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	ABOUT THE STORY 

	Just when it seems things can’t get worse—they get worse.

	Val needs to infiltrate the Directorate in an effort to get more information on the missing Eclipse—the cursed blade of Alfonse Forza, her grandfather.

	Unknown to her, deep in the most secure Directorate vault, sits the Brightshadow—the weapon darkmage Archon Quinn used in his fatal battle to stop Alfonse, and the key to her accessing the Eclipse, her birthright.

	No one ever said it would be easy.

	Now, together with her familiar, she must find a way to enter the Directorate vault, secure the Brightshadow, and somehow manage to escape with her life.

	All while hiding her identity as a darkmage.

	Success is never guaranteed and failure is not an option.

	
“Alive without breath,

	As cold as death;

	Never thirsty, ever drinking,

	All in mail never clinking.”

	―J.R.R. Tolkien

	
 

	DEDICATION 

	This is for those who must continue, even when the odds are against them, for those who feel alone and must occasionally stand alone.

	Make your roots strong and deep.

	When the winds of life gust against you—stand strong and persevere.

	
 

	ONE 

	Mel crushed the steering wheel and headed downtown, away from the Tombs.

	We had barely escaped the underground facility housing the largest group of darkmages in the city. I knew Mel was stressed from what we had just gone through, but I needed him to dial it back a few notches, or Kitsune was going to end up with a mangled steering wheel.

	“Ease up, there,” I said, pointing to the wheel, before looking behind us. “No one is chasing us. Drive calmly and we won’t attract undue attention. Wheels knows what he’s doing—Kitsune is practically invisible.”

	Mel let out a long breath and eased his grip somewhat.

	“Sorry, things started moving a little fast down there,” he said. “I didn’t expect that kind of response from the Directorate.”

	“What kind of response did you expect?” I asked, still keeping tabs on the traffic behind us. “Directorate mages don’t negotiate—ever.”

	“I know,” he said and kept his gaze focused forward. “I just didn’t...”

	“I know,” I said. “We’re good for now.”

	Kitsune managed to keep us hidden as we weaved through the night traffic. Mel glanced at me a few times, remaining silent as we headed home.

	The thoughts raced through my mind as he drove.

	How was I going to find Alala the Piercing? Would my plan to infiltrate the Directorate have to be scrapped, now that I had encountered Michael and Xander, or could it be salvaged?

	Would Wheels still create a plan for my infiltration after tonight? Or would he consider it too dangerous now?

	Was I going to be able to effectively mask my signature after what happened? I reflexively ran my finger along the side of the ring I now wore on my hand. Have I doomed the darkmages? And did Xander recognize me?

	I noticed Mel slowing down and realized we had arrived a few blocks from my home. Mel parked Kitsune and let the engine idle as we looked down the several blocks to what used to be my home.

	It was a burnt-out husk now.

	Smoke slowly wafted up from the property. The smell of fire and destruction filled my lungs as I clamped down on the rage rising in my chest, trying to take control.

	I rubbed the ring.

	It was a tight fit now, secure on my finger and throbbing with latent power. Power that wanted to break free and tear everything apart.

	Darkmage power.

	I took a few deep breaths and calmed down as Mel stared at me.

	“What?” I asked as he looked at me. “What is it?”

	“Your hair,” he said, motioning to my head. “Can you fix it?”

	For a moment I was at a loss, then I remembered.

	“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath, as I released power, returning my hair to its usual jet black color. “I’m fine, now.”

	“You don’t feel fine,” he said, shaking his head. “You feel homicidal. Can you get that under control?”

	I nodded and focused harder until a deeper calm returned.

	“Better?”

	“Marginally,” he said, looking around us. “You cannot let your feelings be that apparent. Directorate mages will pick up on it.”

	“Tell you what,” I said as some of the anger returned, “I’ll burn down your house, kill the only family you’ve known, and unleash a group of brainwashed, psycho mages after you to wipe you from existence. Then we can discuss making my feelings apparent.”

	He raised an eyebrow at me and stared—hard.

	“First, you don’t know with certainty if Fen is deceased, and second, what makes you think that same group of psychotic mages hasn’t tried to exterminate me?” he asked. “You think changelings are popular with the Directorate? I can assure you we are not.”

	“I didn’t mean⁠—”

	“Changelings are rarer than darkmages,” he continued with an edge to his voice. “Do you know why?”

	I remained silent.

	“Because changelings have been deemed a threat to the Directorate, more so than darkmages,” he continued. “And what does the Directorate do with threats? It eliminates them. Mercilessly.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s been a rough night.”

	“I know,” he said, his voice softening somewhat. “You do not have the luxury of feeling sorry for yourself. No one will extend you that courtesy. Not even me—especially not me.”

	“That’s harsh.”

	“The sooner you get used to it, the stronger you will become,” he said. “Remember no one owes you anything. The sooner you accept that, the sooner you will accept your purpose.”

	I nodded.

	I turned and looked into the distance from the safety of Kitsune and saw the two Directorate vehicles staking out my home, but no Tormentors were near the property.

	They must have lowered the threat level if the Tormentors were gone. I didn’t dare get closer than we currently were. There was no point in attracting unwanted attention.

	Mel stepped out of the vehicle, I slid over and sat behind the wheel as he took a few steps to the other side of Kitsune.

	“We won’t be able to communicate efficiently in my other form, at least not yet,” he said as he ducked down. “Just wait here for me, I’ll be right back. I’ll scout how many are on the property.”

	“Other form?” I said mostly to myself since he had disappeared from sight. “What other form?”

	A black shape shot out from the side of Kitsune and darted across the street, keeping to the shadows.

	<Stay here.>

	It was Mel’s voice, but in my head.

	“What the—?” I said surprised, looking around. “Where are you?”

	<Close. Stay in car.>

	The shape made it across the street and raced down the sidewalks until it reached my home, where it vanished from sight.

	I was either losing my mind, or Mel was talking directly to me in my mind. I knew I had heard his voice. There was no way I imagined it, the voice was so clear and close, it startled me.

	<How can I hear you?>

	<Our bond. Talk later.>

	This was going to take some getting used to.

	
 

	TWO 

	I saw a dark figure dart near the property.

	At first, I thought it was a large cat. A large, ferocious-looking cat. I realized I was wrong when it got closer. This was no cat—at least no cat I had ever seen.

	A moment later, Mel emerged from the side of the car, sliding into the driver’s side, breathing hard. He closed his eyes as he caught his breath.

	“Still…not…not fully recovered,” he said, putting his head back against the seat. “Directorate personnel on site. No mages, though.”

	“Makes sense,” I said, looking at the property. “Mages would be deployed to the Tombs tonight. There’s no threat here for them to deal with.” I gave him a look. “What did you just do? I heard you in my head.”

	“I contacted you,” he said, “through our bond.”

	“Ah, so I wasn’t losing my mind,” I said. “It really was you in my head.”

	He nodded.

	“That’s up for debate, considering you opted to head into the Tombs tonight,” he said. “Right before an assault by the Directorate. I’d call that unstable at best. No, you weren’t losing your mind. I can communicate with you in a limited way through the bond we share.”

	I gave that a moment of thought.

	“What’s the range on that kind of communication?” I asked. “How much distance can we cover?”

	“I’m not certain,” he said, glancing at me. “I’ve never been bonded before. What I do know is that only death can break our bond.”

	“Yours or mine?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Whose death?” I asked. “Yours or mine?”

	“Does it matter?”

	“It does, if I’m doing the dying.”

	“How about we focus on staying alive?” he said. “I’ll do my best to keep you alive and you do yours not to die.”

	“Works for me,” I said, with a nod. “You knew we could communicate?”

	“Yes, it’s part of every changeling bond,” he said, glancing down the street. “I think we should have this conversation elsewhere.”

	I nodded.

	“Can you do that all the time?” I asked. “Communicate directly?”

	“No, only when I’m in animal form, and only with my bonded,” he said. “You mentioned books? Are you sure they survived that fire?”

	“Fen’s library is underground,” I said. “It would be untouched by the fire or any other kind of disaster. He built it that way.”

	“And the Directorate have no clue?”

	“It’s runically shielded. There’s no way they would’ve found it, at least not this soon. There’s a way in through the back.” I exited Kitsune. “Let’s go.”

	I placed a hand on the hood of the car, engaging the locks. I watched as it slowly faded from sight. It wasn’t completely invisible, but it did blend in with its surroundings.

	I was going to have to be careful where I parked her when she was camouflaged. The last thing I needed was some pedestrian walking by and smashing into my car, or worse, smashing into my car and activating some insane, lethal defense that vaporized them.

	“Can you see Kitsune?” I asked as we walked away. “Is she visible to you?”

	“Yes, but barely,” Mel said, glancing back at the car. “That may present some problems in the future. For now, it works in our favor.”

	I nodded as we walked over a block to the rear of the property. I stopped at the corner and checked the area, sensing for mage energy signatures. I needed to make sure they hadn’t posted guards on a perimeter around the house.

	So far, nothing.

	This was sloppy.

	Either they didn’t expect to find much, or felt there wasn’t much of a threat posed at the property. I was guessing the latter.

	If they knew who I was, or that Fen was an ex-Directorate Guardian, we’d have Enforcers camped out here, even with the scheduled assault on the Tombs.

	An ex-Guardian demanded some kind of scrutiny.

	The granddaughter of Alfonse Forza would demand a major response. At the very least, there would be Inquisitors on site.

	I looked around the corner, still surprised at the empty streets. The Directorate had really diverted most of the Enforcers to the Tombs for their assault tonight.

	The runic defenses we had around the property had been destroyed or disabled due to the fire. I looked along the low wall that formed the border to the rear of the house.

	All of the symbols along its length had been obliterated.

	It wasn’t the fire.

	It was a deliberate destruction of the runic defenses to allow for easy entry. Someone was planning on going inside…or was already inside.

	“The defenses have been destroyed,” Mel said, looking at the edge of the wall. “The fire was devastating, but this is something else. This was done for easy ingress.”

	“My thoughts, too,” I said. “It means we’re running against the clock. Once they wrap up their mini-invasion of the Tombs⁠—”

	“They’ll be headed here as the first order of business.”

	I scanned the length of the wall.

	“Can you check for any runic alerts?” I asked. “Something that would let anyone know we were trying to get inside?”

	I had examined the rear of the property and came up empty, but I figured Mel’s eyes were better than mine for something like this.

	He paced along the wall, coming to a sudden stop and pointed.

	“Here,” he said. “There’s something here.”

	I stopped next to him, stepping close to look where he was pointing, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.

	“What is it?” I asked. “I’m not picking up anything.”

	“Look harder,” he said, keeping his voice down, “There, where the wall meets the sidewalk, at the juncture. Look closely.”

	I focused and peered closer, careful not to let any stray energy escape me and alert the Directorate personnel that may be in the house.

	It took a few seconds, but I saw a veiled symbol connected to a spider web of energy that ran along the entire length of the wall.

	The lattice of energy was positioned to make it impossible to vault over the wall without breaking the connection to the symbol.

	If we had tried to cross into the property, we would have set off the symbol, activated some kind of failsafe—probably something painful, this was the Directorate after all—and alerted whoever it was keyed to.

	It was clever, simple, and dangerous.

	“That looks nasty,” I said, crouching down to get a better look. “What is it, and how do we get rid of it?”

	“An immobilizing snare,” Mel said, tracing one strand of energy lattice with a finger. “Can you cut this thread here, with one of your Needles?”

	“Won’t that set off the entire thing?” I asked, nervous. “I’m not a fan of being immobilized. Are you sure?”

	“Relatively, yes.”

	“Relatively?” I hissed. “What do you mean, ‘relatively’?”

	“I mean, either it will disable the snare and we can make our way inside undetected, or it will alert everyone on the premises, immobilize us and very likely summon an Enforcer squad to eliminate us.”

	“That’s all?”

	“Yes,” he said, still pointing at a section of the strand. “Make sure your cut is precise. If you touch another thread, it will set them all off. I don’t need to tell you how bad that would be.”

	“No, you don’t,” I said, drawing one of the Needles from a thigh sheath. I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Here we go.”

	I channeled some energy into the thin, black blade, causing the runes along its length to give off a soft silver glow. I was still a little nervous handling these blades.

	The Needles were negators—the runes on them allowed the blades to undo casts or neutralize magic. It made sense to use a Needle here. Cutting the strand of energy would drain it of its power, rendering it inert.

	I should’ve made the connection to use the Needle before Mel suggested it. Fen would’ve given me all kinds of grief for not thinking of that immediately.

	My stomach clenched and my throat tightened at the thought of Fen. I took another breath, blinked away the memory, and steadied myself.

	I gently sliced through the strand of energy with the Needle, holding my breath for some kind of alarm to go off, letting everyone know we were here.

	A few seconds passed, which felt like a lifetime, and nothing happened. I started breathing again when we weren’t swarmed by squads of mages and Enforcers.

	Mel let out a breath and nodded as I resheathed the Needle.

	“Good work,” he said. “I wasn’t completely certain that would work.”

	“You guessed?”

	“It was an educated guess,” he said with a slight shrug. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

	“You guessed,” I said, giving him a hard stare. “You risked my life⁠—?”

	“Our lives,” he corrected. “I risked our lives with an educated guess. Our fates are intertwined. I’m your Guardian, remember?”

	“I do,” I said. “You’re insane. This is your idea of guarding my life?”

	“It was either that or try our luck breaching whatever defenses the Directorate had in place,” he answered. “I didn’t think that would go too well. Let’s go.”

	He motioned for us to go over the wall. I made sure no one was coming around the corner and scaled it in a few seconds. I had years of practice on this wall. A few seconds later, Mel landed silently next to me, sniffed the air, and scanned the rear of the house.

	“After you,” he said, motioning for me to go first. “I’ll be right next to you.”

	
 

	THREE 

	We stood in a small yard with what used to be a well-groomed lawn. It had been Fen’s pride and joy and he kept it meticulously trimmed. Now it resembled a devastated warzone. I pushed the anger down as we made our way across the destroyed lawn.

	Off to one side, there were some stone benches.

	Sometimes, when it was really nice out and he wasn’t busy torturing me with training, Fen would sit there and read. A smile crossed my lips at the memory.

	To the rear of the yard was a small stone shed.

	It was designed to hold garden tools and miscellaneous items. Its real purpose was harder to see. I slowly opened the door, being careful not to make any noise.

	Inside, there was an assortment of tools, along with the usual items: a shovel, a few rakes for the fall, some bags of fertilizer for the lawn which Fen enjoyed, and in the back, under the bags of fresh soil, a barely visible trapdoor.

	I moved the bags of soil to one side and swept the surface of the trapdoor with a hand. There was an assortment of symbols on the door. Pressing the wrong sequence would set off all the defenses of the library. Mel crouched down and gently pressed a hand to the surface of the door, careful not to touch any of the symbols.

	“There’s still power running to this door,” Mel said, glancing up at me. “More defenses?”

	I nodded.

	“The library is tied to a different power source, independent of the house,” I said. “We need to get in there and secure the books I need before we lock it down.”

	“Lock it down?”

	“The way it is now, Enforcers will be able to get in, eventually,” I said, examining the symbols etched into the door. “Once I lock it down, no one will be able to open this door. Not even the Pentarch Mages.”

	“That’s a bold claim,” Mel said, raising an eyebrow as he glanced at the door again. “They wield considerable power.”

	“Fen wasn’t the one who created the lockdown sequence for the library,” I answered. “He had help creating it. He told me the sequence would put the library in-between planes. No one will be able to get to it unless they know how.”

	“An interstitial shunt cast?” Mel said. “He must have powerful friends and some important books in there, to go through that much trouble.”

	“He does,” I said, “but I only need two specific books. One on darkmage casts and the other on the Eclipse.”

	“A darkmage grimoire?”

	“Yes,” I said. “Fen said I would need it to advance in my studies.”

	“You do realize carrying a darkmage grimoire is enough to get you executed?” Mel said, looking at me. “No one, well no one sane, carries darkmage grimoires.”

	I gave him a look.

	“I never claimed to be sane,” I answered. “Besides, if the Directorate finds me with a darkmage grimoire, they’re going to assume I’m a darkmage and attempt to execute me anyway.”

	“True. The Eclipse? You mean the blade wielded by Alfonse Forza, your⁠—?”

	“My grandfather, yes,” I said. “Those two books are important to me. Once I get them, we can get out of here.”

	“Do you happen to know where in the library they’re located?”

	“I do,” I said. “Fen kept them in a special section. He said I would need them one day.”

	“It appears he was right.”

	I moved closer to the trapdoor and dropped to one knee.

	“I’m going to need a little room to maneuver here,” I said. “This door creates the stairs; you want to stand over there.”

	I pointed to an area behind me.

	Mel nodded and stepped back and away from the trapdoor.

	I pressed the correct sequence, and the floor in the corner of the shed collapsed, forming steps as it dropped, creating a descending set of circular stairs.

	“It closes in twenty seconds,” I said, keeping my voice low as I started going downstairs. “I wouldn’t waste any time.”

	Fifteen seconds later, we were inside Fen’s library.

	I looked up, my gaze following the stairs as they disappeared into what was now the ceiling of the library.

	“Do we have another method of egress?” Mel asked, looking up at the ceiling that was a set of stairs a moment earlier. “Or are we trapped down here?”

	“There
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