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MADNESS STARTS AS A whisper, then you're standing upside down.

After receiving a shocking message, Aria and Lily race back to Guilder, only to find their beloved school has turned into a battleground. The gloves have come off and blood is being spilled right in the open. The stakes couldn't be higher. But who will be standing when the dust finally settles?

The magical world is splintering, with people gathering on different sides. A desperate gambit in the dungeons leads Aria and her friends to answers, but a painful betrayal leaves them standing on even shakier ground.

The lines have been drawn and the armies are gathering. Both sides are counting their numbers, tallying the cost. Will the price be too high, or are some battles worth having?

That’s the trouble with pulling on threads, the entire tapestry can unwind...
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They want to release the prisoners.

It didn’t matter how many times Aria said the words, how many different combinations and patterns they twisted into in her mind, she couldn’t seem to make sense of them. They had caught the prisoners already. Dangerous, and armed, and hiding in the Amazon on a massive supernatural ship. They had fought them. Caught them. Dragged them back in chains with inhibitors. Release was not the next step. That wasn’t something one did with such prisoners. And yet...?

Hadn’t they known it already? Hadn’t they been so sure?

She remembered the day she and her friends had sat on the Oratory floor after sparring, the same day the transferred prisoners from the Abbey had been marched so blatantly across the familiar mats. There hadn’t been room to store all of them, vast as the monastery’s dungeons had been. They needed extra space, and true to form, the Privy Council had opened their arms to take them. Carter had been furious at the timing, of course. This was before he’d been struck by a rock and still got furious about things. Her friends had been stricken, stunned. She’d been sitting so close, she could swear the ones who’d been sent to apprehend the boat had stopped breathing.

Her husband had stopped breathing. They’d been sitting very close.

Yet there wasn’t a trace of it on the captives. No doubt, no worry. For hundreds of years, the men and women led into the dark caverns of the Privy Council were quaking in fear, yet the group that stood before her was proud, borderline arrogant, like they knew something she didn’t.

She pressed her foot on the pedal, clenching her jaw.

Turns out, they did.

“I can’t see anything that’s going to happen,” Lily hissed, struggling to change out of a ballgown from the confines of the front seat. “They must still have those inhibitors buried around the Oratory. I thought your dad got rid of those. Didn’t he punch out the gardener?”

It had been a testament to how bad things had gotten, the young psychic hadn’t put up the slightest fuss when Aria took the keys from her hand and leapt into the driver’s seat of the vintage Jaguar herself. She had better reflexes, could take greater chances. And besides, the psychic would likely spend the entire drive searching desperately through the future. Not that it mattered.

There was an iridescent flash as her dark eyes clouded once again, only to fade back a moment later to their usual hue. “I’m serious—not a thing. It stops just before the pond.”

Aria merely drove faster, clenching her fingers so hard around the steering wheel, she was likely to cause structural damage. Her mood had been sour enough, after having been forced to stand like a doll on a pedestal for the better part of the afternoon, trying on dresses while a group of palace courtiers she’d never met clapped and cooed. It had darkened still further, after discovering the blessed news of her friend’s impending engagement. Her friend who hated courtiers, and pedestals, and had never planned on getting married in the first place. But this had taken things to a whole other level. Suddenly, she couldn’t fathom why she’d spent any time in the city at all. When this was happening in the countryside? When her beloved school had closed, her council had been infiltrated, and now people were clawing at the doors of the prison cells, trying to coax them loose?

Her father had punched out a gardener?

I’ll do better than that.

“Just gear up,” she answered stiffly, never taking her eyes from the road.

The dress she’d been wearing, a couture sheath of lilac silk, was lying in a crumpled pile somewhere on the side of the interstate. It had been replaced with standard black tactical gear—the kind that lived in a secret go-bag in every one of the friends’ numerous vehicles. The kind that could be conjured at a snap, and would get no applause in a palace ballroom. It was the first time all day she’d felt even remotely comfortable: fitted in dark Kevlar, flying across the countryside into what promised to be a bloody fight. The last of the sunlight was vanishing over the western skyline, tingeing the sky a dusky pink that faded quickly into shadows and black. There was a slim moon, not really enough to see by, but not since she was sixteen years old had she replied on such things.

There was a rip of fabric, followed by an exasperated sigh, then the scuffling on the seat beside her abruptly stopped. Lily appeared a moment later, wearing the same dark clothes as herself.

“That’s more like it,” the psychic muttered, reaching under the seat and rifling in the glovebox for whatever spare weapons she kept in the car. It had been almost humorous, the first time she and the crown prince went driving. He’d been fishing around for a bottle opener, and came up with a percussion grenade. “Have you gotten anything else from your dad? I haven’t.”

Aria shook her head, not expecting anything different. The initial message they’d received at the palace had been an agency-wide text. Ironically enough, thanks to their recent induction, the same text had been sent to every member of the taskforce—though they were assuredly already on their way to the school. The first of these votes had been to establish their ranks, and had quickly set the tone for everything coming next: a pre-dawn assault, with half the agents scattered around the globe and the president of the council itself recovering from a massive skull fracture. As if that hadn’t been enough, they’d drugged the resident psychic and placed inhibitors in the campus lawn.

This time, it seemed they were merely announcing it. The vote would happen forthwith; if passed, all the prisoners taken on the boat in Brazil would be immediately released.

To wreak havoc on the supernatural world.

“Why do they even want it?” Lily asked, closing the glovebox and sliding an Egyptian dagger into the side of her boot. “None of those people have been living in the same hemisphere for months. They split with the Abbey, it’s not like—”

“They didn’t split with anyone,” Aria interrupted tersely, ignoring any well-meaning traffic signs and shooting like an arrow toward the school. “They’ve been working together the whole time; it’s probably why more of an effort wasn’t made to find them. I know Commander Fodder said it was their choice to defect, but honestly...that many people? With that much ink?”

The girls exchanged a look, wisely deciding to add nothing further. The dissention in their own ranks was bad enough without acknowledging most of it had come directly from the Abbey. It was exactly the kind of inter-agency conflict their parents had worked for so many decades to avoid.

It’s why people are looking at the Fodders like they have fangs.

“Can you text Benji?” Aria asked, whipping out her phone and tossing it into the psychic’s hands. “I think he was going to the monastery to train, but he will have gotten the text—”

“Sent,” Lily interrupted, “and I highly doubt it will go through. Jase was going over there with him, but if they’re in the sanctum, they won’t get anything until the vote’s already passed.”

Having famously built their illustrious council on the same grounds as a school, agents of the Privy Council trained in the Oratory. Housed in an ancient monastery about an hour away, Xavier Knights sparred in the ‘inner sanctum,’ an old-world cathedral that had been retrofitted to look something more like an Olympic-style gym. For expedience, people had started stashing extra weapons in the old reliquaries before the commander banned such things as ‘precarious to the soul.’

Aria nodded mutely, then threw her a quick look. “You think it’s going to pass?” she asked, afraid to hear the answer.

Sure enough, Lily only stared through the dash, looking decidedly grim. She didn’t need to check the future to know the answer. The taskforce had done well to recruit in secret, to keep its people scattered and hide the bulk of their ranks. They had done even better to strike while most agents were away—insisting upon a ‘business as usual’ agenda. Even with all the PC agents not currently on active duty, it was nearly impossible they had the numbers to balance the scales, let alone stop such a thing from happening.

Not with their votes. But the gods gave us something better.

The fantastical fairy seemed to burn on Aria’s back, sizzling her skin and quickening her blood, as she pressed harder on the pedal. The Jaguar whined in protest, but had undergone some retrofitting of its own. Before it seemed possible, they had left the lights of the city behind and were coming up on the stately trees that sprang from nowhere and broke the monotony of the rolling English countryside, inadvertently hiding the gothic spires of their old school. They were still a blur on the horizon, a fuzzy mass of branch and shadow, but they were coming up fast.

“I still can’t believe this is happening,” Lily murmured, nearly to herself. Her dark eyes flitted out the window. The ground skimming past outside was frosted with ice, and the hills were dusted with a fine coating of snow. “I honestly don’t know which part is the worst. This huge thing we have—you think it’s solid. But it only takes the slightest nudge for the whole thing to collapse...”

Aria flashed a quick look to the side.

At this point, she honestly wasn’t sure what the psychic was talking about. It could have been the mayhem at the school, or the attack on her grandfather. Or even the fresh chaos at the palace, though that seemed to have been growing for quite some time. The tiniest frown creased her brow, as she debated whether to say anything. At the same time, she wondered how much Jason must know himself. The man was Lily’s partner, basically her older brother. For the last few months, she’d been half-living at the palace. Yes, he’d been sure to pick up the slack, but still—

“We’re here.”

Before she could decide one way or another, those iron gates were upon them, and the girls found themselves sliding down the same private lane as a thousand times before. It was quieter than they’d imagined. Truth be told, they’d been half-expecting to get stopped at the gate. But the second they rounded the last of the trees, all those private suppositions vanished in a hurry.

They had come to a scene already in progress. And there was going to be a fight.

Bloody hell...

The life of a covert intelligence operative was riddled in violence and grounded in training; throw in a set of supernatural abilities, and things often soared beyond the limits of a conventional space. The council had graciously accommodated. Its agents now had a place to cheerfully beat each other to death—a place with padded walls, cushioned floors, and a long-suffering medic who dispensed life-saving treatment between rounds of Candy Crush. All that perfectly ordained space, yet for whatever reason, the people across the lawn had decided to move the party outside.

Not beyond the realm of the inhibitors, just outside.

Maybe they don’t know, Aria thought, squinting hard enough through the frosted glass to pick out familiar faces. Maybe they don’t know the inhibitors are there.

They must have, if they’d attempted to use their ink, but from the looks of things, whatever quarrel had driven them outdoors hadn’t progressed that far...yet. Things were well on their way.

“Come on,” she breathed, jabbing at her seatbelt. It snapped off like a whip and she reached for the door. “We need to get over there—”

“Hang on.”

There was a little ding, and Lily glanced instinctively at the screen of her phone. Her lovely face clouded for a moment, and her eyes flickered to the huddled figures on the other side of the grass. No more than a second had passed, but when Aria gestured impatiently, she turned back.

“It’s from my dad,” she said bluntly. “He says not to leave the car.”

Aria froze with her fingers still on the handle.

There weren’t many things that could put a screeching halt to that hair-raising momentum, but a text from Julian Decker was enough to do the trick. The man could topple empires with a passing word, nudge kings and councils back into line with the mildest direction. Since they were three years old and being taught the ways of the world, the first rule of primacy had been clear:

You do not ignore a message from Julian.

Not ever.

“He said that?” Aria stalled, unwilling to release her grip. When Lily nodded, she jutted her chin toward the phone. “Show me.”

The screen came up, the message still glowing.

I’ll be there soon. Do NOT leave the car.

The car was silent; nothing but the sounds of the whispering breeze and a frustrated sigh as Aria gritted her teeth and considered the message. Over two decades living with an infallible uncle had driven that rule home better than any hammer. But it had also honed a keen sense of finding the loopholes in his words. He would be there soon—wonderful. Do not leave the car.

She tilted her head, then nodded. “Alright, we won’t.”

Before the lovely psychic could draw breath to protest, she jammed the keys back into the car and stamped her foot on the pedal, wincing apologetically at the screech of metal, as the car shot over the little curb and went careening across the lawn. Pieces of ice and glass flew up in a cloud behind them, deep grooves in the earth marked a trail to the exact place where they’d been. The commotion was so great, it momentarily cut through whatever tragedy was unfolding outside the Oratory. As the car approached, every man and woman standing on the lawn glanced up at the same time, watching with a kind of blank disbelief as they got closer and closer.

Lily’s eyes flashed white, and she sank a few inches lower in the chair. Aria clenched her teeth and drove faster, slamming on the brakes at a precise point on the lawn. The car skidded forward and kept going, and kept going, until she was half-terrified she’d missed the mark.

But she and Benji had notated the exact spot their freshman year at Guilder.

With a kind of cinematic brilliance, the Jaguar came to a screeching halt just inches away from the crowd, engulfing everyone watching in an embarrassing cloud of steam and smoke.

A deafening silence fell over the campus.

Lily twisted her head, pale and seething. “For the record,” she hissed, “this is why my dad was really happy I was paired with Jason.”

Aria nodded, ignoring this. “You have to admit,” she replied, “now it’s a bit rude not to leave the car.”

There was another venomous look, then the psychic relented with a sigh, unclasping her seatbelt with trembling fingers, as the doors opened and both girls stepped onto the lawn.

It was colder than Aria might have imagined. Before she’d half-smashed it on the curb, the vintage Jaguar actually had a superb heating system. The smell of burnt rubber and frost rose up to greet her, but she was unable to take her eyes away from the people. So many more people than she’d thought. There must have been at least a hundred, and those were only the ones she recognized; while nearly all the powerhouse players were unaccounted for, there were still plenty she knew.

Rob and Dash were standing on the periphery, windswept and half-unbuttoned. From the looks of things, they’d been sparring in the Oratory when the message came, then quickly toweled off to join the rest of them outside. There was a cluster of agents standing around them; most of them active-duty, most of them jetlagged a dozen different ways. Not far away, close to the center of the implosion, stood two boys from their own year at Guilder: a boy whose twitching fingers had made him a near-master of telekinesis, and a lovable prat with the powers of a cheetah. Thick strips of tape had been wrapped around their knuckles, and little spirals of steam rose from bare shoulders.

They’d been fighting as well. Now it had carried outside.

It was quiet a split second longer, as both sides stared at each other. Lily was taking care not to look directly at her beloved car, while Aria made a painstaking effort to hold each person’s gaze. After a moment passed, she gestured almost haplessly, as if such things could no longer be helped.

This was accepted with an almost disturbing lack of contention.

“—except it doesn’t matter,” the cheetah finished the sentence he’d been saying, ignoring the car smoldering in the background, and returning to the conversation at hand. Oliver Jack had known the Kerrigan Kids long enough to have exchanged bruises and battle plans in the sandbox. It would take more than a theatric entrance to distract him now. “It doesn’t matter the circumstances of their arrival, or how many there were, or how in the blazes they managed to achieve it: those friends of yours stole the makings of a nuclear device,” he spoke slowly, with clear emphasis, “and they killed a scientist while they were at it. That’s murder in the first degree, along with about twelve hundred violations of the Atomic Energy Act, not to mention breaches of international crime.” A slight pause. “You’re trying to tell me there’s not a legal case to hold them?” He shook his head slightly, a manic amusement dancing in his eyes. “That’s just never going to fucking happen, mate.”

Aria pulled up short, as the attention of the crowd swung back to center. She often forgot that beneath the heaps of frat-boy irritants and a childhood grudge, Oliver Jack was actually a pretty decent guy. There was also a fair chance he’d been drinking. From where she stood, she was able to catch the faint whiff of vapors and saw the feverish flush to his cheeks. As if on cue, his partner Milo stepped up beside him, staring down the bristling mob with a complete lack of fear.

“There’s also a chance they stole the boat,” he volunteered.

Definitely drinking.

It was another teenage habit: passing a bottle back and forth, whilst sweating it out in the Oratory. Loosen the muscles, and numb the pain. Usually such things only manifested in times of deepest stress—a supernatural apocalypse, or the midterms. This bottle was already half-gone.

“That’s what you’re going with?” a man fired back at them. “Larceny?”

He was wearing the same dark uniform as the rest of the taskforce, but there was a sleeker polish, and Aria realized with a start that she knew him. It was Marcus Cole, the same man who’d attempted to conduct the boys’ debriefing after their return from Brazil. She’d made a secret phone call, and her father had smashed the man’s tape recorder. He was a conjurer, if she remembered correctly. A dangerous set of ink she’d never fully considered until now.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Oliver answered dryly, chin jutting. “It’s at least grand larceny.”

A kind of hiss went through one side of the crowd, as the other stilled with anticipation. It was the kind of explosive tension one got used to feeling in the field. A charge in the air, just waiting for a moment of friction, a crack in the hold. Already, a man was pushing through from the back, a head above everyone else, shouldering his way like a rhino. The others melted away to let him pass.

“There was interference in their judgement,” Cole replied tersely, regarding the pair with a set of glittering, snakelike eyes. “It’s right there in the official record: they were coerced into stealing the uranium by Kraigan Kerrigan. Having escaped his persuasive influence, they left it quite literally by the roadside. It was a situation beyond their control. There are no grounds for us to hold them.”

Aria’s lips parted in astonishment, stunned at the sheer brazenness, while Lily merely shook her head, staring over the scene with the bleak expression of one who’d seen same the argument just moments before. It was a curse of seeing the future: sometimes, things played out exactly the same.

“They were coerced into stealing uranium from a PC facility,” Milo corrected, unfazed by the man’s demeanor, “and left it in the hands of their private financier. There’s also the murder. But...okay.”

“As far as the rest of it,” Cole continued as if he hadn’t spoken, raising his voice to be heard above the murmuring of the crowd, “if those men and women, our inked brothers and sisters, were dissatisfied in their service to the Knights, they had every right to leave it. There’s no reason we need to cling to the status quo. It’s a changing world. What can we do, but change with it?”

“By releasing potential bomb-makers back into the public?” Oliver answered just as loudly, he’d always been quite good at a brawl. “That’s the kind of change you want to make?” Considering the crowd, he was rather young to be at the center, no older than the friends themselves. Yet for those dedicated to the council, the individual speaker didn’t matter—the same words were etched in each of them. And perhaps his youth was rather the point. He took an inadvertent step closer, his partner moving in tandem at his side. “You want to quit your
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