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Fear of the Sorceress




Well hello, The Past. I see you're trying to kill me. Again.

My sluggish magic has woken up, but of course I’m not able to lounge in bed while I get reacquainted with it. No, instead I have a blaring alarm clock in the shape of a fear demon I banished to hell eight hundred years ago.

Someone's summoned him back, and he's picking up right where he left off—wreaking havoc, inciting mobs, and threatening mass human casualties. And he's using a member of my chosen family to do it.

It's on me to stop him, and the threats are rising. Emrick, the servant of Death who makes my legs weak, refuses to step aside, but I can't let him help. Not when doing so breaks Death's one rule: don't get involved.

To banish this demon, I’ll need to do more than get to know my magic again. I’ll need to bring hell to earth. Without losing one of my only friends in the process.

If I mess this up, millions will burn and my sanity might crack. If I do this right? The only thing fear should be afraid of is me.
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“Aim for the eyes!” I shouted, leaping out of the way as fire burst from the wyvern’s maw.

“I am!” Rhys yelled back. “They’re too damned small!”

Size, of course, had nothing to do with it, but I didn’t begrudge Rhys the excuse. The eyelids were as scaled as the rest of the creature, and every time it blinked, the potions splashing from the shattered glass vials he threw were rendered useless. Unfortunately, the eyes were the only accessible weak point on the beast. The other option would be to get it to roll onto its back, and I didn’t think Rhys was quite at that level yet.

The wyvern swung out its tail and slammed it against Rhys’s middle. The potion he’d been about to throw hit the ground with a flash of green flame as he flew over the muddy snow. He landed on the edge of the water, his red hair bright against the white, but I had no time to panic before he jumped up and fled the wyvern’s snapping teeth.

I summoned fire into my palms but held it in check. This fight wasn’t mine, but neither would the wyvern catch me unprepared. The only one not walking out of these woods today was the creature that had eaten more than one hiker and tried to devour my friend.

Another fireball shot out, and the tree next to me burst into flames. I dove into the melting snowbank to escape the worst of the heat and stayed in a crouch as I rushed to Rhys’s side.

“You’ve got to time it better. The moment you notice the eyes starting to open, you throw.”

Rhys scowled. “I’m sorry, it seems I haven’t yet developed my magnified vision or ability to slow freaking time.”

“Now!”

He threw another vial, and the glass shattered against the side of the wyvern’s face. The liquid splashed against its dark pupil, and its scream rattled my eardrums as the spell took hold. Blood dripped from eyes that were no longer golden but grey as stone. The greyness spread over its scales, locking each of them in place, down its legs, over its back, and along its tail, until the raging monster was nothing more than a stone statue decorating the walking path along Mindemoya Lake. Something for tourists to gawk at and wonder about for centuries to come.

I wondered where the creature had come from. Wyverns weren’t common fare on Manitoulin Island, though it wasn’t unheard of for them to make their way across the Atlantic.

Once I sensed the magic from the potion sink into the stone and become inert—removing the risk of any interested hiker making contact with the statue and becoming part of the installation—I rested my hand on Rhys’s shoulder.

“That was good work.”

Rhys’s throat bobbed with a hard swallow. “That—I didn’t think the potion would do that. It’s…”

“Incredible?” I suggested, staring at the monster in admiration.

“I was going to say sad.”

Sure enough, his green eyes were downturned in grief as he stepped towards the wyvern’s remains.

“Sad?”

He shot me a look over his shoulder. “You don’t think so? A moment ago, this was a living, breathing creature. Just trying to survive, the way we all are. And now it’s… this. Do you think it suffered?”

My heart both warmed and ached at the empathy pouring off this eighteen-year-old man. Rhys had seen more than his share of suffering, not only with his physical eyes but also thanks to the psychic visions that had started when he was fourteen. The events of recent months had pushed him out of the safety of the mundane world into the chaos of the magical, but he clung to his humanity like a shield. I both admired him for it and worried what it would mean for his mental health if he continued on the path he’d started down. As I’d learned often in my almost nine hundred years, my world didn’t always leave room for compassion.

“What of the people the wyvern killed?” I pointed out gently. “What of the destruction it caused in the days since it arrived? Unfortunately, as with much of the magical world, it came down to us versus it.”

He nodded slowly. “I get that, I just…” He frowned at the satchel at his side. “I’m going to need to label these potions and take the time to learn what each of them does. I think with something like this wyvern, I would have preferred something quicker. Less… horrifying.”

I threw my arm around his shoulders and pulled him close. “That’s fair. I’ll make sure you get a thorough rundown on everything we buy. You only need to carry the ones you’re comfortable using, okay? I need you to stay safe—your mother will have my head if you’re not—but that doesn’t mean it can’t be safe on your terms.”

He nodded and gave me a faint smile. “Do you ever get used to it?”

Automatic assurances balanced on the edge of my tongue. Centuries of dealing with rogue beasts like this had made them commonplace, to the point that I’d fallen into a rut with the repetitive nature of clearing them away.

But that wasn’t what Rhys was looking for. Not the worn indifference of a powerful immortal, but the empathy of a human being whose conscience was undented by so much death and destruction.

“I think it’s okay if you don’t,” I said. “Not the taking life part, anyway. Experience helps with the fights, satisfaction comes with the challenge, but I don’t think it’s the worst thing to hang on to your respect and remorse for the deaths of others.”

When his expression didn’t change, his glumness a weight on his shoulders, I nudged him with my hip. “You saved a lot of people today, Rhys. They’ll never know it, but you made a difference.”

That earned me a faint smile. Although it seemed to take an effort, Rhys shook off his blues, and his smile broadened into a grin. “That fight, though, that was pretty awesome. I really thought it was going to get me once or twice.”

I laughed and shoved him away. “Once or twice? That thing had you pinned at least a dozen times. Adrian would have been disappointed you didn’t use his trick to trigger a vision to help you.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, because zoning out in the middle of a fight would have been really helpful.”

“You’re lucky I was here, or you’d have been dinner.”

“What? No way.”

“Totally way. But don’t worry,” I winked at him, “I won’t tell your mother.”

Rhys laughed. “No way in hell are we telling mum any of this.”
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“You did what?” Maera asked once Rhys finished telling her what he’d done.

“A real live wyvern! And they’re not like dragons like I always thought. They don’t have arms, for one thing. But they’re big and scaly, and this one was white, so it blended in with the snow, which is why we had so much trouble tracking it. Its tail was longer than I am—and huge. I had to jump over it once, and it nearly caught me from underneath, but I thought of that time we were up at Uncle Finn’s place, and he was playing lake monster and—”

“Rhys,” I cut in, suspecting my housekeeper didn’t need to know all the ins and outs of how her son might have died today.

Not that I would have stood by and let the wyvern kill him, which I hoped Maera remembered as she processed her son’s wild tale.

“Oh, right. Yeah. Sorry.” A deep red flush spread over his cheeks, and I might have pitied his embarrassment if I weren’t tempted to throttle him.

His mother wasn’t thrilled with the steps her son had taken to move more deeply into the magical world. She’d stated her desire not to be left out of the loop, wanting to make sure I didn’t lapse back into the apathy that had dominated my life for decades, but that didn’t mean she relished the idea of Rhys putting himself in danger.

“Don’t worry, mum, Kat kept a close eye on me the whole time.”

“Mmhmm.”

Her mouth had become the thinnest of white lines, but she said nothing as she turned back to the kitchen counter and resumed folding dumplings for tonight’s dinner.

Cooking was Maera’s way of coping with stress, and I wasn’t so self-involved that I’d missed the overstocked pantry, fridge, and chest freezer of late.

I slid into a seat at the kitchen table and tried to put my companion of fifty-five years at ease. “We just received a new set of potion vials, and Rhys wanted to try them out. With that wyvern terrorizing the hiking trails, I figured we might as well tackle two problems at once. I had everything in hand, but Rhys did all the work. Your son is a hero.”

He beamed at me, but Meara didn’t turn around, her tense shoulders rolling with every new dumpling. “I wish you could be satisfied with working on your second sight.”

“Mum…”

“I know, I know, we talked about this. I agreed. You’re doing what you have to do.” Her shoulders slumped, and she turned away from her dinner prep. “I’m proud of you, Rhys. My boy is literally slaying dragons. I guess all those years playing video games are paying off.”

She attempted a smile. Rhys took pity on her and threw his arms around her neck. His six-two frame towered over her five-three, but she looked snug enough with her ear pressed against her child’s heartbeat.

A pang of grief that I would never experience such a moment again made grabby hands at my chest, but I mentally swatted it away.

“And for the record, I have been working on my second sight,” Rhys said as he released his mother and made a stealthy attempt to snatch some shredded pork from the metal bowl on the counter.

Maera smacked his hand. “And? How is that going?”

He shrugged, dragged his feet back to the table, and dropped into the seat beside mine. “Well enough, I guess. I’ve triggered a few but haven’t Seen much.”

“Maybe that means there isn’t much to See?” Maera suggested. “That would be a nice change.”

“I guess,” Rhys said. “I just wish I had something useful to offer. Like tracking down your witch, Kat.”

For the past four years, he’d been struggling to find his place in the world—too magical to fit in with his non-magical peers, not magical enough to fit in with super-magical me. All this training was his attempt to find purpose. I didn’t blame him for feeling discouraged that it was slow-going.

I kicked him gently under the table. “None of that. There’s no failure here.” I scowled. “Just increasing frustration at this woman’s knack for staying off everyone’s radar.”

The only information we’d dug up over the past month of poking around was that the stooped figure who’d fled during my fight with the blood witch Mikhail No-Last-Name had likely been his patron, a witch who went by the name of Abigail No-Last-Name, probably no relation.

I would have forgotten all about her if it weren’t for the magic she’d used to ward Mikhail and the intensity of the spell circle she’d thrown at me. Not to mention Mikhail’s hint right before I’d accidentally killed him that this mystery woman had given him the immortality ritual he’d tried to cast.

The ritual that wasn’t supposed to exist, no trace of it having been found after all my and Emrick’s years of hunting.

Anyone who had voluntarily worked with Mikhail was in my bad books. A powerful witch working with Mikhail was doubly so.

A powerful witch with access to the spell that had slaughtered my entire community and inadvertently left me immortal?

There was no way in the infernal realms I would let her stir up more trouble. At the same time, the thought of finding her terrified me almost as much as the thought of not finding her in time. How had she learned that spell? What had been her goal in giving it to Mikhail? And now that he’d failed to cast it, what would her next move be?

Unfortunately, until I had something more to go on than “she exists,” I was stuck cooling my heels, refreshing my emails, coaching Rhys, and attempting to get myself back into shape.

After decades of not caring whether or not I woke up in the morning, I had a goal. One that extended beyond a stale promise I’d made to the dead almost nine hundred years ago. In finding Abigail and ensuring—hopefully for the final time—that the immortality spell never rose again, I could put my past to rest.

I thought I had. Centuries ago. But over the past few months, I’d begun to appreciate how well I’d lied to myself. Mikhail’s venture had been my wake-up call to the fact that I hadn’t so much put my history behind me as allowed it to become a cracked, tarnished shell on my back—a safe space that prevented me from doing anything more with my life.

That burden was why I still heard my parents’ voices in my head whenever I made a big decision. Why my breast still ached whenever I heard a baby cry. Why I’d latched on to Emrick so fiercely that his absence was like a missing organ.

Sure. That was why. I didn’t miss the spirit-herder because one of the shedding fragments of his soul had embedded itself in my heart, keeping us intertwined in a way that left me bleeding without him.

Nope.

Unable to sit still any longer, I left Rhys and Maera to chat and headed to my room.

At this time of day, the sunlight reflecting off Lake Huron seeped through my south-facing windows and bounced against my muted sage-green walls. The lap of water where it brushed against our private beach soothed me with its gentle symphony, and I fell into its rhythm as I stripped off my mud-caked leather pants and black T-shirt—my usual hunting uniform.

Next, I pulled off my elbow-length leather gloves and set them in the wooden box on a shelf in my closet. Home was the only place I didn’t wear them, giving my hands and arms a chance to air out. The magic infused in the leather and in the runes etched across them helped me channel my magic, but by the same measure they were a leash. A reminder of the promise I’d made to my fallen people to stand between the magical and mundane, a bastion of defence against any magical.

I didn’t want to be that woman at home.

Here, I was just Kat—lover of ramen, hot baths, and lilac-scented candles.

Goosebumps pebbled my skin, but I drew my magic closer to the surface to chase away the chill. Spring was taking its sweet time getting here, and I looked forward to wearing clothes that served the same purpose in the morning as they did in the afternoon.

Settling for a summer storm aesthetic, I grabbed a pair of dove-grey leggings, a light-blue boyfriend sweater, and a pair of fuzzy green socks, wrapping myself in cozy.

It was my favourite part about the current era. I had lived through corsets and petticoats, stiff shoulders and low waistbands, but the freedom I had these days to wear what were essentially pyjamas out in public made the cheap materials and cheaper quality worthwhile. If only they came with more pockets.

I drew in a deep breath and let it out in a whoosh, allowing the tensions of the day to go with it. Feeling far more myself, I returned to the common area—only to pull up short when I found Maera standing alone, stiff behind the couch that separated the kitchen from the living room. Her gaze was fixed on the television, where a flash of flame had just burst out of a manhole on a city street.

“Since when are you an action movie fan? Nice to see you broadening your horizons.”

“It’s not a movie.” Her words were as stiff as her posture.

I took a closer look at the screen and was confused by the words skimming along the bottom: Suspected terrorist activity in Hamilton, Ontario, or infrastructure gone wild?

I rounded the side of the couch and dropped onto the cushion to get a better idea of what the hell I was looking at.

A man stood in the middle of the street. Well, not stood so much as cowered, his arms over his head to fend off the embers raining over him. Another manhole cover flew upwards, followed by another flash of fire. Then another. The street had been closed off, with empty cars pulled to the sides and people standing at a distance watching in amazement.

What had the guy done? Poured gasoline into the sewers and lit a match?

“Rhys?” I called, and he darted up the stairs in a clean white T-shirt and unstained jeans. “What read do you get on this?”

He came farther into the room to look at the TV. “A guy with a serious death wish?”

“Not the kind of read I meant.”

His mouth twisted with a wry smile, and I recognized his fear to try.

“No harm if nothing comes of it,” I said.

Rhys dropped onto the couch beside me, and Maera rested her hand on his shoulder. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, then another. The footage on the TV played on, but he remained silent, his body going still, his chest rising and falling with increasingly larger breaths.

While he attempted to tap into his second sight, I absorbed the news broadcast.

The crowd had become more agitated. They crushed against the barriers the police had put up, their arms reaching for the cowering man, fingers pointing. As though they weren’t so much afraid of him as wanting to tear him apart.

A tendril of unease coiled in the pit of my stomach.

I took a closer look at the man, wondering what the bystanders saw that made them so afraid.

“Fire in his hands.”

Rhys’s empty, haunting voice made me jump, and I turned to find him staring at the television, his bright green eyes faded to a milky white.

“Uncontrolled. Wild. Destroying everything in his path. His face, but not him. A puppet-master behind his eyes. Directing. Playing.”

Rhys slumped back, his vision ending and his brain falling into its usual post-Sight nap. I jerked my attention to the screen, trying to get a better look at the man’s hands.

Sure enough, Rhys’s vision was right. A hint of fire in the man’s palm. Running over his skin. Coming from inside him.

“It’s not possible,” I said. “It can’t be.”

I pushed myself up from the couch and walked towards the screen, as though proximity would help me see beyond the limitations of the video footage.

“What is it?” Maera asked.

“This guy.” I leaned in, scanning him over from his bare feet to his smouldering T-shirt. “He’s a sorcerer. A living sorcerer.”

I couldn’t process it, but I also couldn’t deny it.

I’d believed myself to be the last person who could create fire from within, but by chance or by fate, here I was, watching a magical being that had gone extinct almost five hundred years ago burn up on the national news.
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Rhys groaned and pressed his hand to his head. “Will that ever stop being uncomfortable, do you think?”

Maera patted his shoulder. “I’ll get you a cookie.”

While she went to fetch his snack, I dropped onto the couch beside him and waited until he shook himself the rest of the way awake. My thoughts were too scattered to pin down. I wanted to talk to Adrian and get his take on the situation and cursed that the sun was still up. Adrian was my mentor and my sounding board on all things magical, personal, and psychological, but even after being alive—or unalive, vampire that he was—for two thousand years, he was still governed by celestial cycles. And he got grumpy if he was woken up early.

Maera returned with a chocolate cookie from the batch she’d baked earlier today, and Rhys bit into it with a moan.

Only after the cookie was gone did I shift on the couch to face him. “Anything else to tell us?”

“Not much,” he said. “A lot of fire. Everything he touched burned. What looked like a whole city street burning.”

I rubbed my brow. It wasn’t a far-fetched visual. Given my experience with untrained sorcerers, I didn’t need a psychic to tell me the danger Hamilton faced if this guy wasn’t contained.

“Anything beyond the sorcerer?” I asked. “Some hunched-over figure lurking behind him?”

“You think Abigail is involved?” Maera asked as she leaned her crossed arms on the back of the couch.

I picked at a hangnail. “I don’t know. I have no reason to think so except for the timing. Mikhail got so close to finishing that ritual, and some of the magic he performed trying to take me down… it was old magic. Powerful. The kind I haven’t seen since the last of my people died out. He had to have learned it somewhere. Abigail fought right beside him, and I swear her ward was manipulated air, just like how the sorcerers used to do it. Now there’s this guy. It’s a wild coincidence otherwise.”

“I don’t get it,” Rhys said. “What do you mean your people died out?”

“Clearly I’ve failed in your history lessons.” I turned off the TV and stood up, needing to pace to offset the whirring in my head. “Sorcerers were never an overpopulated group. We stuck to our small communities, spread mostly across the Isles, Europe. As the world got bigger, we were forced to blend in with the mundane. Bloodlines thinned, the magic weakened. The communities that didn’t merge disappeared. As the years passed, they lost their ability to draw power directly from the source—from the environment. Instead, they learned how to channel it through external sources. Potions, spells, blood. People born with even a hint of latent magic today tend to veer towards witchcraft. A fragment of what we were.” I frowned at the TV. “Until this one.”

My phone buzzed against my hip, and I pulled it from where I’d tucked it into my waistband to see Adrian’s handsome face staring at me.

“I didn’t expect you to be up for another hour,” I greeted him as I put the call on speaker.

“James thought it best to wake me.”

“Ah.” I wrinkled my nose at the mention of his human thrall. No matter that James Barrett and I had come to some sort of understanding during the whole Mikhail debacle, the habit of showing my distaste remained strong. “I take it you’ve seen the news, then?”

“Is he what he appears to be?” Adrian’s tone was split between confusion and curiosity, and I was impressed that something in this world had left my friend stumped. It happened so rarely these days.

“Based on the vision Rhys just triggered, yes, he is.”

“Well done, Mr. Byrne.”

“Thank you,” Rhys said, almost glowing under that minimal praise. Adrian had that effect on people.

“Rhys also said this guy has someone behind him pulling his strings. My bet is on Abigail. I don’t suppose we know anything new there?”

“Nothing, I’m afraid. James’s connections within the witch hunters don’t have a file on her. My contacts are equally in the dark, though a few of the covens in Toronto and surrounding areas have heard of her. She’s reputed to be powerful, knowledgeable in the old magics, and an outright bitch. I’m quoting that last one.”

“If she was dealing with Mikhail, I wouldn’t expect her to be a ray of sunshine.” The wrinkle in my nose grew deeper. “Considering her power, I’m amazed the hunters don’t have anything on her. Do you think we could ask them to dig deeper?”

I didn’t want to lean on them. The witch hunters had proved time and again that despite their mission statement their goal was not the safeguarding of magic but the oppression of it. Even the witches in their ranks tended to frown on everyone else. But they did have resources I lacked.

The hunters were split into three groups. There were the witch hunters, the vampire hunters, and the Hunter’s Guild—the group that went after creatures such as the wyvern Rhys and I had pursued this morning. They were worldwide organizations with varying levels of influence in every country. I recognized that such bodies were necessary—the global population growth had made it increasingly difficult for magicals to remain hidden and made threats by magicals that much greater—but I didn’t trust the hunters to be the solution. Not as they were.

Still, they were what we had.

“James will see to it,” Adrian said. “What about the sorcerer?”

I clenched my teeth and rolled my gaze skywards. Reluctantly, I said, “I need to know where to find him, but I don’t want the hunters getting close. He looked terrified, and if he’s afraid, his magic will be unpredictable. I’m going to guess his power is a recent revelation. Anyone who gets too close is likely to be killed.”

“So what do you intend to do?”

I wanted to stick my tongue out at the line of smugness running under his words.

“Yes, yes, I’m going to Hamilton. Dammit, Adrian. I don’t want to go to Hamilton.”

He chuckled. “I’ll have James meet you there.”

Maera covered her mouth with her hand and turned away under the guise of returning to her kitchen. I scowled at her quivering shoulders as she laughed at my expense.

Rhys didn’t bother to hide his grin, and I shoved him backwards into the couch.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea? Barrett hates magic.” In fact, hate was a kind word for Barrett’s opinions about magic users. For someone who’d sworn his life to a vampire, the man was as mundane as they came. “Forcing him to join this hunt would be cruel. He might never forgive you, and you know I’d hate for there to be a rift between you.”

“Much as I appreciate your lies, Katerina, James can help you with crowd control if nothing else. He can also be your point of contact with the hunters. Unless you want to deal with them yourself.”

“Ugh. Fine. It’ll take me a few hours to get down there. The Ancaster house?”

Adrian owned houses across the world, most of them centred in his regular urban haunts. While he preferred the isolation and privacy that Muskoka offered him—not to mention the incredible views and enormous property—he always made sure to have an escape plan in case his situation changed and he needed a quick identity shift. Every house was equipped for a hunt, which made them more convenient than lugging everything with me.

“I’ll see that it’s ready for you. And Katerina? Do be careful. I can’t help but think there’s more going on here than we know.”

I hung up, groaned, and sagged into the cushions.

“So,” Rhys said, still grinning at me from across the couch. “Hamilton, huh?”
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It took us seven hours to drive to Ancaster.

For the first few hours, I felt confident. The music was on, my hair was down, the roads were clear.

Then Adrian had to ruin it with a phone call. “We may have a problem, tesoro. James reached out to the witch hunters in Hamilton, and they’ve lost eyes on the sorcerer. Someone seems to have whisked him away without anyone noticing. Or remembering.”

My thoughts went to Abigail. Was that her popping up again? I hated not knowing who she was.

Every second stuck in traffic amped up my impatience, and by the time we reached the house, I was practically vibrating.

It had been a while since I’d been to Hamilton. On my last visit, the steel mills were at their peak. Back then, the grime of soot and smoke had become a near-permanent fixture, filling the cracks in both buildings and people.

Since then, however, it had shifted away from its post-manufacturing depression by remodelling itself as an arts town, and I had to say, the view was brighter. The new life and colour offset its previous dreariness, and the youthful faces loping down the sidewalks as they hit up the nightlife offered hope for its future.

Ancaster was on the west side of Hamilton—a more upscale community populated with older detached homes on large, beautiful properties. Exactly what one might look for if one were, say, a blood-drinking immortal who never saw daylight. Or even a ramen-eating immortal who preferred not to see people.

The lights were on when we reached the house, giving me the heads up that Barrett was inside, so I took my time pulling up the long driveway. Rhys got out of the car to open the garage, and sure enough there was Barrett’s red SUV. Parked right in the middle of it, leaving no space for me.

I ground my teeth. It was exactly the kind of petty move I would have made if I’d arrived first.

Rhys looked back at me, his eyes wide, no doubt ready for me to firebomb the SUV. Instead, I calmly, maturely, pulled to the side of the driveway and put my car in park.

“You’re taking this well,” Rhys said around a poorly hidden smile.

“Of course I am. I’m an adult.”

I grabbed my backpack from the trunk, and while Rhys hauled his duffel bag over his shoulder, I sauntered into the garage and set my hand on Barrett’s car. Reversing the flow of my magic, I absorbed the heat in the air. Frost spread from my fingers and crawled over the red paint. It clouded the windows and thickened over the windshield until the entire left side of the vehicle was caked in ice. Temperatures weren’t due to rise overnight, so Barrett would have a lovely surprise waiting for him in the morning.

With a bounce in my step, I closed the garage and followed Rhys up the cobblestone path to the front door.

Before I had a chance to hit the doorbell once or thrice to drive my unfriend inside batty, Rhys opened the unlocked door and stepped into the large, well-lit foyer. Dark hardwood floors stretched down the hallway towards the kitchen, into the living room to my right and a home office to my left.

There was no sign of Barrett, but voices reached me from up ahead, so I guessed he was in the kitchen. I kicked my boots into the hall closet, dropped my bag on the floor, and headed down the hall.

A crystal chandelier lit our way, leading us to where Barrett sat on a barstool at the white island, bent over a laptop as he watched a video. From what I could make out from the sideways angle, the same video played on the tablet to his left and on his phone to his right.

Barrett had cut his dark hair even shorter since I’d seen him a few weeks ago, but whatever weight he’d lost in his curls, he seemed to have gained in muscle. His torso filled out his black T-shirt, and his bicep flexed every time he moved the mouse. How he didn’t burst the seams of his clothes every morning was nothing short of miraculous.

If he were anyone other than who he was, I might have found him attractive, but he held the allure of a battle axe. Impressive, lethal, useful, but not anything you wanted to take to bed except as a defensive weapon. Adrian obviously saw something else in him, but it eluded me.

Barrett didn’t acknowledge us as we came in, too wrapped up in what he was doing or making a point.

I wasn’t about to let either reason hold me back as I settled my elbows on the counter beside him and leaned over his screen to block his view. “You know there are easier ways to get the stereo effect, right?”

Barrett grunted in response—always so eloquent—and hit a button on the laptop to play his video from the beginning. Rhys came up on his other side to take in the different screens, his expression scrunched into a deep frown.

Undaunted by Barrett’s lack of response and knowing how to bide my time, I turned my attention to the videos.

And all desire to mess with the battle axe vanished.

On every screen was footage from the news. The manhole covers popping, the spurts of flame. The terrified man cowering under his arms as his magic flared in all directions, wild and furious.

“I got Adrian’s message,” I said as I straightened. “Any updates? Break it to me gently.”

Barrett didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “We have no idea where he is.”

“That was not gently. That was more of a kick to the crotch.”

“At least it was over quickly.”

I looked more closely at the different screens. It wasn’t the same footage playing three times over—each one came from a slightly different angle. I picked up the phone and watched the video play through again. This angle showed the man running up the street, looking over his shoulder at a manhole cover before it flew into the air. The man appeared to be East Asian, mid-twenties, dark hair. Handsome if not for the abject horror twisting his features. “Witness footage?”

Barrett nodded. “Tony sent it over an hour ago. The hunters in the police force confiscated everyone’s phones to wipe the videos and gather what they could. These were the best three angles.” He finally looked at me over his shoulder. “I’ve been going through them to see if I could spot this witch you’re looking for. Or anything else that might give us an idea of how to track the sorcerer down.”

“Anything yet?”

“Nothing. No one else is on the street with him, no sign of any hunched hooded figures.”

“Of course not,” I huffed. “I never have that kind of luck.”

He started the video on his laptop from the beginning. “Witnesses say the man emerged from this side street over here and made his way up. They think he was limping, but he’s so covered in soot I can’t see any injuries. Most people started recording right after the first fire started.”

I watched the man run down the street, watched the heavy metal discs fly into the air, the fire surge, the man cower. Nothing new.

A large part of me wished all these angles would disprove my suspicions about what he was. That the source of the fire might be something mundane.

But no. On every screen, the evidence was clear. As he ran, his surging power caused the air around him to shimmer. He had no control, and it was pure chance he hadn’t burned to cinders in his flight.

“What is he looking at?” Rhys asked.

“What do you mean?” I watched the repeating footage and saw only the same steps as the last dozen times.

“There.” He pointed at the screen as it played through. “Just before he ducks under his arms, he looks back.”

Barrett scrolled backwards. He let it play, then hit pause as soon as the man turned his head.

“You’re right,” I said. “He’s staring too far to the right to be looking at the fire. Someone in the crowd? And immediately after—look at his face. He’s terrified. I thought he was running from his magic, but what if it’s something else? What if the fire bursts were defensive, not accidental?”

The thought made me feel better. A sorcerer using magic to protect himself was far less dangerous than someone who had no control over it. The former would be able to limit his power to fight the threat; the other was the threat.

On the next few replays, I paid attention to the crowd instead of the sorcerer, hoping to find something that stood out. Even the knowing look of a fellow magical so we could follow up with them.

Barrett was right—no hunched hooded figure.

For the most part, all I saw was fear. A deep, soul-crushing fear that didn’t make sense in the context of the scene. It wasn’t like the guy was attacking anyone. Yet everyone along the street looked ready to piss themselves. 

“They’re all terrified,” I said. 

A whisper of dread crept up from the soles of my feet, raising goosebumps as it went. My brain automatically went into denial mode, refusing to let me consider any possibilities about why that might be.

“The street is on fire,” Barrett pointed out, dry as a tinderbox.

“That’s not the-street-is-on-fire fear. That’s Godzilla-is-crushing-skyscrapers fear. That’s my-death-is-imminent fear.”

What was I missing?

“Can you play it one more time?”

Barrett backtracked the video, and I leaned close to take everything in while Rhys and Barrett set to work on the phone and tablet to check if any other footage showed the side street. It took a few play-throughs for Rhys to squint at something.

Barrett loaded the video on the larger laptop screen, and I sank onto the stool beside his to watch the section of the crowd where the man seemed to be looking. Dozens of people had gathered on the sidewalk, no doubt having rushed outside at the first explosion. Because it was always a great idea to run towards a spontaneous street fire.

After three more replays, I realized our sorcerer wasn’t looking at the crowd itself, but at something beyond them. 

A figure only half-visible from where it stood between two buildings.

From what little I could see, it was a man dressed in a three-piece suit. His arms were unusually straight at his sides, his black hair carefully styled, his jaw clean-shaven. His eyes glowed red.

My mouth went dry, and I pointed to the figure. “Tell me what you see.”

Rhys leaned closer. “Al Pacino from The Devil’s Advocate.”

Barrett rolled his eyes and did his best to zoom in on the image, as though any kind of manipulation on our end would make the pixels clearer. “I hate to say it, but the kid has a point.”

“Can you play the video one more time?” I hated the tremor in my voice. Despite what my subconscious brain had added up, my conscious brain was stubbornly in the sand.

Barrett did as I asked, and my attention never moved from the figure. I watched the man’s cold calculation as he watched the growing crowd. I caught the faint upturn of his lips as they slid into a smile so cold it chilled me to my marrow. The smile coincided with the rise in the crowd’s terror, which turned my whisper of dread into a full, blaring siren.

Then the human mask he wore slipped. Just for a moment. Just long enough for me to recognize the features hidden underneath.

“Kat?” Rhys asked. “Are you all right?”

I barely heard him as I rose from the stool and backed away from the screen.

The reek of burning flesh filled my nose. The memory of nerve endings screaming, of wool melting into my skin, my fingers lost to the flames.

“That man,” I said, my voice sounding far, far away, “is a demon.”

My legs gave out, and the floor rose to meet me. Before I hit the ground, the temperature dropped and a pair of strong arms caught me. I looked up and found myself staring into a familiar silver gaze.
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