. People were injured. A house lay in ruins. Their lightning could have burned down the block. Their whole delegation could have been crushed, and if Alex hadn’t had a demon by her side, she would have been buried under a pile of rubble.

“Look across the street,” she demanded. “Look. Does that mean anything to you?”

But Tyler wasn’t looking. He was already formulating an argument. “Of course we understand that we’re responsible for this and we will absolutely make amends. The trust will cover all damages. But some type of fallout is inevitable. Alex—”

“Dante. And spare me your listening-and-learning bullshit.”

Nell put her hand on Tyler’s shoulder in solidarity. “You’re not being fair. We did all the right things. This was just an accident. We’re not the villains here.”

“No,” Alex said, touching her fingers to her bruised ribs. “You’re worse than villains. You’re amateurs.”

She turned and limped down the block to where Darlington was keeping one eye on the first responders swarming the St. Elmo tomb while finishing his call.

“Yes, sir,” he was saying. “Of course, sir. We’ll be there.”

“I’m guessing that wasn’t Turner,” she said when he hung up.

“It was the Praetor.”

Professor Raymond Walsh-Whiteley was the faculty liaison to Lethe, and he never called with good news. “What now?”

“The Lethe board wants us to come to New York.”

Alex grinned. “It’s about time.”
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