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CHAPTER 1

Monday evening
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I could only stare, even if I was terrified of what she would do when she woke. Her dark hair fell over her face in a way that made me want to tuck it behind her ear, but I couldn’t touch her. I couldn’t wake her up. I shouldn’t even dream about her – I had just kidnapped her! What kind of sick motherfucker was I, to be imagining how she’d look dressed in the silk sweater and leather pants I had ordered with only her in mind. She might never buy something like that for herself, but she should. 

Instead, she was wearing sweatpants and an orange jersey from her Texas alma mater. And even then, sitting in the chair of my apartment, she practically glowed. I could smell her magick in the air. I could almost taste the effervescence that was Marlowe Giles. Lady Babalon. 

What was I doing? 

Her eyelids fluttered as her consciousness returned, and I forced myself to sit back in the chair, trying to act like the Devil I was. She kept her eyes closed for a moment longer and I watched her inventory of memories parade through the expressions that danced across her face. 

I had shown up uninvited to her apartment with a dinner she hadn’t requested. Even I knew it was a weak ploy, but since she wouldn’t let me inside, I had to take her. 

And now she was waking up in my apartment.

I saw the fire in those blue-gray eyes as soon as she spotted me. I was in trouble and I knew it, so I bared my soul. Nothing less would work for her. 

“I won’t hurt you,” I assured her immediately. “I just want to talk.” My fingers pushed through my short hair as she studied me with an angry expression, those eyes the color of the storm clouds outside. 

“Kidnapping is not a good way to start. You could at least untie me.” 

“I only want to talk. Would you stay if I did?” 

Her huff proved she would not. Her eyes darted around the unfamiliar setting. We were in my private apartment, high off the streets of Manhattan and very secluded. Darkness settled over the city, and snow was always a threat at this time of year. The twenty-two stories were high enough to disguise our location and keep the lights and sounds of the street from reaching us. This was my home away from my family, a place no one knew I owned. 

I had suggested to Marlowe that she was tied in the wingback chair where she sat. She’d been asleep almost two hours because I’d been afraid to release her from my fascination. The glamour of being tied to the chair was a parlor trick, and when she took in her surroundings, I caught her realization, and then her look of determination. 

I learned quickly how powerful was the Lady Babalon. 

With a deep breath, her eyes narrowed, and without taking her steel gaze from mine, she pushed herself up from the chair with a bit of flair, smirking at my squeak of surprise. 

“You can’t keep me here.” Her proclamation rang through my apartment. 

“Obviously not.” I rose from the sofa and put a hand on her arm, which she shook free, her fists still clinched. 

“You don’t need to use fascination to talk to me. I can’t believe you used it to get me here.” Her glare set me ablaze. “It will be the last time you do that.” With a determined stride she walked to the door. I’d been smart enough to lock the deadbolt from the inside. She dropped her hand when she turned around. 

“Please, I just want to talk,” I told her again, trying not to show how nervous I was. How scared I felt. I was Nic Barnaby. Advertising executive. Her boss. The Devil. I didn’t feel like any of those personas at the moment. “You’re not in any danger. From me.” I needed Marlowe on my side. I needed her to understand. Please, I implored silently. 

“What do you mean by that? What kind of danger?” 

“Look.” I ran my hands through my hair before I forced them into my pockets. “Gods! I don’t know where to start.” Was I really going to do this? 

“How did you expect this to go, Nic? Did you really think I would let you in with chicken soup?” She was standing in the entrance hall, practically shouting at me. “This is so much more than a trip to HR!” 

My hand reached out, then dropped to my side, heavy. Useless. My mouth opened, although no words came to me. What did I expect? I got her here. Now what? My eyes closed and I tried to will her back into the living area. I was desperate to make this work. 

When I opened my eyes, she was standing in front of me, hands on her hips. The storm in her eyes had not calmed one iota. 

“You won’t use fascination on me again. Never. Again. And you know they’re going to find me. They’re already looking. What were you hoping to do, Nic? What did you think would happen?”

“Please. Just give me an hour. Then, after I say what I need to, what I want to say, I’ll unlock the door. I’ll even take you home. Just – I need to talk to someone. I thought you’d be the one to understand.” 

With my last breath, I surrendered. My head dropped back as my eyes searched the heavens for help that I didn’t deserve, and a deep sigh heaved from me as I tried not to shudder. 

I think she sensed my fear. The realization rolled over her when she studied my face, and her expression softened, as did her voice. 

“I’ll listen for 30-minutes. And then I’ll decide if I’m staying for more.” She patted all her pockets. “Did you bring my phone?” 

I shook my head. “I knew they’d track it. I promise, Marlowe. I don’t mean you any harm.” I forced myself to relax, although I knew she hadn’t. This time she took a seat on the sofa, and this time, I took the wingback chair.

“Let me have your phone.” She held out her hand with impatience, expecting my submission. Demanding it. “Yes, they’ll track it, eventually. But if they know I’m okay, at least they won’t kill you when they find me.” 

I hesitated. They were already searching. I sensed it the moment they found the bags and phone outside her apartment. Items I left as reassurance. I would never hurt Marlowe. I’m trying to save her. 

“I promise, Nic. I listen better when you trust me.” 

At least she would listen to what I have to say. Maybe it would take The Chariot a little longer to find her. Even if she broke through the fascination I had used to keep her in the chair, I didn’t think she’d recall where I’d driven to. 

I put my phone in her hand and sat back in the chair. Marlowe hesitated for a moment, like she didn’t know who to call, or what to tell them. I tried to look away as she dialed. 

She huffed with pity when her picture flashed on the screen as she dialed her own contact number. I took that photo from across the bar the first night we’d been out together. Sort of together. I knew who she was, what she was. It was a great excuse to bring her under my wing. A Texan in Manhattan was always vulnerable to the weather and offering the sweatshirt was a gentlemanly thing to do. Snapping the picture of her had been an irresistible whim, not so chivalrous. 

I’d been mentally dressing Marlowe since that first night, even though most men would be undressing her in their dreams. She was beautiful. Breathtakingly so. Her beauty, the light she shined, was a confirmation of her status. And now, it proved she was in real danger. 

She shook her head at the photo and began texting.

Almost as soon as she sent the message, the phone rang back with a call. She took a deep breath before she answered. 

“Char?” 

“Marlowe! Where are you?” His demand was loud enough I didn’t need the phone speaker to hear. 

“I don’t know. But I’m fine. I’m with Nic. He just wants to talk.” 

“Marlowe, you can’t trust him.” 

“I know, baby. You’ll have to trust me. I’m fine. I’ve promised Nic I’d listen to what he has to say, and then he’ll bring me home. One hour. Tops. I’ll call you again, I promise.” 

“Marlowe! You’ve got to get out of there.”

“I’ll be fine. Trust me, Char.”

I pulled the phone from Marlowe’s hands. 

“I promise not to hurt her,” I said into the phone before hanging up. Tossing it across the room, I couldn’t hold back the sadness of what I was about to do, or the fear consuming me for what could, or what would happen to Marlowe if I didn’t. 

“I promise. I just want to talk.” 

“Okay, then.” She sat back on the sofa with her arms spread across the back, unaffected by my outburst of emotion. “Talk to me, Nic.” 

I took a deep breath and ran my fingers through my hair, again, and fell into the chair with an air of defeat. All the while, Marlowe watched in silence. 

“Will you have a drink with me?”

“No, Nic. This is not a social visit.”

I stood, fidgeting, feeling the energy buzz in my body. “I need a drink.”

“By all means ...” She motioned away with the flick of her wrist. She wasn’t going to make this easy. 

I didn’t often get the chance to be in this apartment, although I kept it supplied for any opportunity: clothes, frozen foods, liquor. The bar was also well stocked, and I poured myself a golden shot of courage from a crystal decanter. I poured a second shot and started to throw it back. At the last minute I forced myself to put the drink down on the silver tray, my hand nervously shaking over the crystal glass. I needed to be clearheaded. I needed to relax. 

I needed control. 

Reaching for a different decanter, I poured two glasses of merlot and carried them back to the living area where Marlowe was casually surveying my apartment. The balcony ran the length of the penthouse which looked over the tops of most neighboring buildings. Because of the late evening, I doubted she’d recognize the Park Avenue skyline. 

The eclectic mix of decor inside was simply a collection of things I liked, the furnishings as well as the art. I wanted a hiding place from the world, from my world, and this location was truly my own, very different from the organized façade I projected to my employees, or the power I projected to my family and the Arkane. 

And now, everything was about to change. I twisted the signet ring on my finger nervously. 

I was about to invite the Arcana into my life. 

Setting a wineglass on a table in front of her, she raised an eyebrow. “I promised you thirty minutes, Nic. Drinking isn’t going to make me forget how to tell time.” 

“Marlowe.” I took a few gulps of mine in case she thought the wine might be drugged and put the glass back on the table. The richness and warmth didn’t loosen my throat any more than the whiskey had, but it felt normal to share a glass of wine with her. 

Normal? 

“Marlowe.” I took another deep breath and then looked away, unsure how to start this conversation. 

“C’mon Nic. You must really want to talk to me if you went to all this trouble to get me here. I can’t imagine what it would be, but we can’t talk about it until we talk about it!” The frustration in her voice was clear. “Just say what you want to say.” 

I knew our time was limited. She had a very serious and dangerous boyfriend who was probably on his way. And probably not alone. This woman was calmer than I was. Patient, even. Marlowe had turned me down for dates and outright asked me to stop making advances. She even threatened to complain to the Human Resource department of my own agency. And she quit when I stopped by this evening with chicken soup. 

“Time’s a wastin’,” She warned, letting that cute Texan accent bleed through her words.

I stood, reaching into my back pocket, and put it on the table next to her wineglass.

My tarot card from the Arcana. XV: The Devil.

“So. It’s that conversation, is it?” After a moment of staring at the card, Marlowe leaned forward. I expected her to pick it up and examine the card for authenticity. Instead, she leaned in for the wineglass on the table and took three long swallows. 

She understood the importance of our conversation. 

“I didn’t know who else to talk to.” I released the breath I’d been holding and took a drink for myself, suddenly wishing that golden shot was closer. “I haven’t known what to do for a very long time,” I admitted. “And that’s not easy for me.” My elbows rested on my knees and leaned forward with my head in my hands. At least the ice was broken. 

“And then you came to work at Barnaby’s.” My voice was barely a whisper. 

She scrubbed her face with both hands and let them rest in a prayer at her lips, taking a deep breath before she picked up the card. 

“Do you know what this is?” Her tone was nonjudgmental, her head tilted in a curious move. 

“Only from, okay, let’s call it history.” I looked at her with an unsureness she felt as well. 

“I know about your family, Nic. I know about the Arkane.” 

My heart quickened in surprise. “And you still came to work for me?” 

“I also just quit,” she reminded me.

“You can’t do that. It’s not safe.”

Her head shook. “Nic. Let’s not start the conversation like this.” She put the tarot card on the table and picked up the wineglass again, sipping slowly now. “I already knew you were the Devil.”

My surprise was more like shock. How could she know? No one knew! My heart raced and my hands were probably shaking, but I wasn’t going to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing that. 

“When did you get your card?” she asked, casually drawing her legs underneath her on the sofa and sipping from her glass. 

My first thought was that she took the job to spy on me. The Arcana would have considered that quite a victory. Only I couldn’t find it in my heart to believe Marlowe had it in hers to be a spy. She was so pure. She was the reason I was doing all of this. Fuck it! It’s done now, and all for naught if I don’t go through with it. I sat back with my wine and studied her over the rim. This was my only chance. 

“Right after I opened the agency. Five years ago?” More wine. “I didn’t really know what to do with it. I had to invent a story to tell my family, that I – well, that I got it from the Arcana’s Devil.” The shame of lying and the cowardice of waiting all these years was still there. 

“So, your family thinks you killed the Arcana’s Devil for his powers?” I nodded without looking up, unable to face her. “And how did you account for your image on the card?” 

I shrugged. “A bit of fascination on my part.” 

“That’s a fucked-up family dynamic.” She chuckled into her wineglass before taking a drink. 

“Tell me about it.” 

I was too nervous to stay in the chair, but I forced myself so I could look her in the eyes and say what I needed to. Time was running out. Finally, I turned to Marlowe, her eyes softening as she recognized my fear. 

“Now, they’ve got their sights set on you.” 

“Who?” She sounded more prepared than she felt. Her lips trembled, but she held my gaze. “Why me?” 

A knock at the door interrupted my answer. The Arcana’s Chariot had arrived. The look on Marlowe’s face said she knew it, too. I froze, even when the knock came again. More forceful. And the doorbell chimed. 

“You’ve got to open it,” she told me. “And then we’ll talk. I promise. Give me the key.” 

She held out her hand while Char gave a few more raps on the door, his patience quickly turning to anger. With a shrug, I reached into my jeans and handed her the key. I didn’t move from where I stood when she went to the door to unlock it. 

I had met Char twice, but I couldn’t identify the others I sensed had come with him. They remained hidden when Marlowe opened the door to the outer lobby, shared with the only other apartment on this level. I knew it was vacant because I owned it, too. 

She looked at me over her shoulder. “Trust me,” she said, before stepping outside to Char’s waiting arms. 

She disappeared out the door and all my courage evaporated. Who was I fooling? What courage? I’d been trying to have this conversation since that night at the bar, the first night she stood by my side. It felt so right. 

––––––––
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IT WAS WRONG ON SO many levels. 

Since I hired her, I’d been watching, double-guessing myself if she was really the Lady Babalon. My gut said so, even if my heart was trying to deny it. It was too dangerous. I liked her too much. 

But there was no denying her power when I stopped by her cubicle that night on my way to the office happy hour. The stroll by her desk happened every night after the staff was gone, that evening she was still sitting there, smelling that damn rose. The rose that glowed. 

It was an amulet, and I could sense how the magick filled the office. 

I tried. I really tried to win her over, to protect Marlowe by bringing her under my wing. I wooed her with dinner and tried to capture her attention. I asked her on dates. I invited her to spend Thanksgiving with me. I practically stalked her. Yet here we were. 

And her boyfriend was at the door. 

This was going to require more wine. I grabbed a third glass and brought an unopened bottle to the table. Picking up the Arcana’s tarot card with my image on it, I slipped it back in my pocket. 

Finally, the door opened. “Alright,” I heard Char say. “Let’s head into the lion’s den.” 

I stood when they entered, watching closely as Char took in his surroundings. His dark hair was loose, wild. We were about the same size, close in build, but we couldn’t have been more different. Char in black leather and boots. Me, still in most of my suit from work, jacket and jeans. 

She pulled the Chariot to the sofa, and I sat when he did. 

“It’s not a social visit,” Char grumbled, immediately pushing aside the wine. 

I sat without commenting, knowing the situation was awkward for Marlowe as the Chariot and I glared angrily at each other. Well, Char was angrier than me, but I wasn’t going to back down from unspoken threats. I could take care of myself in a fight. I could take care of Marlowe, too. 

It didn’t require any training to feel the anger radiating off him. It only amplified the power I sensed from him the first time we met outside the bakery. The Chariot was the High Priestess’ natural protector in the Arcana’s tarot. I could be that, too. 

Marlowe was going to need it against the Arkane. She was going to need me. 

She studied both of us, doing her best to stay neutral, and that helped. “Nic? Why don’t you show Char your Key?” 

“I’ve already seen it.” Char bit off the declaration. 

My surprise flashed quickly, again wondering how that could have happened. Char remained passive. Marlowe said she’d seen it too, and she wouldn’t lie about that. Maybe in the Arcana the Magi announced his selection to other members when he sent the card. Regardless, I set the tarot card on the table announcing myself as The Devil. 

“What do you want?” Char was straight to the point, but Marlowe’s hand on his thigh seemed to calm him some. He sat back and pulled her hands into his, kissing her knuckles, waiting for my answer.

I opened a new bottle only to prove it wasn’t tainted, and then poured wine in each glass. Lifting mine, I sipped, very slowly in case this turned into a long night. Shrugging off Char’s anger I addressed the question. “I got this five years ago. And yes,” I sent a bland look to Char. “I know what it means. I just don’t know what to do with it. My family –” I hesitated, suddenly not sure how to complete the sentence. 

“I know who your family is.” 

“Then you see my dilemma.” I threw back my answer with anger. 

Char smirked, feeling like he’d won a round now that he’d gotten a rise out of me. He draped an arm around Marlowe’s shoulders in a casual way. “Not really. Why don’t you explain it to us.” 

I was angry with myself more than anything else. Char was right, but I was not used to giving up control. I knew this conversation would be humbling, humiliating, even. I didn’t know it would taste like shite. Char’s fingertip was patiently drawing little infinity designs on Marlowe’s thigh, waiting for me to break my silence. 

I stood, suddenly, and headed back to the bar for that shot of whiskey I hadn’t taken earlier. After downing it, I poured another and walked back to the chair, carrying the decanter and glass with me. 

Char picked up both wine glasses from the table and handed Marlowe’s over with a toast, letting me stew like they were the only two people in the room. My room. 

“Alright!” I didn’t realize I shouted until I heard myself, but Char turned slightly, waiting for the story. All I could do was pour myself another shot, quickly. 

“Alright,” I started, more calmly this time. “You know my family, so you should understand how difficult this is for me. I tried to leave all this in England. I came to the U.S. to get away from them. I’m not blind to what my family does. Who they are.” The unwanted truth stuck in my throat. 

“Why should we trust you?” Char simply put his question forth and waited patiently for an answer. I would have acted the same way. I would have asked the same question. What did I expect? The ring on my finger felt like an anchor. I turned the signet to the inside of my fist. 

“Because I’m not like them!” 

I faced him, eye to eye, determined that he would see the truth. I was here. This was it. It was going down, tonight. Silence hung thick between us. I don’t know who was reading whom, but it was going to get settled once and for all. 

“I don’t blame you,” I said, taking another drink. I lost count of the shots, not feeling them yet. His patience mirrored the calmness he displayed delivering the bakery order. Was that just this morning? “I’m sorry for how I acted this morning. There’s so much wrong with this situation.” 

I didn’t know how to explain Noah. I didn’t know how to explain my position in the Arkane. How I acted was always what was the Arkane expected of me. Brute force. Control. “I wouldn’t trust you if the positions were reversed. I get it. And I put myself here, or, my family has.” I poured myself another shot, still not even feeling the earlier ones, yet. Char set his wineglass on the table and waited for me to continue. “I can’t sit back and let this keep happening.” I swallowed the shot and looked directly into the Chariot’s eyes. “Not since they’ve taken an interest in Marlowe.” 

I expected an outburst of boyfriend- protection to follow, that’s not what happened. Char sat back and patted Marlowe’s leg with a smile. He cocked his head towards me. “What kind of interest?” 

I had to hand it to him; he was one cool dude. The boyfriend-jealousy I expected had to be floating just below his calm demeanor, but he wouldn’t show it to me. Yet, I knew the jealous boyfriend was in there. I was already jealous, and not her boyfriend. 

“The wrong kind, okay?” Frustration spilled with every word. Didn’t he get it? Marlowe was Lady Babalon. Everyone in the city was looking for her. Everyone in the Arkane. “What do you want me to say?” 

“I’m not sure,” Char replied. “What is it you want me to say?” Char picked up the Devil’s card and pretended to study it. “How do I know this was meant for you?” he asked casually before returning the tarot card to the table. “How do I know you’re not trying to get to the Arcana through Marlowe?” He kissed her cheek and sat back, smug bastard. “How do I know you’re real, Barnaby? You could be an excellent actor.” 

My fingers ran through my hair, a mindless gesture given it was so short, and nodded. He was right to ask for proof. 

“You’re gonna have to give me something,” Char insisted firmly. “Or I’ll take Marlowe with me now and we’ll wait to see how this all plays out. Are you really concerned for her safety, or are you worried about your family?” 

I focused on Marlowe. I would have wanted to help her even if I didn’t like her so much. She tried to play it cool, like she had in my office this morning. That’s when I knew I was out of time. It was now or never, and for me, that meant now. 

“I hate my family,” I admitted quietly. “I’m not the person they’ve tried to make of me, but no matter how hard I attempt to break away, they still make too many decisions in my life.”

Before he could ask another question, I went for my proof. When I returned from the bedroom, I laid the envelope on the table next to my card, hoping it was enough. 

Char leaned forward to delicately pick it up, respectful even. His fingers traced the writing, looking close for any discrepancies, almost relieved it was genuine. Passing it to Marlowe, he leaned towards me. 

“What are you wanting to do?” Char asked. This time he was quiet. His question was honest, and Marlowe relaxed a little more. 

I breathed out a deep sigh of relief. The envelope was my only confirmation that the position of the Arcana’s Devil was indeed intended for me. If my family had found it, they would have known I lied about acquiring the powers elsewhere. Leaning forward with my hands on my knees, I shook my head. 

“I’m in a tough spot here, man. Going against my family is dangerous business.” When I heard Char laugh, I grimaced. “I guess you know that.” I sat back. “But I can’t let her keep doing what she’s doing.” 

Char straightened. “What is she doing?” This time his head was cocked, questioning Marlowe. 

“Not Marlowe,” I explained. “It’s my mother who is dangerous.” 

Char leaned forward quickly. “Your mother is making the power play?” 

I nodded grimly.

Immediately, Char stood. “One minute.” He went out the door, which confirmed he hadn’t come alone, and Marlowe gave me a compassionate look. All that was left was to surrender to the circumstances, like I’d been caught running naked through a crowd and was no longer embarrassed for it. I tried to smile at her, yet all I could think of was apologizing for everything I’d put her through, and for everything that was being aimed at her. 

She smiled and patted my knee. 

The tension that had been building all night released in my next breath. I reached for her hand and squeezed it. Marlowe was the lifeline I needed. 

When Char returned, I stood to look him in the eyes. The signet ring I’d twisted on my finger all night was in my hand. A tetragrammaton. My family crest. A family I didn’t want to belong to. A family I was about to betray. I pushed the ring into my pocket. 

“Ask me anything.” I told him. By now I was an open book. He held my gaze for a long, uncertain moment. 

“Let me tell you something first.” Char’s calm voice had a deadly undertone. “You know I don’t trust you.” I confirmed it with a shrug. “And you know if you harm Marlowe in any way, I’m going to kill you.”

Ahh, there was the jealous boyfriend. I glanced at Marlowe and smiled, then to Char, and nodded. “Her safety is the reason I’m finally speaking up.” 

The amber flecks in Char’s eyes danced angrily, but he studied me until he was satisfied with what he felt. Char’s hand squeezed Marlowe’s shoulders. Not taking his eyes off mine, he said, “Then, if you don’t mind, I’d like to invite a few friends of ours inside.” 
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As soon as I nodded the door opened, as though queued to the conversation. Two people came inside and stood behind Marlowe sitting on the sofa. Two people as opposite as imaginable, and as close as family. Something in me ached for that kind of connection. 

The tall man was covered in tattoos and dressed like street rabble. Despite that, his green eyes radiated confident power like an accessory. Marlowe smiled as she reached for his hand on her shoulder and patted it. 

The short, stocky woman, tight like military, didn’t look like anyone I wanted to meet in a dark alley, but her wink to Marlowe was almost teasing. Even still, I could see they had the respect Lady Babalon deserved. 

“I’d like you to meet the Arcana’s positions Death and Strength,” Char announced, gesturing with his hand. “Marcus. And Baley. Meet the Devil: Nicolas Barnaby.” 

I heard Marlowe snicker at the announcement. She was right, it was not something you hear in a normal conversation. In my world, my old world, there would have been gasps, not chuckles. The Arcana was going to fuck with my head. 

I moved to shake their hands, Marcus, and then Baley. “Thank you. I wish the circumstances were better.” I motioned to the other chairs, but they remained standing. I smiled grimly, and when Char sat, I did the same. 

No one spoke for a long tick, and I felt all eyes glued to me. This was the moment I’d been dreading, when the truth comes out. And like the saying goes, The Truth Hurts. Marlowe got the conversation started. 

“Why am I in danger, Nic?” 

Her voice was soft. She held my gaze without wavering, knowing that I truly cared for her and playing that confirmation to her advantage, or mine. These were dangerous people. 

“Marlowe,” I began slowly. “For years, Mother has been in a power-frenzy. When the Magus dies, there will be a new hierarchy. I haven’t fully grasped what ritual she’s trying to create, all I know is I can’t condone this kind of sacrifice, murder,” I spat out the truth, “for her own gain. But since Halloween, when you wore that symbol on your costume, she has been convinced, and rightly, that you are the Lady Babalon. And she is constantly asking questions about you.” 

“Questions?” 

I shot an apologetic look to Char and addressed my answer to Marlowe. 

“In the Arkane, Lady Babalon is more powerful than any other position. Her power is coveted. Even the Magus requires the assistance of the Lady to cross the abyss.” To her credit, Marlowe didn’t flinch, and the focus in her eyes confirmed her understanding of the danger. “I’ve had to make Mother believe you mean something to me, and her threats have stopped – for the moment.” 

Marlowe nodded slightly and asked, “What does Noah mean to you?” 

“Piece of shit,” I answered instantly. The venom in my response was real. “But he’s Arkane and works directly for Mother. He reports everything that is happening in the office.” I looked away. “It’s difficult to keep family out of my life.” 

Char regarded me with continual suspicion, not that I expected nothing less. It’s exactly how I’d act if an Arcana member was trying to turn sides to the Arkane. I’d be constantly trying to determine if that someone, which was me in this case, was sincere with his declaration, or if it was an Oscar-worthy performance like he first accused me of. 

Marcus and Baley were unreadable in their expressions and their vibrations were non- committal. They would take their lead from the Chariot. 

“Why is that?” she asked me. “What keeps you tied to a family you seem to hate so much? Especially since they practice in death, deception, and destruction? Why not go to the police?” 

I looked up with some hope in my eyes. My reason for staying connected: “My grandmother.” 

No one spoke. I wanted another drink, but first I had to convince them of the truth. 

“She is the only person in the family I love, and the only person who has ever loved me. The only one who has ever acknowledged my light.” I swallowed hard; my throat was dry. “I know what my grandfather is, what he espouses as his magick and power. What he’s built.” I could feel the anger building in me now. My head was shaking. This is what I hated about my family. “I haven’t seen him in over a decade, and only a few times in my entire life. My father cowers to him. Father could never live up to Grandfather’s expectations of the Arkane. But my mother ...? That is a different story. Once Mother was ensconced in the ‘family business’, Grandmother was pushed aside. Mother would have sacrificed her ages ago had it been allowed. While Grandfather is alive, she’s safe. After that, her danger is as great as yours, Marlowe. Grandfather and Mother have been preparing for this Crossing the Abyss for years, but they Lady Babalon, to complete it.” 

No one said anything. I knew they heard the truth in my voice, I just didn’t know if it mattered to them. No one cared about Grandmother except me. 

Marlowe’s hand rested on my knee, and she asked softly, 

“What is your grandmother’s name?” 

“Virginia.” I felt the collective intake of breath like a vacuum of energy. Char started to rise, but Marlowe urged his stillness. 

“Nic?” she continued. “What family do you want to belong to?” 

My gaze swung around to all of them, confused at her question for a moment. Then a determined grimace tightened across my lips and my eyes squinted. “I want to belong to your family. I want to be part of the Arcana.” 

I don’t know how long it took before anyone moved. I held Marlowe’s gaze as I held my breath, and finally, the action of Char rising stirred us all. Surprisingly, he held out his hand to me. 

“Welcome to the Family, Barnaby. It seems we have found our Devil.” 

I finally breathed! When I grabbed Char’s hand tightly, relief started pumping my heart again. “That you have, my friend. That you have.” 

Marcus and Baley moved as Char moved. Silently, they came around to shake my hand, and with each gesture, gratitude and then relief filled me. Finally, with a smile, I turned to Marlowe and held out my hand. She offered both of hers and let me pull her up from the sofa into a light hug. 

“I still quit,” she whispered, and I laughed strongly. 

“I wish I could!” 

She stepped back and her arm wrapped around Char’s waist as she tried to stifle a yawn. “What’s next?” she asked the Chariot, leaning into him with fatigue. 

“I need to get you home.” He gave a gentle squeeze and kissed her temple. “But if Nic is okay with it, Marcus and Baley will stay to talk some more, answer some of his questions. And then we’ll come up with a plan.” 

I nodded, grateful. There was no way I’d be sleeping tonight. Or today. Whatever it was now. “Do you want my car?” I pulled the fob from my pocket and offered it. It was the first time Char smiled. 

“No thanks. We have a ride waiting.” Char’s arm settled around Marlowe’s shoulder as they headed towards the door. 

“Marlowe?” When I called out, she turned. “I really am sorry.” 

And when she smiled, it was sincere. I dropped my head in gratitude for so much. 
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CHAPTER 2

Tuesday
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I watched Marlowe leave with Char, the Arcana’s chariot, and distinctly felt the vacuum of light from her absence. Marcus and Baley hadn’t moved. They just watched me with piqued curiosity. Very annoying. I poured another shot and threw it back before sitting roughly in the chair. 

I hated this. Being out of control was not easy for me. Not easy? It. Was. Impossible! Yet here I was. Of my own volition. And my reason for Life just walked out the door. I would have poured yet another shot except I didn’t want Death or Strength to see my hands tremble. 

I was now a member of the Arcana. 

Oddly, that realization slowed my heart rate. It’s not like I ever wanted to be the Arkane’s Devil. That was a position put upon me at birth, given that my grandfather created the Arkane, and my mother was the Empress. So, when I received the Arcana’s Devil card in the mail, I was stunned. I hid it for months, thinking it was a joke, or a temptation. As the Devil, I knew all about temptation. 

Grandmother always encouraged me to trust, she gave me hope. Marlowe was like that. Hope. 

“Why did he leave you here?” I growled at the two Arcana who continued to watch my every move. Death let a wicked grin spread across his face. 

“To get to know you better,” he shrugged. 

I used my socked foot to push the crystal decanter across the table and thumbed to the bar for more glasses. 

“That goes both ways,” I assured him. 

Nodding in agreement, the woman, Baley, brought over two glasses and joined Marcus on the sofa, encouraging him to pour generously. Good. They needed to catch up. 

“What about your friend in the hall?” I hadn’t mentioned him before, but I didn’t want them to think I was a Fool. I was still the Devil, an Arkane Adeptus. 

Marcus wasn’t fazed. “He’ll leave shortly.” He tossed back the shot and smiled with appreciation at the high-quality liquor. “We think it’s best to keep the identity of our Hanged Man secret until we know you better. No offense.” 

“None taken.” I lifted the glass Marcus poured for me and nursed it slower this time. “And why are you here?” I asked Baley. 

The smile she shared was equally friendly and cunning. “To lend you my Strength,” she said, and chinked her glass to mine before swallowing the Macallan Scotch and smiling with appreciation. 

“You think I need your strength?” I huffed at the idea. 

“I think you might, since your real courage went home with the Chariot,” she stated calmly. “What’s your true interest in Marlowe?” 

I eyed the woman over my crystal glass and took a new assessment. Very deceptive. Her stature was short, solid, not just her build, but her aura was tightly bound to her, solid. She was right about what Marlowe was to me, and my need for her. I avoided answering by nursing my drink. 

Marcus picked up the Devil’s card from the table to inspect it. He showed it to Baley, who nodded and sat back comfortably with her drink.

“How did it feel to get that in the mail?” She started the conversation again. “I remember when I got mine. I didn’t know what to do with it.” 

Neither did I. “So, what did you do?” I tried to sound casual. 

“I asked for help.” Her answer was simple. Expected. 

“So did I,” I admitted. “It just took a while to find her.” 

Marcus put the card back on the table. “Yeah, man. About that,” he started. “Not cool, taking her like that.” 

A stab of guilt hit me, and I finished the Scotch with a nod. “I apologized.” 

The silence was thick, full of expectation, questions, doubt. Marcus paused with his hand on the decanter, and I waved. “Help yourself. You have some catching up to do.” He refilled all three glasses; this time I left mine on the table.

“So, Nic.” Baley started slowly. “What kind of questions do you have?”

I couldn’t help the snort of indignation that escaped my lips, glad that neither of them judged me for it. Now that it finally happened, my defection to the Arcana, I had absolutely no idea where to start. It probably didn’t matter. This action alone had signed my death wish in the Arkane. I reached for the glass, intending to swallow the shot, and Marcus laid his hand over mine. 

The tattoos were intricate, and I recognized most of the Kabbalistic symbols. He was a walking, visual spell of Death. But when I looked at him, his eyes had a touch of kindness. Of family. “We’re here to help.” 

I sat back without my drink and sighed. “You know who I am?” Wondering if they knew about Grandfather. They both nodded, and I sighed again. That made it easier. “You know my position?”

Marcus smiled that wicked grin again. 

“The one in the Arkane’s Trumps, or the dangerous position you’ve put yourself in to protect our High Priestess?” 

I snorted. He knew. “Both.” 

I got up from the chair, too full of energy and liquor to just sit there. I motioned around the apartment. “Make yourselves at home,” I said. “This could take all night. Or,” I looked at my watch. “All morning.” They would have to do without me at the office today. 

“Thanks.” Marcus rose and helped Baley up. “Nice place you have here, Barnaby. Mind if I check out the kitchen? We kind of missed dinner tonight.” 

I laughed. “Me, too. Go ahead, but good luck. This is not my primary residence.” 

Baley went to the balcony doors and struggled to open them. I hit the remote on the table and they parted automatically. 

“Cool,” she noted, and stepped outside. I picked up both glasses and joined her at the railing. She seemed impervious to the chill, and I wondered if she’d even brought a coat. Neither came in with one. “Nice view.” 

Marcus was rattling pans, and I was curious what he might have found to eat. Eating was probably a good idea with the amount of liquor I’d already consumed. Despite being numb by the alcohol, the cool breeze of a threatened snow felt good. 

“This is where I come to get away,” I admitted. “To forget.” 

“To dream,” she suggested. “Of what you could be.” She caught my eye. “Marlowe has told us about you. She trusts you.” Baley said that in a tone that suggested merit and I grabbed for that lifeline. “What kind of danger is she in?” Baley’s quiet question had the impact of a crater, and I shivered. 

“Oh, so much.” 

My head shook sadly, thinking of Mother’s conversation after that debacle in Georgia. I wanted to stop her when I learned from Noah where she was going, but I was too late. The ritual had been completed, and its failure was the last confirmation she required of Marlowe’s position. It could be no one else. 

I knew I had to save Marlowe from that same fate. 

“Lady Babalon is important to every member of the Arkane, all for different purposes. It doesn’t matter the reason, it signals danger. It will all bust loose – any moment now, and I can’t stop it on my own. Even if it is my family.” 

“Sometimes I thought I was lucky not to have family,” Baley said softly. “I was orphaned at eight. When I became part of the Arcana I discovered the strength of true Family. That’s what we’ll be for you, Nic. Strength. If you’ll let us.” 

I could feel the lifeline she was tossing out, and I wondered if I had the strength left in me, or the courage to grab hold.

“Hey, guys! Pizza’s done!” Marcus waved us inside from the doorway. He had a towel tucked into his belt and already set plates and bottles of water on the kitchen divider. Baley took a seat on a bar stool with me beside her as Marcus served the pizza, cut and steaming. 

“I forgot I had that,” I nodded in appreciation. The spicy aroma had me salivating. 

“You have a great kitchen,” Marcus confirmed with a smirk. “Set up for everything except fresh food. This is where we come for the apocalypse,” he nudged Baley with a wink. 

“Thanks, man. You’re both welcome to join me when the world ends,” I joked. “Which might be sooner than any of us expect,” considering my situation. 

“Yeah, why don’t you tell us about that while we’re eating.” Marcus took the stool at the counter opposite me and smiled. 

And that’s how I made friends with Death. 
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TALKING WAS EASIER after that. Maybe it was sharing food. I didn’t have many friends, and sharing dinner was usually a business affair. Or Arkane. But Marcus and Baley made it simple, and I was grateful for a chance to let my guard down. 

They gave as good as they got, sharing stories of themselves, and listening to mine. Their questions were smart. I was surprised they knew as much about the Arkane as they did. I didn’t surprise them as much as they surprised me. 

“We should have realized it was you,” Marcus said, pulling up a photo on his phone of my tarot card. “Marlowe was the one who confirmed it. Excellent likeness, don’t you agree?” 

Baley nodded, swallowing a drink as Marcus casually passed his phone to me. 

“So, tell me how it is you have a picture of my tarot card on your phone? Did the Magi send it to everyone?” It was authentic, alright. 

“No, we found it – okay, not by accident – but it was a surprise,” Marcus admitted with a smart grin and raised an eyebrow. “A good thief never blows their cover.” 

I knew I wouldn’t get any details, still, the audacity of their break-in amazed me. This card had only been in two locations. Here, which was doubtful since I stored it in a hidden safe, and in Cambridge, when my family discovered its existence in my possession. Mother was arrogant enough to believe no one could ever enter the estate - especially not an Arcana member. Now I laughed at her hubris, armed with the confirmation it had already happened. 

“No, don’t tell me.” I didn’t hesitate for a moment. “There must be questions you have for me. Time to buy your trust.” I grabbed my water from the counter and motioned to the living room. “Shall we get comfortable?” 

Baley had been admiring my vinyl collection. Some were new records, some vintage. She brought down a few to read the covers. “Oh! I hadn’t heard this one,” she slipped out a Rick Braun LP from the stack, a smooth jazz trumpeter I liked to hear when I needed to think. “Do you mind?” 

I waved my approval, happy for someone else to play DJ, and she expertly set the vinyl to the player. As soon as the beat started, I sensed her innate rhythm and smiled, leaning my head back with my eyes closed. I don’t remember the last time I was this relaxed. 

Well, maybe that time Marlowe had dinner with me. 

Startling myself, I sat up with opened eyes to find Marcus staring at me. He wasn’t angry or judgmental, except maybe for that slight glimmer of pity in his eyes. 

“C’mon brother. You’ve got some beans to spill.” He leaned forward on his knees. “We’ve seen the action on the streets. Tell us who the players are.” 
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FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL hours, I explained as much as I confirmed what they already knew. Again, I was surprised at their intel, but it validated my suspicion that the Arcana was the right place for me, and I only knew four of them. 

The major difference between the Arkane and the Arcana was the bond that wove between the Arcana members. They referred to themselves as family and I could see how that bond strengthened their power, even in the Elemental suits, who they included with respect. 

In the Arkane, every member from lowest to high was always seeking to usurp power from someone else, hoarding the talents, the manpower, or the businesses they could confiscate from one another. In the Arkane, you were always looking over your shoulder. 

The Major Arcana positions, the Keys, as Baley explained, were held for life. In the Arcana – the longer you lived, the stronger your powers. Only, when someone died did the Arcana’s Magi appointed another to the position. 

When the Arkane killed for power, they added that position to the powers they already had. 

My grandfather, the Arkane’s Magus, never shared in that type of involvement. He established a power structure that ensured only the strongest survived, and then he walked away from the hierarchy he created. 

We talked until almost dawn and the sun started to rise in the city, reflecting on the mirrored buildings and off the surrounding waters, a beautiful, cloudless morning. 

“I know you have a business to run,” Marcus said as he stood, gathering the glasses to carry to the kitchen. 

“And you?” I asked out of curiosity, wondering what they’d share of themselves. He smiled, and after a second, he answered. 

“Yes. Baley and I own the gym on 7th and 24th. Core Strength.” 

“Drop by anytime,” Baley added, grabbing the multiple liquor decanters and bottles and returning them to the bar. “I’ll show you around.” 

I watched her and smiled to myself. Friends. I never knew what I’d been missing. “Thanks. Maybe I will.” I walked to the door with them, and when I opened it, I saw the coats draped across the lobby sofa. “Just so you know,” I told them, and nodded. “I own the apartment across the way, too.” 

“Sweet,” Baley smiled as she called for the elevator. 

“’Til we meet again,” Marcus stepped into the elevator after the doors opened and waved as they closed. “We’ll be in touch.” 

“You know how to find us,” Baley chirped. 

And then I was alone. What an odd sensation. I hadn’t felt their presence so much as their absence, and already I missed it. What a night. 

When I closed my apartment door, I didn’t bother locking anything. That’s when I questioned how they’d even gotten up here. The elevator was keyed to a private floor and should have required my acceptance. 

Man! These guys are good! 

Sleep was out of the question. I set a pot of coffee to brew before I stepped into the shower. Might as well check in at the office, if only to keep Noah in line. 
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WE HAVE OUR DEVIL.

Char’s voice still circled in my memory, and the relief at hearing those words put a bounce in my step as I dressed for work. I grabbed the black Armani suit from my closet and chose a pale blue shirt paired with a bold, blue-striped tie. Clothes don’t make the man, but they can sure make you feel like a million bucks. Today, I felt the power with each accessory I added. Signature cufflinks, gold and diamond tie tack, even a silk handkerchief to match the tie. When was the last time I felt the joy of dressing for work? 

My fingers twisted the signet ring on my finger. I didn’t want to wear it, I never had. However, Noah reported everything to Mother and no detail was too small. Now it was part of a costume. 

What a shame Marlowe wouldn’t be in the office. I had been feeding from her light since she came to work for me. At least no one would complain to Human Resources. 

I tried not to dwell on my deception, wishing I could erase the guilt of how I had gotten her to my apartment. It was a film playing the story backwards in my mind. I never wanted to use fascination; I hadn’t applied those powers since graduating uni. But I was desperate to talk with Marlowe alone, and only by putting her under fascination was I brave enough to admit my desire to join the Arcana, or to profess my love, even knowing it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. 

The drive had taken 30-minutes, and I cooed reassuringly the entire ride: “You’re safe with me, Marlowe. I love you. I won’t hurt you.” 

I hoped she knew I meant every word. I always had. 

The fascination also helped me to direct her, “Into the elevator.” “Into the car.” “Into the apartment.” 

Maybe she wouldn’t remember. Maybe she’d think it was a dream that was a little out of control. I doubted it. If she was powerful enough to break through the glamour that I had used to convince her she was tied to the chair, Marlowe would probably remember everything. 

I could tell Marlowe and Char loved each other. But something special had always drawn me to her, and it was more than being Lady Babalon. 

The Devil’s Key was lying on my night table and my fingertips twisted the card to face me. The likeness was uncanny, especially drawn by a man I’d never met. I couldn’t guess how or why the Arcana’s Magician, referred to as the Magi, would choose me as a member, especially that my family created the Arcana’s opposing force. But I was glad he did. Now, Marlowe had a chance against them. 

Grandmother never had a chance either.

I wished I could carry the card in my pocket, it finally felt like a shield and not a sword in my back. But with my connections to the Arkane, the best move was to return it to the safe with the envelope. If it weren’t for the fact that the ring was the greatest protection I had against my old life, I would have locked it away, too. 

The only other items in the safe behind a false wall in my clothes closet was my grimoire, something I’d managed to hide from my mother as I grew into my powers. And a picture of Grandmother, an old one taken when I was thirteen and headed off for boarding school. Grandmother insisted Father take a photo so I would always remember her. It was the last time she could stand, and I promised that I would always remember her like she was in that photograph. 

I tried to find Grandmother in the ethers. Our ability to astral travel between continents was not a surprising talent of any trained Arkane, but for the last five years she was hidden from me. Guilt had me convinced her absence was because of my interest in the Arcana. When my thoughts sorted, I wondered if Grandmother was being sheltered, maybe against her will. 

“I don’t know how, but I’m going to save you,” I promised her quietly, fingering the photo before tucking everything back in the safe. “I’ll get you away from there.” 

I sighed. I needed to save Marlowe, too. 
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“GOOD MORNING, NIC. You look nice for a Tuesday.” 

“Good morning, Lonnie. Sorry I’m late.” Lonnie had been my executive assistant since Barnaby’s opened, the perfect employee: efficient, aware, and discreet. “Did I miss anything?” 

“Noah’s been waiting for you. I’m supposed to call him when you arrive,” she said, privately mirroring my disdain for the Creative Director. Or, more likely given Noah’s flirtations, she had grounds for her own distaste. He’s the one who should be reported to HR. “Let me know when you’re ready.” 

“I’ll take a few minutes for coffee and browse my emails first,” I told her. “He’s got work to do.” And I had things to think about. I walked into my office, still feeling a rare burst of excitement. 

I was surprised to like Marcus and Baley, Death and Strength were formidable teammates. The thought of meeting the others filled me with anticipation. I admitted to myself that I liked Char – respected, even. 

But Marlowe? I didn’t want to admit out loud how I really felt about her. 

Everything had happened because she orchestrated it. Not the way I planned, but the doors opened because Marlowe was the one doing it. By the end of the night, I had fully defected from the Arkane and cut all ties to the organization and their activities. Their murderous activities. 

The Arcana might help me rescue Grandmother, but Marlowe was in twice the danger Grandmother faced. More so, if I factored in the Arkane Trumps in the city who would be hunting her if it weren’t for the Devil’s protection. My protection. 

My heart pounded with the determination to keep her out of harm’s way, especially since my discovery was what brought her into danger. Until finding her resume on that career website using a bot keyed to search for her birth date, Marlowe had been hidden from us all. There was no option to hope Mother wouldn’t find her like I did – Mother’s determination was already killing innocent women around the world. She wouldn’t stop until she found Lady Babalon. I had to bring Marlowe under my safeguard. So, I hired her. 

Noah’s appearance only moments later burst my excitement like a popped balloon. “What are you dressed up for?” The creative director waltzed in like he owned the place, oblivious to my frown.

“In the future, I want you to knock.” I continued with my emails, trying to ignore his intrusion. 

Noah stopped his approach to check me over silently before he flopped into a chair in front of my desk. “What’s different?” he asked. “You’re different.” 

I left the sour expression on my face and looked up with disinterest. “Nothing. I still don’t like you.” 

“Ah, Nic! We both know that’s not true. We’re like brothers.” He plucked a piece of holiday candy from the bowl on my desk that Lonnie always stocked. “Your mother likes me, too,” he said with his mouth full. 

If I could have, Noah would have been gone years ago. Dead, if I could have. But family is hard to cut off, and Noah was connected at the hip with my mother in ways I didn’t want to think about. 

“Just say it and get out,” knowing his message was from Mother. 

“She wants you to confirm that you’ll be at the gala this year. With your sweetheart.” Noah’s sneer was almost worth punching. “That might be hard to do if you’re still fighting.” 

My heart raced. “We’re not fighting,” I said without looking up. “I saw her last night.” 

“Oh! That’s what’s different,” Noah exclaimed with a mocked expression. “I’m simply passing along the message. She wants you to call her.” 

“Message received.” I didn’t want to think about calling her. “Now get back to work.” 

“Sure, boss.” He was gone a moment later. 

And that’s why I hated it when Marlowe called me boss. 
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I WAITED UNTIL AFTER lunch to phone Mother. With the time difference between our locations, she would’ve had several glasses of wine by now. Not that it was a big difference. Mother was always hard to digest. 

“Nicolas! It took you long enough to call.” 

“Mother, I’m trying to run a business here. What do you want?” I caught myself twisting the ring on my finger, wishing I could toss it in the river. But appearances were everything in my world, and the golden tetragrammaton was currently my free pass in the Arkane. Grandfather’s sigil. 

“I want to make sure you’re bringing your girlfriend for the holidays. Noah has told me some fascinating things about her. Adorable, he says. When should we expect you?” 

I tried to dissect those statements before I answered. The sweetness in her voice came from the wine. And I could hear the curiosity in her invitation, as well as the evil intent from her demanded confirmation. They all needed to be handled separately. 

“Mother, I don’t know when I’ll be able to get away, or how long we’ll be able to stay. I’ve been very busy with this new business pitch. Noah should have told you that, too. Let me talk to Marlowe and I’ll get back to you when we have dates.” 

“Of course, darling. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t cancel at the last minute. Your grandfather is counting on Lady Babalon’s appearance to conduct Crossing the Abyss, and your grandmother isn’t doing well, either. This is probably the last gala she’ll attend.” 

And that statement was pure venom. No amount of drinking could cover her hatred for Grandmother. I ran my hands through my hair, despising that she played that card to bait me. 

Mother’s unhealthy interest in Marlowe wasn’t
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