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CHAPTER ONE


“You can leave as soon as the ritual is done,” Cornelius said, not breaking eye contact with Alexandra.

The water witch narrowed her eyes. “I understand. I won’t wait around here to find out if you died.”

Beth grinned at Alexandra. “Just take care of Ashley, yes?”

Alexandra glanced over her shoulder as if she could see all the way to the river through the trees. “I will stay with her until your return, but I have been away from Nixie for too long. And I still believe we should inform the wolves of what you are doing.”

Beth shook her head. “Hugh has his hands full chasing down flying heads and gods know what else. If we pull him out of Kansas City, it could be disastrous.”

“Agreed,” Cornelius said, slipping out of his leather jerkin. He held a flat brown disc out to Beth.

It felt rough between her fingers, like old leather, but it was stained like an ancient bone.

“You don’t want to know,” Cornelius muttered. “Don’t ask.”

Alexandra scrunched up her nose. “Is that cartilage?”

“Cartilage?” Beth asked. “That’s not so bad. We do deal in blood, after all.”

“The cartilage itself isn’t so bad.” Cornelius didn’t hide the grimace on his face. “It’s what we have to do with it.” He unfolded an old stained piece of parchment. Inside waited a pattern of sharp lines and harsh corners. It was nothing like the gentle loops and whorls she’d seen Ward use in the past. By comparison, this was savagery.

“Give that to me.” Alexandra gestured for the cartilage. “I can carve it faster than either of you.”

She took the cartilage tile from Beth and unsheathed a narrow blade from a scabbard at her waist. Cornelius held up the parchment for her to study. In a flurry of quick strokes, Alexandra carved the pattern into the center of the cartilage. She repeated it with another tile Cornelius handed her before taking a moment to compare both tiles to the parchment.

“That should do it,” Cornelius said.

Beth took one of the rounded pieces of cartilage from Alexandra and flipped it over between her fingers. “How do we activate it? You said it goes under the skin?”

“That’s the part you’re not going to like.” Cornelius untied the collar of his linen shirt, exposing the gray of his chest hair. “Make the incision horizontal across your sternum.”

Beth shrugged. A few cuts wasn’t much to worry about for a blood mage. It was how they drew their power, how they called on forces from outside themselves and pulled them into different realities. So she supposed it made a kind of sense, that it required an unusual cut to step into the Shadowed Lands.

“Make sure you have the sigil right side up. And then slide it inside of the cut. It must be flush against your breastbone, nothing but blood between them.”

“You’re making a deep cut,” Alexandra said.

“That’s why we needed a healer.” Cornelius dug his blade into his chest until Beth could hear the metal edge scrape the bone beneath. His jaw flexed, but Cornelius didn’t hesitate as he slid the cartilage into the cut. Much to Beth’s horror, whatever that sigil had done caused blood to all but explode from Cornelius’s wound.

Alexandra cursed and went to work healing the blood mage. She drew that bright red substance back into his body and Beth stared as the far edges of the cut knit back together, the vessels within sealing themselves once more as the blood returned to the body.

“A little warning wouldn’t have been so bad,” Alexandra snapped.

“I went first. That’s all the warning you needed.” Cornelius shifted a steely gaze to Beth. “You saw how to make the cut. Place the rune correctly, or it may not be the gateway to the Shadowed Lands that we walk through.”

“No pressure,” Beth muttered.

She’d been cut open enough times over the years to know exactly where she needed to make the incision, but as comfortable as she was carving patterns and sigils into her arms, stabbing herself in the chest wasn’t the most appealing idea.

“If you don’t believe you can do this, I will make the journey on my own.”

“Always an inspiration, aren’t you?” Beth muttered.

A tiny smile worked its way across Cornelius’s lips.

She didn’t respond further to his taunts. Instead, she placed the cool edge of the razor-sharp blade against her flesh. A chill ran through her, as if her blood already knew what was coming.

Beth pressed down, wincing at the depth of the blade as it caught briefly on bone and sank into cartilage as she dragged it across her chest. She double-checked the sigil’s position as warm blood poured from the cut. Feeling the cartilage disc pry against tendons and muscles, she settled it against her breastbone. Beth was used to pain, but this was something else. She felt fire rise, a cold thing at first that turned into a blistering heat as the flow of blood doubled.

Alexandra cursed again and pulled Beth’s hands away from the wound. The undine’s touch felt warm as her healing waters seeped into the wound, pulling blood back into Beth’s body, stitching together the rent flesh, until finally sealing itself. The only signs of the wound that remained were the bloodstains on her jeans and bra.

“That was too deep,” Alexandra said.

“I’d never done it before,” Beth said. “Besides, I’m not dead.”

“Yet,” Cornelius said. “This is only the first part of our journey. We go to a dark place, and it is not a place of peace.”

Alexandra eyed the older blood mage. “But you’ve been there before.”

Cornelius shook his head. “I have gazed into the Shadowed Lands. But I have never visited them in a physical form. Once, many decades ago, it is said that a handful of blood mages made the journey, managed to return. But their stories were broken, their senses snapped into madness. I cannot be sure what awaits us.”

Beth frowned. “Awesome. So what do we do to get there?”

“Every gate has a key. The sigil you wear in your chest is half of the key. The other must be carved into the surface of your flesh.” As Cornelius spoke, he etched a circle into his palm. Beth copied each of the lines onto her own palm until the pattern matched Cornelius’s.

The cold blade dug just deep enough to draw blood, to form two inverted and overlapping chevrons, pointing to either her wrist or her fingers. Two lines of an X met in the middle before Cornelius drew his blade away and Beth followed.

“When we press our palms together, the gateway will open. Do not hesitate, for the doorway does not lead only from here to there, but can lead things from the Shadowed Lands back into this realm.”

Alexandra stiffened at those words.

Beth had heard things like that before. There were enough dark magicks in the realm of the blood mages that an unintentional summoning was often a risk.

She turned to Alexandra. “Watch over Ashley for me. And if anything happens…”

“I’ll see you soon,” Alexandra said, reaching out to squeeze Beth’s arm.

Beth nodded and sheathed her dagger.

“We go to a place few have witnessed.” Cornelius raised his hands, preparing to press his palms together. “Be ready to fight. Be ready to run. Be ready to leave me, if you must.”

Beth started to say something, but Cornelius cut her off. “Place your palms together and step forward. Do not hesitate.”

And with that, Cornelius’s bloody palms met, and the old blood mage stepped forward. Beth didn’t wait to see what happened. She put her own palms together, feeling the sticky warmth of the blood on her left palm meet the clean flesh of her right, and in that instant, a fire welled up from her chest, flowing past her shoulders and down to her fingertips as she stepped to Alexandra’s side. In one breath, she could see the water witch wringing her hands together, and in the next, the world was gone.


CHAPTER TWO


Beth had traveled through portals more than once. The Warded Ways were a good method for testing your tolerance for motion sickness, while other portals simply felt violent when you traversed them.

But this… this was different. This was smooth, and if the sun hadn’t vanished from the sky above her to reappear behind a distant mountain range that hadn’t been there a moment before, she might not have thought she’d moved at all.

A flash of light caught Beth’s attention. She stepped back when she realized it was the flat of Cornelius’s blade laid against his forearm. Had he seen something she hadn’t? Even as the thought crossed her mind, she reached for her own blade.

“What is it?”

Cornelius’s gaze roamed the surrounding clearing. Beth followed his focus, studying the small outcroppings of rock that could have been a monument, or a tomb, eroded by an unknowable number of years.

“Nothing.” Cornelius finally turned back to Beth. “There’s nothing here.”

Beth relaxed her grip on the blade at her waist. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“The stories I’ve heard,” Cornelius said. “I expected giants to be waiting for us, death on a scale rarely seen in our own realm. I did not expect this.”

Something chirped in the gnarled and twisted branches of a tree that had claimed its place in the stone of the clearing. Beth worried it could be a signal to one
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