
  
    [image: Element of Life]
  


  
    
      ELEMENT OF LIFE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      ORDER OF THE ELEMENTS: BOOK 5

    

    
      
        EMMA L. ADAMS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book was written, produced and edited in the UK, where some spelling, grammar and word usage will vary from US English.

      

        

      
        No part of this book or cover was created by AI, and no part of this book is permitted to be used in AI training. This project was completely written, edited, and proofread by humans.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2020 Emma L. Adams

        All rights reserved.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Element of Life

      

      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        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

      

    

    
      
        Thank you for reading!

      

      
        Other books by Emma L. Adams

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ELEMENT OF LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I'm Liv Cartwright, nerd, D&D fan, and newly minted Spirit Element.

         

        The Death King might have got his wish and convinced me to work for him, but the rest of his Court is on the brink of staging a mutiny. With an old enemy back and the Order under new management, it's up to me and the rest of the Elemental Soldiers to help the Death King face up to a legion of threats.

         

        Including someone I hoped never to see again.

         

        It's time for the spirit mages to make a final stand against an impossible foe or see a repeat of the last spirit war. After all, everyone knows there's a good reason nobody survived last time.

         

        Spirit mages who step out of line pay the price with their souls.
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      The magically gifted have always lived among us.

      

      After centuries of living in hiding, a group of mages banded together and created their own parallel world to the everyday one, a paradise designed as a home for the magically inclined. Mages, vampires, elves, shapeshifters and many others flocked there, and for centuries, they flourished, ruled over by the Council of the Elements.

      

      Then, several decades ago, the spirit mages turned on their fellow Elements and slaughtered them. The resulting war brought an end to the old Council of the Elements and left the magical world in ruins.

      

      Since then, it has remained fractured. Clans of shapeshifters, vampires, and others rule the cities, while the Court of the Dead dominates the areas even the bravest fear to tread. It may be a paradise no longer, but to many of the magically inclined, it’s still home.

      

      Welcome to the Parallel.
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      If there was one guarantee in my life, it was that the Order of the Elements would always show up in my life whenever I least wanted them to.

      I might have been grateful for the mundane intrusion, considering my recent return from within the jaws of death, but that didn’t mean I had to look at the two Order members who entered Devon’s shop that morning with anything other than wary disdain. Especially when one of them was my former nemesis, Judith French, and the second was a shifter called Femi who’d been her backup when she’d tried to have me arrested.

      “You’ve come to the wrong shop.” I reached for the pouch at my waist, prepared to employ a cantrip or two if they refused to leave. “We don’t do business with Order lackeys.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “We’re not with the Order, I mean. We don’t work for them anymore.”

      I raised a brow. “And I’m in the running to be the next Death King.”

      “It’s true,” she said defensively. “I know you and I haven’t always got along, but I’m not lying. Both of us decided to leave the Order at the same time.”

      “What do you want me to say, congratulations?” Did she have nothing better to do than to come into our shop and try to get me to fall for her bullshit? “Sure you weren’t fired?”

      That was the only reason I could think of for Judith to willingly leave the organisation she’d devoted her entire life to serving. She’d happily let her job become her personality, and I couldn’t imagine her throwing it all away of her own accord.

      Admittedly, she wasn’t dressed in the smart casual office wear she usually wore when the Order sent her to hassle us, while her lank dark hair looked as though she hadn’t washed it in days. A far cry from the polished exterior she’d worn the last time I’d seen her in the Order’s base, guarding one of their top-secret labs. As for me, I wore my usual jeans and nerdy T-shirt rather than the armoured uniform of one of the Death King’s guards, a position I’d never officially given up despite my return to relative normality. I’d prefer for Judith not to upend my fragile new life by bringing the Order’s security on her tail.

      “I wasn’t fired.” Judith’s face flushed. “I’m telling the truth.”

      “Right.” Why was I wasting my time talking to these people? Judith and her friends had had it out for me since our days at the academy, especially after I’d ended up on trial for learning illegal spirit magic and had lost a huge chunk of my memories as a consequence. She’d seen to it that I made a nice collection of fresh unpleasant memories in the months and years afterwards, and even if she had left the Order, I was the last person she’d seek advice from, and the feeling was mutual.

      “We oppose Mr Holland’s new position in the upper room,” said Femi.

      Judith nodded. “We want him fired and jailed for breaking the Order’s laws.”

      “Tell that to the upper room, not me.” I kept my tone disinterested, though her words made my heart skip a beat. Did she finally see sense? “I don’t work for the Order anymore.”

      “Neither do I, for the most part,” said Devon from behind me. “They don’t listen to me unless they want to buy cantrips from me, and I’ve never said a word to the upper room in my life. Did you actually hand in your notice and officially quit?”

      “Well…” Judith faltered.

      I tilted my head. “You didn’t. So you’re still reporting to the Order.”

      “We aren’t,” she insisted. “We’re still Order members because otherwise they’d hunt us down and demand an explanation, but we’re working against them from within.”

      Hmm. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that some of the Order’s members had begun to question how things were run, given that Mr Holland had seized his position through illegal means, but that didn’t mean I could trust any of them as far as I could throw them.

      “That’s a risky decision to make,” I said. “You saw what happens to people who get in Holland’s way.”

      “We saw,” said Femi. “In London. We weren’t invited to the gathering, but if we had been, we’d both be dead.”

      Judith’s mouth pressed together. “We saw it on the news. It was horrific. But… but the Death King got out, didn’t he?”

      Hmm. Seeing the carnage of the explosion at the Order’s event might have been a wakeup call, if they hadn’t believed the public story, but both of them must know they had no way to stand up to the spirit mages now controlling the Order’s highest ranks. The one person who might be able to help them was the Death King, which was likely the real reason they’d picked me to come to for advice.

      “I was there, too,” I said. “I barely escaped with my life, and yet as far as I’m aware, it’s the spirit mages who took the blame for the attack, despite the fact that it wasn’t them who were responsible.”

      “I know it wasn’t,” said Judith. “It was him. Holland.”

      Not just him. Holland wasn’t a spirit mage, and he was merely a figurehead placed in control of Birmingham’s Order branch so nobody would unearth the real culprits behind the attacks.

      Namely: Hawker, a former lich… and Dirk Alban, my old mentor.

      “Look,” Devon said. “As thrilled as I am that you’ve finally realised the obvious, that doesn’t mean we need another target painted on our backs. If you want to plot against the Order from the inside, you’ll need a lot more allies, and you’ll need somewhere to hang out which isn’t our house.”

      “We already have one,” said Femi. “We’ve been meeting up at Carla He’s place.”

      My brows shot up. “Is that why she and Craig have stopped coming to D&D night?”

      At least they’d had the sense not to draw more attention to Devon and me, though I didn’t appreciate Judith recruiting my friends to risk their necks alongside her when she had about as much experience at espionage as I had at professional skydiving.

      Thankfully, at that moment, my phone buzzed in my pocket. “I have to take this call.”

      I pushed open the door to the back room and walked through, accepting the call as I closed the door behind me.

      “Liv?” Mum’s voice came from the other end.

      “Hey, Mum,” I said. “How’s Elise?”

      “She’s great,” Mum responded. “She’s baby-proofing the house. I haven’t had to do that for a long while.”

      Mum had had me at a young age, before she and Dad had split up, and while she’d met and married Elise when I was a teenager, I hadn’t known of their plans to have any more kids until fairly recently. Her wife’s upcoming offspring might have been a delightful surprise if it wasn’t for my worry that my future sibling might find themselves saddled with the same issues I had. Magic wasn’t always genetic, and my spirit magic had been self-taught besides, but I still couldn’t guarantee their safety as long as Alban and Hawker were at large. No matter how hard I tried to keep my family away from the weirdness that comprised the majority of my life, it always seemed to find them anyway.

      Mum and I chatted for a few minutes about everyday topics of little consequence, then I excused myself once I was sure Judith and her friend had gone. I re-joined Devon in the shop, where she glowered at me. “Thanks for leaving me alone with them. I had to promise to take Judith’s phone number down in order to get rid of her.”

      “What’s going on with Judith?” I picked up the paper on which she’d scribbled her number. “I’m not sure even she knows what she’s getting herself into.”

      “That’s her problem,” Devon said. “Never mind her. Let’s get on with prepping for D&D night.”

      “Now we’re talking.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, our game night kicked off. We had a smaller group than usual, with the newer addition of Bria, the Death King’s Fire Element and the second of the Elemental Soldiers to join our campaign. Opposite her sat Ryan, the Air Element, next to Trix, my elf friend and the only member of our original group present aside from Devon and me. Meanwhile, Dex, my fire sprite sidekick, flew around playing NPCs and causing sparks to dance across the board whenever we needed to increase the tension.

      Bria scowled when she rolled a natural one at a critical moment and face-planted instead of striking the enemy. She’d learned the rules pretty fast, considering she’d been born in the Parallel and had never even picked up a die before Dex had strong-armed her into joining our group. Without three of our other members—two of whom had apparently gone off to join Judith’s ill-conceived attempt at a vigilante group working against the Order from the inside—we’d had to adjust our campaign, but Devon was a good improviser and gave everyone a fair shot. It was also a way to exercise my lucky dice—which had earned the nickname because of a particularly fortuitous streak during our first campaign—and to thoroughly forget the Order and its associated bullshit.

      After we paused the game for the night, the others travelled through the node on top of our house and back into the Parallel. Devon, meanwhile, started to clear away the discarded takeout cartons around the game board. “Aren’t you going back to the castle?”

      “In a bit.” I helped her tidy up, wondering if it was worth telling the Death King about Judith’s visit earlier. I hadn’t mentioned it to the others, but maybe he could offer me advice on whether I could make use of having allies within the Order. It wasn’t like he’d never done the same himself, after all.

      “Thought you were gonna convince the Death King to join our group,” Devon said. “Go on, I’ll clean up the rest. I know you want to see him.”

      “Cheers.” I grabbed my coat along with my Parallel bag and the pouch containing my cantrips. Then I hopped through the node, passing through the invisible current of light through the middle of our living room and landing in the muddy area near the fence circling the Death King’s castle.

      Outside the gates, I spotted Bria and Trix talking to one another, but they parted ways before I caught them up. Bria entered the castle’s grounds, while the elf remained outside. He gave a smile and wave when he saw me.

      “What were you talking to Bria about?” I asked Trix.

      He shrugged. “Oh, not much.”

      “You don’t have to keep secrets from me,” I said to the elf. “You know you can trust me, right? I don’t tell tales.”

      Trix drew in a breath. “Okay… I’m trying to find the elves.”

      “The elves?” I blinked. “You mean aside from your friends?”

      “There aren’t many of us left,” he said, “but the Death King thinks they would make good allies.”

      “He has a point,” I said. “You’re friendly with the other elves in Arcadia, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, and Bria is going to help, too,” he told me. “It’ll be good for her to get in contact with her kin.”

      “Her…” I trailed off. “She’s an elf.”

      Of course. It’d taken me way too long to realise Bria wasn’t fully human, but she had a hell of a lot more secrets than she let on. Not that I was one to talk, but still. An elf?

      “Yes… half elf and half human,” said Trix. “She didn’t tell you?”

      “Must have missed that one.” The clues seemed obvious in retrospect, from her speed and stealth to the fact that she shared so little of her own history. “I’m guessing the Death King knows.”

      “He knew before I did.”

      That figured. At least Bria hadn’t been recruiting the elf to join some shady scheme, because it wouldn’t be a wise idea to attract the annoyance of the Death King’s Air Element. Last I’d heard, Ryan had every intention of asking the elf out on a date. “All right. I’ll see you in a bit, Trix. Be careful, okay?”

      After Trix had departed, I entered the darkened grounds through the gate and approached the castle. I didn’t need to knock anymore, so I pushed open the oak doors and stepped into the entrance hall.

      The Death King waited for me on the dais at the back. It wasn’t immediately obvious he wasn’t a lich wearing an illusion of his own face, not when he’d always worn the same outfit which covered him from head to toe even when he’d been dead. Only subtle differences stood out, like the fact that he no longer floated above the ground, and there was a solidness to his presence which hadn’t been there before. It was late at night, but he still wore the full armour and long coat of the King of the Dead, but it was Greyson Beaumont who looked back at me from his eyes, and he didn’t hesitate for an instant before striding up and taking my hand, pulling me against him.

      “Ow,” I said, when we broke apart. “I didn’t notice how spiky that uniform of yours is before.”

      “It’s protective armour,” he said. “It wouldn’t do much good if it was made of feathers.”

      I poked him in the chest. “You didn’t even need armour as a lich.”

      “No, but it looks impressive.”

      I snorted. “Were you always this conceited?”

      “I’ve been dead a long time.” He slid a hand up the side of my face. “Give me the chance to enjoy being alive again.”

      I knew the feeling. Not only had I recently been dead myself, but everyone had thought the curse on the former House of Spirit had been irreversible, and none more so than their leader. That he’d been granted a second chance at life was a miracle I wouldn’t easily forget.

      “Are you enjoying it?” I asked.

      He searched my face. “You sound surprised.”

      “I thought you were struggling to adjust.” As a lich, my emotions had been dampened and I’d felt disconnected from my very self, but I’d only endured that existence for a short time. For the Death King, it’d been years, and after his return to life, he’d spent a week hiding from public view, believing his fellow liches would displace him at the first opportunity. Needless to say, I’d talked some sense into him, but I’d suspected he’d take a while to fully adjust to being human again.

      “My other liches have been difficult to deal with, but there are upsides.” His fingers brushed behind my ear, causing warmth to pool inside me. At the same time, a question nudged at the back of my mind. Had we done this before? I couldn’t remember the details. He’d implied liches could theoretically have sexual relationships with non-liches if they were good enough at conjuring up an illusion of a human form, but I’d lost my memories before he’d become King of the Dead. We hadn’t exactly ended our relationship on a good note, considering the secrets we’d been keeping had led to both of our untimely deaths. Really, I should have known from studying Shakespearean tragedies at the Order’s academy that that would end badly.

      “What is it?” he asked. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that there’s still a lot I don’t remember,” I said. “About us, I mean.”

      Greyson tilted his head. “Have you remembered any more since you came back?”

      “No.” The occasional glimpses I’d had into my past had stopped after my return to life, and I hadn’t had any new recollections about our shared history. We’d been close to one another, I knew, yet it seemed I hadn’t told him about my gift for spirit magic, and he hadn’t told me his days were numbered and always had been. Every spirit mage born into the House of Spirit invariably turned into a lich, but Dirk Alban had learned magic independently and had killed the last Death King in an attempt to return the spirit mages to supremacy. He’d also trained me to be his successor, but I’d turned on him at the last minute, ripping out his soul and nearly dying in the process. In saving my life, Greyson had given up his own and became the new Death King, and he’d believed that change would be permanent.

      Ten years later and the miracle that had saved both of us had also returned my dead mentor to life again. Dirk Alban’s soul had remained bound to an amulet which the vampires had stolen from the scene of his death, but Hawker had managed to steal it back and resurrect its owner. Now all three of us were locked into the same conflict again, and my lack of insight into my own history made it difficult not to worry that this battle would end the same as the last one.

      “Nothing?” he said.

      I shook my head. “Maybe I need another near-death experience in order to remember.”

      His brow crinkled. “I’d rather keep those to a minimum.”

      “Guess I could always ask Judith,” I said. “She showed up at our shop earlier claiming she left the Order and that she believes me. Mad, eh?”

      “She’s had a change of heart, has she?” he said. “I’m not surprised.”

      “I am,” I said. “I can’t believe she expected me to help her plot against the Order from the inside.”

      “Maybe she didn’t know who else to ask,” he said.

      “That’s depressing as shit,” I told him. “If you ask me, she’s trying to find a way of absolving herself of any blame for all the crap she did to me at the academy. That, I wish I could forget.”

      His expression turned preoccupied. “I can’t say I know her reasons, but it might be that knowing what Holland did weighed too heavily on her conscience.”

      Hmm. “How are the other liches dealing with the situation, then?”

      “With great impatience,” he said. “Some of them, anyway. The majority had long resigned themselves to living under the curse, but with my return to life coupled with Hawker’s attempts to lure them away… they’re restless and angry.”

      “I figured.” It wasn’t Greyson’s fault he’d been hit by a cantrip which would have brought him to a permanent end if I hadn’t seen to it that he’d returned to life instead, with the side effect of freeing him from the curse which bound the entire House of Spirit. But the other liches didn’t necessarily see it that way. “They’re just going to have to wait their turn.”

      “Yes…” He lifted his head, looking around the hall. Then his gaze sharpened.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Someone’s attacking the castle,” said Greyson.
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      Greyson and I left the castle at once, descending the stone staircase into the grounds. His long-legged stride overtook me in seconds, while it still sometimes took me off guard to see him walking and not gliding above the ground like a lich. He reached the gates first, where two grisly piles of flesh and bone lay in the place where his security liches had stood.

      “Those cantrips again.” I swore. “But who⁠—?”

      A cold sensation rippled over my skin as a pair of invisible hands reached for my life essence. I spun around, facing the dark form of a lich camouflaged against the gloom.

      So there are more traitors in here, are there?

      A second lich bore down on Greyson, whose hand thrust deep into the lich’s core, ripping out its life force. I did the same to the second lich, and a stream of energy flowed from its shadowy form into my palm. Power flooded my veins, light rippling through my fingertips as the lich evaporated into nothingness.

      Greyson headed towards the stone staircase. “Backup will be here in a second. I’m going to the hall of souls.”

      Another lich tried to follow him, but I barred its path, draining its life essence until its shadowy form evaporated on the spot. As Greyson vanished through the front entrance into the lobby, the Elemental Soldiers sprinted from the direction of the castle’s back door, while several Spirit Agents astral projected into the castle grounds. Assuming they were Greyson’s backup, I ran to help them fight off the remaining attackers.

      Miles reached into another lich and wrenched out its life force. I tracked down another, but in the gloom, the shadowy liches were hard to spot unless they used magic and drew attention to themselves. My less-than-stellar eyesight didn’t help, though I found myself glad I’d worn my contacts and not my glasses, because if they’d been knocked off, I’d have a hell of a time tracking them down. Even so, I had to rely on the light of the astral projecting spirit mages to find my targets. When the last lich turned to dust, I headed to the gates to find Ryan, who’d discovered the two heaps of flesh and bone which had once been guarding the castle.

      “How’d they get in?” Bria came to join us, wearing a pair of baggy shorts and a T-shirt along with slippers which looked several sizes too big, suggesting she’d been woken from a dead sleep when she’d been called to help defend the castle and had grabbed the first clothes she could reach. “What happened to the liches on security duty?”

      “Judge for yourself,” said Ryan.

      Bria regarded the two piles of rotting flesh, her face paling. “Were those liches?”

      “You remember I mentioned cantrips which can make the undead fall to pieces?” I said. “The cantrips return them to life, only for their magic to eat them from the inside out.”

      “Fuck.”

      Pretty much. It surprised me that she hadn’t seen them before, though maybe it shouldn’t have, since she hadn’t moved to the castle until after the Crow’s death and the consequent end of my frequent encounters with disintegrating phantoms which had fallen victim to his cantrips. The Elemental Soldiers launched into a discussion about taking it in turns to guard the castle themselves so the enemy wouldn’t be able to try the same trick again, while I crouched beside the piles of rotting flesh and tried not to breathe in the stench while I hunted for the cantrip which had finished them off.

      Bria’s eyes rounded when I picked up the cantrip and showed it to the others. “I thought all the cantrips with their mark on them were destroyed.”

      “Whose mark?” I asked her, not recognising the curling lines on its surface.

      “Long story.” When I shot her a suspicious look, she added, “They’re called the Family, and they like to put their signature on things.”

      “Hawker was using them before,” Miles added. “Might be him.”

      I studied Bria, wondering how much she’d really known about the illegally created cantrips. I’d never had much in the way of conclusive answers about this so-called Family, though I’d heard their title mentioned before, but the consensus was that they were Bria’s problem to deal with since we had more than enough enemies of our own. Like Dirk Alban, Hawker, the Order… and whoever had decided to disintegrate the Death King’s security liches. As if we’d needed the reminder that even being dead wasn’t a guarantee of protection—not to mention that the Death King had nearly perished due to one of those cantrips himself. This was a message, all right, and not a pleasant one.

      I went back into the castle, in search of Greyson, and found him standing outside the hall of souls. Dex was there, too, flitting around the ceiling in a trail of fiery light.

      “No trouble?” said Greyson. “You dealt with them all?”

      “Aside from the person who threw lich-killing cantrips at your security,” I said. “Is Hawker under the impression those cantrips can do you any harm?”

      “I suspect not,” he said. “No… this was most likely a threat to the other liches, and a reminder that they aren’t free from the curse yet.”

      I’d thought as much. If Dirk Alban had shown up, he wouldn’t have simply thrown a cantrip and ran off. Maybe Hawker would, but I got the impression the two were working closely together and that Alban wouldn’t appreciate him going behind his back. Especially as most of Dirk Alban’s former allies had already met unfortunate ends. His other apprentice, Mr Cobb, had died at Hawker’s hands after the two had come to blows, while the Crow had escaped Alban’s fate by turning into a vampire, only to end up being killed by one of the same cantrips Hawker had eventually used to bring both himself and his former ally back to life. If I were a lich, I’d be reluctant to join them, given their track record, but desperation bred questionable choices.

      “Want to search the swamp for the person responsible?” I asked. “Or will they have fled by now?”

      “Most likely, but the vampires might appreciate a warning,” he said. “Lord Blackbourne hasn’t contacted me since he packed up and moved.”

      “Of course he hasn’t,” I said. “He only agreed to stay near Arcadia so you wouldn’t take his authority away from him. Do you even know his new address?”

      The vampires had vacated their headquarters and moved to a different location after several attacks on their council house in the centre of Arcadia. Their choice was somewhat understandable due to their proximity to Arcadia’s citadel and its transporter, but Lord Blackbourne’s penchant for running away at times of crisis was starting to wear on me.

      “I do,” he said. “I think it’s worth paying him a visit, if just to see where we stand with the vampire lords.”

      “Sure, why not.” It was close to midnight, but the vampires were most active at this hour and I was too wired to go home and sleep after the fight.

      Greyson led the way out of the castle grounds, where Ryan had moved the remains of the dead liches out into the swamp to bury them properly.

      “We’re trading shifts,” they said. “Bria will be joining me on security duty in a minute.”

      “Good,” said the Death King. “I’d advise you to work out a rota between yourselves.”

      “There are only four of them, though,” I reminded him as we walked towards the node. “The Elemental Soldiers can’t stand guard twenty-four hours a day, not if they want to get anything else done.”

      “I hoped to convince the Spirit Agents to move here to the castle, too,” he said. “But they have yet to accept my offer.”

      “Oh, right.” The Spirit Agents were the only independent group of spirit mages I knew of here in the Parallel, and Greyson had lived with them before his ascension to the position of the King of the Dead. I still had a fair number of questions about that phase of his life. “Speaking of the Spirit Agents, I wondered why you went to school at the Order’s academy, if you grew up in the Parallel. Is that typical?”

      “My mum enrolled me at the academy,” he answered. “She wanted me to have a life outside of the Parallel, so she paid for me to attend the Order’s best school. I kept up my studies out of habit after both my parents were dead, travelling back and forth between Earth and the Parallel.”

      We stepped through the node and reappeared somewhere on the outskirts of the far side of Arcadia, which I vaguely recognised from when we’d confronted the vampires who’d been involved in the illegal cantrip trade.

      “I never asked,” I continued. “What happened to them? Your parents, I mean? Did they fall under the curse, too?”

      He was silent for a long moment. “My parents were in their late teens at the time of the war. They escaped its effects by a hair’s breadth, but they didn’t expect to have a child so soon afterwards. My father succumbed to the curse before I was born. I found out later on that he chose to die a permanent death to avoid being chained to the Court of the Dead, and he never knew I existed. My mother, on the other hand, asked to have her magic permanently taken away in order to enable her to raise me without falling prey to the curse herself, but she died when I was thirteen.”

      Oh, Greyson. My eyes pricked with tears, and I looked away, blinking hard as I squinted at our dark surroundings. The street was far neater than I’d normally expect of the Parallel, more like a middle-class suburb back in England than the battle-scarred streets of central Arcadia. Manor houses stood at intervals, each surrounded by wide lawns and neat gardens. We weren’t that far from the Crow’s old house, which had been blown to pieces courtesy of the combined magic the Death King and I had unleashed against him. Lord Blackbourne must have concluded there was no remaining threat at his former ally’s base, but this part of the city would have made me edgy if not for Greyson’s steady presence at my side.

      Greyson was in full Death King mode when we reached the doors to a manor house surrounded by hedges carved to resemble various animals. Like all vampires’ abodes, dark curtains were pulled across the windows to keep out every speck of daylight. A dazed-looking human stood at the end of the gravel path which led to the door, his eyes shining and bite marks on his pale neck.

      “We’re here to see Lord Blackboune,” said Greyson.

      “Is he expecting you?” asked the human.

      The Death King gave him a look. The kid’s gaze flickered up and down his armoured outfit, comprehension dawning as he realised who he was talking to. “Back in a second.”

      “I swear they’re getting slower,” I muttered.

      “Being a vampire’s subjugate takes its toll, I imagine,” said Greyson.

      The human returned a few moments later, breathlessly beckoning us into the manor house. “Come in.”

      We followed him into the hallway. Like all vampires’ homes, the decor was sumptuous, all gilt fittings and polished wood. The crimson carpet—which I’d assumed had been artfully chosen to hide bloodstains—led to a room dominated by a long table which might well have been lifted from the old council house. There, the leader of the local vampires waited for us, dressed in his usual smart attire. Lord Blackbourne’s elegant features suggested Asian heritage, while his dark hair was as glossy as his polished shoes.

      The leader of the vampires smiled at us. “Being human suits you, Greyson. Oh, and you brought Olivia with you, too. Excellent. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Someone attacked the castle using one of those cantrips which kills the dead,” I said. “I thought you’d want to know they’re in circulation again.”

      “Oh, I’m aware of that,” he said. “That’s why I moved our council house to a suitable distance from the swamp.”

      “And you weren’t just trying to avoid us?” I raised a brow. “I notice you didn’t keep your distance from the Crow’s old place.”

      “I saw no need to avoid it,” he said. “The two of you ensured that it will never be used as a laboratory to concoct illegal cantrips again, after all.”

      “Doesn’t mean all your fellow vamps are on the straight and narrow.”

      Lord Blackbourne eyed the Death King. “Does she speak like this to you, too? I suppose your shared history gives you a reason to dismiss her alarming lack of manners.”

      “I have no complaints with how Olivia speaks,” said the Death King. “I do, however, agree with her statement. A number of your fellow vampires were involved in the Crow’s illicit activities, and they might not all have perished alongside him.”

      “I believe the threat has been taken care of,” said Lord Blackbourne. “However, you’re right to be concerned about these cantrips.”

      He reached into a pocket and pulled out a gleaming coin, which was entirely blank except for a pattern of lines etched into the back that didn’t look like part of the usual markings on an active cantrip.

      “Recognise the mark?” asked the vampire lord.

      I glanced at Greyson. “The same mark was on the cantrip someone threw at the Death King’s security liches tonight. The attacker ran off without showing their face, leaving their lich allies to attempt to infiltrate the castle, but they failed. Do you know what the mark is?”

      Bria had recognised it, too, but I hadn’t been able to wrangle any answers out of her yet.

      “The mark is a signature which belongs to a group who call themselves the Family,” Lord Blackbourne said. “Rather bland, in my opinion. You’ve met some of their assassins before. They also worked with mages within the Houses of the Elements.”

      Ah. “So they were with Davies and the others who infiltrated the Death King’s trials?”

      “Among other things,” he said. “The Crow obtained the materials for his cantrips from them. They’re a known menace in Elysium, as Greyson is aware.”

      “Precisely,” said the Death King. “Which is why I’d like to ask why you chose now to bring up the subject when you’ve been aware of the Family’s existence for considerably longer than most.”

      Lord Blackbourne put the cantrip down on the table in front of him. “This so-called Family was one of the major sponsors of the illegal cantrip trade. They still are, and their current location remains unknown. The same with their manufacturers, whoever they may be.”

      “I have people searching Elysium for the manufacturers and the Family themselves,” said the Death King. “I couldn’t help but notice that none of your fellow vampires has volunteered to use their extensive connections to track them down, though they’re certainly capable of doing so.”

      “We have been occupied in relocating our base,” the vampire lord said. “Including our prisoners, some of whom were involved with the illegal cantrip trade themselves.”

      Damn. I’d forgotten that moving their base also meant moving their prisoners—including Brant, my ex-boyfriend, who’d been drawn into the illegal cantrip trade when he’d accidentally traded away his own soul to the vampire known as the Crow. His mistake had landed him in the Order’s custody, who’d stripped away his fire magic before trading him over to the vampires to serve out the rest of his life sentence. His own choices had cost him dearly, and despite how he’d screwed me over, I couldn’t forget that the Order had come close to stripping my magic away, too.

      “So you know nothing of the manufacturers of those cantrips?” said the Death King. “Where did you obtain that one?”

      “Some delightful person left it on my doorstep the day after I relocated here,” said Lord Blackbourne. “Not the homecoming I’d hoped for.”

      Oh, hell. “Nobody picked it up, did they?”

      “My security human,” he said. “Very luckily, the spell has no effect on the living, and we swiftly made use of a neutralising cantrip to dampen its effects before it hurt any of my fellow vampires.”

      “Where’d you get a neutraliser spell from?” There were only two possible answers, and there was no way Devon had sold one to him. “Did you steal them from the Order?”

      “Such accusations, Olivia.”

      He sure as hell hadn’t got them from Devon, and she’d been making neutralisers for us to use on the transporters in the citadels ever since the enemy had opened up a node linking Elysium to London. The route was closed for now, but only as long as we kept reapplying the neutralising cantrips on a daily basis. It wasn’t like we could spare people to watch every citadel at once, but it would help if the vampires made the slightest effort to help us.

      “I stole one myself, so I can’t talk,” I added. “Just wondered if you’d heard from the Order lately, since I had a couple of ex-Order members show up on my doorstep asking to make an alliance with me.”

      “How interesting,” he said. “Anyone important?”

      “Sadly not.” Judith and Femi were low ranked, especially if the former had quit her new security job down in the basement. That had been risky enough on its own, considering defying Holland and his cronies was pretty much career suicide at best. He had the whole of the Order’s local branch under his watch, and if we weren’t careful, the rest of the country would follow.

      Yet it wasn’t the Order that had been Dirk Alban’s target. He’d wanted the power of the Death King. That had always been his goal, and I had little doubt that had changed during the years since I’d last seen him alive.

      “The Order has always fancied itself as the Court of the Dead’s equivalent on Earth,” said Lord Blackbourne. “They hold the lives of their mages in their hands… not in as literal a sense as yourself, of course, Greyson, though it wouldn’t surprise me if they wished for as simple a measure of control.”

      What in hell was he going on about this time? “I don’t follow.”

      “Come on.” The Death King’s voice was clipped. “If you have nothing more to share with us, then we’re leaving. Do let me know if you find any more of those cantrips, won’t you?”

      “Naturally,” said the vampire lord. “I bid you farewell.”

      Honestly. I’d hoped for more than cryptic statements that did nothing but fuel my annoyance, but we’d been dismissed, so the Death King and I left the vampire’s house and retraced our steps through the suburban area towards the node we’d come in through.

      As we walked, the Death King’s persona slid away until Greyson walked at my side once again. “That was more instructive than I expected.”

      “Must have had low expectations, then,” I said, with an eye-roll.

      “Generally, it’s best not to go in with any expectations whatsoever when it comes to the vampires,” he said. “Lord Blackbourne is set in his ways. He’s never dealt with a crisis like this before.”

      “Wasn’t he alive during the last war, though?” I said. “Unless he hid underground…”

      “That’s precisely what he did,” said Greyson. “He and his fellow vampires took refuge in their bunkers to escape the backlash of the spirit mages’ battle. If they hadn’t, they’d likely have perished along with most of the others who fought on the front lines.”

      I dug my hands in my pockets, annoyance prickling at me. “He can hardly blame us for wanting to avoid another war, then. What did he think would happen when he stole Dirk Alban’s soul amulet and hid it in his house?”

      “I imagine he assumed nobody would ever find out he had it.”

      That figured. “What about this Family, then? Isn’t that something we should look into?”

      “I put Bria in charge of handling them,” said Greyson. “I can’t say I know where this latest batch of cantrips came from, though.”

      Bria’s handling them, is she? “Who’s looking into the illegal cantrip trade, then?”

      “The Spirit Agents,” he answered. “We’re sure there must be at least one hidden location where the Family’s allies are manufacturing the cantrips, but not to the same extent as the Crow was before. They have their sights set on bigger and better things now, after all.”

      “You mean another war.” We’d prevented said war at least twice already, but with Dirk Alban alive and kicking, I had little doubt that this would be his final gambit… and that he’d accounted for me in his plans.

      After all, I’d once been primed to be his successor.
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      After we returned to the castle, I went back home to find Devon in case someone had left a warning cantrip for her, too. They hadn’t, luckily, but my chat with the vampire lord had made me too uneasy to sleep properly, so I compensated by astral projecting from my bed in the hopes that my body would get sufficient rest while I was absent.

      When I astral projected through the node into the castle, I found the Death King pacing outside the hall of souls, and he raised a brow when he saw me floating across the lobby. “You might as well have stayed in the castle.”

      “I didn’t want the Order to ambush Devon while I wasn’t around,” I said. “Or whoever threw that cantrip at your security.”

      “Speaking of the Order,” he said, “they sent a messenger here about half an hour ago.”

      “They did?” I said. “Who the hell sends messages at this time of night?”

      Hawker. The night was his domain, whether he was human or lich. What was he doing now, using the Order as a mouthpiece?

      “The messenger was human,” he said. “And terrified, I might add.”

      “Speaking on behalf of whom?” I asked. “Not Mr Holland? Or whoever is calling the shots?”

      “The very same,” he said. “It seems he wishes to finish our conversation from the event in London.”

      “Conversation?” I echoed. “You mean the event where his allies used inferno cantrips to slaughter a few hundred people?”

      “Yes, and where Holland offered to undo the curse on the Court of the Dead.”

      “Before the aforementioned cantrip incident,” I added. “Yeah, no thanks.”

      “I got the distinct impression it wasn’t the kind of invitation that one ought to decline,” said Greyson.

      “You’re seriously thinking of going to meet with the Order?” I asked. “They tried to have us killed.”

      “Technically, they tried to frame us as murderers by causing a mass slaughter,” he said. “They left us alive.”

      “Hell of a technicality.”

      The Spirit Agents had taken the blame, in fact, but it wasn’t like they could defend themselves from the Order’s slandering when they weren’t even allowed to leave the Parallel without breaking the law. Yet the Order thought Greyson would agree to speak to them in person? Yeah, right.

      “I want to know how many of them are reporting to our enemies,” he said. “And how many might be convinced to join our side.”

      “Even if there were any remaining potential allies in the Order’s ranks, they wouldn’t announce themselves in front of Holland, would they?” I pointed out. “This couldn’t be more of a trap if Devon was sitting in front of it wearing her ‘this is a trap’ DM face. If this is some master plan of yours, then please enlighten me.”

      Greyson studied my transparent form. “I have an inkling that our enemy is communicating via the Order.”

      “You mean Dirk Alban.”

      It made sense. He’d been in the Order’s employment himself when he’d illegally taught me to use spirit magic during my time at the academy. Now his allies had completed his plan of infiltrating the Order’s upper ranks, why wouldn’t he return to the place which had inadvertently given him the means of attempting to help the spirit mages rise to power again? As a bonus, Mr Holland’s predecessor had been the one who’d signed an agreement with the former Death King to place a curse upon the entire House of Spirit, so it added a nice sense of irony that he might end up being the one to remove said curse. If I believed a word any of them said, anyway, which I didn’t. The curse was their leverage over the other liches, and I didn’t see them relinquishing it anytime soon, whatever they claimed.

      “It was me they invited,” said Greyson. “But I thought you should know.”

      I studied his face, pale under the dim lighting of the hall. “You mean I don’t have to come with you.”

      Tension crackled in the air as he waited for my answer. That he’d told me of the Order’s message pointed to the shifting ground between us, given the number of times he’d exasperated me to no end by paying the Order secret visits even when they’d gladly have had him killed.

      This time? He was leaving the offer open for me to walk in there with him at his side.

      “It’s your choice,” Greyson said.

      “Not really a choice, if Alban’s there.” I looked him in the eyes. “I’m coming with you.”
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        * * *

      

      The meeting was set for later that morning, so I returned to the castle in person after attempting to snatch a little more sleep in my own bed. When we were due to leave for the Order, Greyson left the castle in the care of the Elemental Soldiers, while Dex took charge of guarding the hall of souls.

      “Personally, I think you’re out of your minds,” the fire sprite said. “Going back to that hellhole, I mean.”

      “Not sure I disagree.” I looked sideways at Greyson, who wore his usual Death King armour, minus the mask which had once concealed his face. I wasn’t sure he’d even slept the previous night, but his eyes were sharp, his mouth pulled into a serious line.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Greyson said.

      We made for the node without further delay. It was technically a violation of the Order’s rules for me to keep crossing back and forth between Earth and the Parallel, but I’d long since stopped caring about that kind of crap. Hopping over to the city centre via a node instead of taking the bus was so much of an improvement that it’d take more than a threat of discipline from the Order to convince me to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Element of Life
      


      		
        Preface
      


      		
        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
      


      		
        Thank you for reading!
      


      		
        Other books by Emma L. Adams
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Other books by Emma L. Adams


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/element-of-life.jpg
N ‘.,

LY 7 e
ELEMENTY

AN

OF LIFE

ORDER OF THE.ELEM E N§S





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





