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      “Congratulations.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” Calyx scoffed. “You blew up my witch, and since you’re the only other rogue for miles, you get the honor of making it up to me by offering me your services.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the demon—correction: half-demon—standing before me. In some ways, we were the same. We had a touch of the demonic within us. Unlike Calyx, however, I didn’t have human blood in my veins. I was fully Dark. I was way too powerful for him to intimidate into cooperation.

      “I didn’t blow her up,” I snapped back at him. “The Veil did.”

      “Whatever. Something about you freaked her out, which was why she ran, so it’s your fault. I had her right where I wanted her before you showed up.”

      I snorted. “That’s not what it sounded like.”

      “So you were lurking out there for a while, huh?”

      “Well, as I said, I heard there was a new rogue in town and came to introduce myself. Excuse me for getting a little hesitant when I saw you, of all people, had beat me to the punch,” I lied.

      “Me, of all people?” Calyx repeated, crossing his arms against his chest.

      “Yeah, what’s your deal anyway? Do you enjoy scaring the crap out of women? What’s so important that you felt the need to corner a rogue? They’re already vulnerable—”

      “Don’t you mean you’re vulnerable?”

      I froze with my hands on my hips. I needed this argument—if that’s what this was—to come to an end. This wasn’t how the night was supposed to go. I had more than just my own blood on my hands; at least Calyx and I agreed on that. I couldn’t help feeling like I was responsible for the tragedy we had just witnessed. I didn’t mean for it to happen. Sure, the rogue witch named El was the one who was supplying recklessly murderous new vampires with enchanted pins that allowed them to walk in the daylight on Earth, and it was, therefore, my responsibility to apprehend her. But I had a few questions for her first.

      And, if I were being honest with myself, I had been willing to go easy on her if she would have provided me with the information I needed. The problem was that I never got the chance to try.

      All because of him.

      “I’d think twice before threatening me,” I growled.

      Calyx held up his hands in surrender. “Wouldn’t dream of it, cupcake. Ideally, I won’t have to threaten you, considering you owe me.”

      “I don’t owe you anything.”

      He stepped forward menacingly, but I was already prepared for it. My hand-to-hand combat with the vampires last week reawakened the defensive skills drilled into me by the Sisterhood. I reverse-mirrored his actions automatically, moving back in equal measure.

      I wasn’t interested in getting into another fight, though. Especially not with one of Zade’s friends. I needed to stay on his good side.

      Subtly, I clenched my right fist and dug my fingernails into my palm, aggravating the broken skin underneath the thin bandage just enough to draw fresh blood. Calyx narrowed his eyes at me and took another step, but all I had to do was reach into my pocket and feel for the little wooden coin I’d attached to my keychain. The second my blood soaked into the carved surface, its twin called out from where it sat on the shelf in my apartment.

      Calyx realized what was happening a second too late. The moment that I started to dissolve before him, he stumbled toward me with his arms outstretched, but a sharp tug in my abdomen yanked me out of the ruined shop before he could touch me.

      The next second, I was standing on the vintage burgundy rug in the tiny studio apartment that had been my home for less than a month. The remnants of the spell I cast a mere hour ago were scattered on the floor: six malachite stones, a makeshift blindfold of black silk, and my favorite sacrificial dagger. Six candles stood cold and bare in the Darkness, waiting to serve their next purpose.

      I sank down onto the couch and dropped my head into my hands.

      What the hell just happened?

      Before I left the apartment, I was under the impression that I was on my way to confront a rogue witch—a term reserved for witches who defected from the Sisterhood—who was making unauthorized magical artifacts for Dark creatures. The Sisterhood tried to keep track of rogue witches. They were rare, understandably so. The consequences of abandoning your own kind in a world as cruel as Darkness weren’t worth the so-called freedom you gained in the process. Yet, the rogue I was tasked with confronting seemed to think otherwise. El, who was about a decade my senior, wasn’t like the witches I grew up with. There was something wild and rebellious about her. Something untamed.

      Thus, I got the sense that she never belonged to the Sisterhood in the first place. Perhaps she had been born a rogue, the daughter of another rogue witch before her. Or maybe she became a rogue as a child against her will when her mother ran from her ancestral duty.

      I would never know.

      Inhaling deeply, I lifted my face and ran my fingers through my hair. I’d seen people die before. I’d even been the one to kill them a few times before.

      It was only occurring to me at that point, however, that I’d never seen a witch die. To me, witches were always the invincible ones. We were the most powerful Dark creatures. There were more of us than any other species, and we had the most important duty of protecting the Veil, so we were at the top of the food chain. We weren’t supposed to die until it was our destined ending.

      I supposed being a rogue didn’t offer that same unspoken and implied protection.

      The way El died was brutal. She was ripped apart, her soul shredded before my eyes. Though it sounded like a bloody way to die, the light that burst forth from her shattered soul was so blinding that I didn’t catch sight of an ounce of gore.

      I couldn’t figure out if she did it on purpose. The moment she saw the rune tattoo on my palm and realized that I was a Veil Witch, she was eager to get away by any means necessary. Instead of teleporting to another part of Earth, she ripped open the Veil in an attempt to escape back into Darkness. That was her fatal mistake.

      Darkness was not to be taken for granted. It was not beholden to a single being’s control. It wasn’t like Earth. It was ravenous, practically sentient in its own right. Crafted from dark magic, Darkness thrived on the lifeblood of the Dark creatures that called it home. Sometimes, it got a little too greedy and ate some of its residents alive.

      That was why the Sisterhood highly recommended only passing through the Veil via carefully regulated channels with lawful visas in hand. It was safest that way.

      The more I replayed the scene in my mind, however, the more I was convinced that it wasn’t Darkness that chewed up El like she was nothing but a witch-shaped crumb. It was the Veil.

      The Veil was a living thing, too, but it wasn’t mischievous like Darkness. Or rather, it wasn’t supposed to be. The entire point of the Veil was that it was a barrier that protected humans on Earth from the terrors of that which lurks in Darkness. It was an ancient being, a complicated enchantment that required care and maintenance. Over the centuries, routine repairs were necessary to patch up places in the Veil where it had run a bit thin, like the soles of one’s shoes or the elbows of a wool sweater. In recent times, the more common affliction was Dark creatures forcing their way through the Veil and creating violent gashes that were trickier to fix. That was a Scout’s job. We made sure the Veil remained porous only in one direction, keeping humans safe on their side of the world, and ensured that those who traveled from Darkness to Earth only did so with the permission of the Sisterhood.

      The problem was, even though there had been plenty of casualties in the past when it came to Dark creatures abusing the Veil, it was always Darkness that forced them to pay the price.

      The Veil wasn’t supposed to hurt anyone. Its sole purpose was to protect. To stand strong. It couldn’t repair itself, so there was no way it should be able to attack.

      Clearly, that wasn’t true. That rogue witch wasn’t sucked into the cruel abyss by Darkness. She was sliced in half by the Veil.

      I stood up and started pacing, rubbing my temples. It was late, but the chance of my getting a restful night of sleep was slim.

      What was I supposed to tell the Sisterhood? They were expecting me to report back my process on the hunt for El, to tell the Guardians where they could arrest her. It was my job, my literal blood-sworn responsibility, to report on suspicious activities and inconsistencies where the Veil was concerned.

      Of course, I’d already betrayed those responsibilities. I hadn’t reported that Boston was home to far more Dark creatures than the Sisterhood ever realized, nor did I mention that they all hung out in a massive underground club called the Pit every night. I didn’t tell them that demons reigned supreme in this human city, that I was only one of a handful of witches scattered about the general region. I didn’t tell the Sisterhood that I was not only successful in going undercover as a human with my job as a barista but also as a rogue witch in my budding friendship with an alleged demon prince known as Zade.

      All the Sisterhood knew was that I found a few vampires who were causing trouble with the humans and did my part to dispose of them.

      That was all they had to know.

      If I reported back to the Prima Elder any one of those things, she might send me backup. It was a lot for one newbie Scout to handle, after all. I needed to work alone, though. Being a good Scout wasn’t my only goal. Ever since my mother revealed the shocking and somewhat horrifying truth that my father was alive, a demon, and completely unaware of existence, I was determined to find out more. She refused to tell me his name or anything else about him except that he was from the Southern Province of Darkness, just like her.

      I wanted to find him. At the very least, I wanted to find out who he was. Most Veil Witches weren’t particularly close with their fathers, but that was because their fathers were usually warlocks who were too weak to live beyond their thirties.

      It wasn’t that I yearned to run into my long-lost father’s arms like a child coming home after a long day. It was more like I simply couldn’t stand the thought of living the rest of my life carrying only half of this secret with me. My mother believed that I was quelled with the morsels of knowledge she offered me, but being a witch with demon blood in her veins wasn’t exactly something to be calm about.

      It was strictly forbidden for Veil Witches to fraternize with fallen angels.

      Hence why my mother ran away from my father the second she learned that she was pregnant. She sought refuge at Prima Temple and lied about my true nature so that I could grow up a normal witch. In time, she even proved herself worthy of becoming an Elder.

      I didn’t blame her for lying. Part of me was glad she did. If anyone knew that I was half-demon, I would’ve been ostracized from the community.

      I’d probably end up living my life as a rogue and likely meet a fate much as El did. But I didn’t. I was a Veil Witch, trained at the exclusive Prima Temple, daughter of an Elder, and a promising young Scout. I had a lot of privilege and resources at my fingertips. If I didn’t use them to my advantage, what was the point?

      Despite all of that, it seemed important to tell the Sisterhood that I suspected the Veil was gaining carnivorous tendencies. Either it learned how to eat people alive after watching Darkness help itself to snacks over the years, or something was very, very wrong.

      Then again, maybe what happened to El was just a fluke. Or maybe it was a trick. Perhaps she simply wanted Calyx and me to believe that she had died in a horribly mortifying way so that neither one of us would attempt to follow her.

      I stopped pacing, pausing by the window. The streetlights cast an orange glow on the narrow, tree-lined lane. This part of the city was quiet at night and nearly just as quiet during the day. At this hour, not a soul was seen down below on the pavement. The silent emptiness of it all brought me a sense of peace. Darkness was never like this. Even on the quietest of nights, there were whispers in the shadows. As children, we learned not to let fear get the best of our imagination since Darkness had a way of manifesting our worst nightmares if we thought about them for too long.

      Here on Earth, there was peace. Magic was more difficult to wield, and my powers were weaker, but the serenity that came with this side of the Veil was worth the price. It was so ordinary.

      I would never truly belong here, but it was nice to pretend.

      A sharp snap echoed behind me, yanking me out of my reverie. I whirled around, my bloody fists raised and ready to fight.

      Except, there was no intruder. The source of the noise had been an urgent delivery from Darkness, a hastily folded letter that appeared out of thin air on the coffee table while my back was turned.

      With a quiet groan, I went to retrieve the missive. It was stamped with the seal of the Sisterhood, the scarlet ink still damp. Dread simmered in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t even made my report yet, but I got the feeling the Sisterhood was about to inform me that I wouldn’t be enjoying my solitude much longer. Surely they had decided that a much more experienced Scout needed to join me.

      When I unfolded the letter, I realized that it wasn’t from the Elders. In fact, from the unremarkable weight of the paper, I could tell right away that it hadn’t even been sent from Darkness.

      It was from a Guardian here on Earth.
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      Scout Aniesa, the letter began. I hope this letter finds its way to you in one piece. We were told a Scout had recently been stationed in Boston once more, so I retrieved this address from your predecessor. I am Guardian Nika. I’ve been working with some Scouts in New York City but received word from my partner that suspicions of a weakness in the Veil have arisen from Darkness parallel to this region of Earth. We suspect that it is a smuggling channel for unlawful passage from Darkness to Earth. It seems that the inconsistency might be closer to Boston than New York, so I thought I would volley this to you since things are, as usual, quite chaotic down here in the Big Apple. Best of luck to you. Long live the Sisterhood.

      When I finished reading the note, the first thing I felt was relief. They weren’t increasing the Sisterhood’s presence in Boston. In fact, my fellow Earth-bound witches were trusting me with an important task that they assumed I could handle all by myself.

      From the very first moment I stepped into the secret nightclub for Dark creatures that was the Pit, I figured there had to be a passage into the city from Darkness that was completely unregulated by the Sisterhood. There were simply too many Dark creatures to account for casual visitors from New York or Chicago, the largest neighboring cities. On top of that, I knew that if the Sisterhood was giving out that many visas to people interested in going to Boston, they would’ve sent more than one Scout here.

      In short, I already knew what Guardian Nika had dutifully pointed out to me. The issue was that locating a substantial tear in the Veil while trying not to blow my cover as a glorified witch cop would be difficult.

      I couldn’t abandon the task, though. If the issue persisted, Guardian Nika and her partner in Darkness would start to wonder why Boston’s Scout was so bad at her job.

      A wave of exhaustion coursed through me. Maybe getting to sleep that night wouldn’t be as hard as I thought. I’d done a lot of magic that evening. Blood magic, too, which was the most difficult and draining kind to control. Without wasting any more time allowing my tired mind to run marathons around the dizzying plethora of complications in the path before me, I decided it was in my best interest to turn it all off and go to sleep.
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      When I awakened the next morning, the first thing I noticed was Guardian Nika’s note sitting atop the bedside table. It was early; I’d slept heavily, but not for very long. Letting out a quiet groan, I shoved my face back into the pillows for a moment. My bed back in the dormitories at Prima Temple was never this comfortable. Resting on a narrow cot with just barely enough cushion was the only thing I’d ever known before coming to Earth. However, the bed left behind for me by the previous Scout who inhabited this apartment was twice as wide as my old cot and felt like a cloud by comparison.

      Most mornings, I’d been finding it incredibly hard to get out of bed. I already wasn’t much of an early riser back in Darkness, so that didn’t bode well for the remainder of my time on Earth.

      But I had a lot to do that day, both for the Sisterhood and for my own interests, so staying in bed was not an option. I forced myself to push back the covers and stood up, stretching my sore muscles with a groan.

      Stumbling to the kitchen, I fumbled with a few random potion ingredients, mostly green tea leaves and honey, and whispered a simple charm over the concoction that would soothe my tired body and offer me a boost of energy. The perks of being a witch, rogue or not, was that you could treat pretty much any minor ailment with some basic items and a few words.

      As my body slowly came back to life, I stepped into the shower and then dressed in comfortable clothes. I ignored my phone entirely. I didn't want to get distracted by messages from any of the demons that I met at the Pit. I had a mess to clean up and a handful of mysteries to solve.

      My first task of the day was to go back to El’s shop. In contrast to last night when the neighborhood had been dark and quiet, the Seaport District was bustling with people that morning. Businessmen and other professionals, as well as tourists and various locals, wandered up and down the streets. It was a recently modernized area of the city, clean and sparkling with wider sidewalks than the more historic districts. The trendy cafes, aesthetically-pleasing restaurants, and quirky shops that lined the streets were bursting with curious humans. I could imagine that El’s business did well in this area, but today her shop was dark.

      Trying to act as naturally as possible, I paused on the sidewalk outside the storefront and checked if there were any other people inside the shop. It was empty, though. I was right in assuming that El’s rogue witch status was a heavily guarded secret and that Calyx had been one of the first people to discover it. I was relieved that he was nowhere to be seen. I wasn't interested in having another confrontation with him, especially since he apparently wanted to enlist my services.

      Nobody paid me any attention as I opened the door to Rosella’s Awakenings, which was still unlocked from last night. I was surprised that no one had tried to rob it, but I supposed it looked just as shuttered down like every other business on the street. Behaving as though I was supposed to be here, like I was an employee opening up for the day, I flicked on the lights but locked the door behind me. I pulled the blinds down on the large front window and kept the sign flipped to Closed.

      Suffice it to say, something like this wasn’t specifically in my training, but all witches of the Sisterhood were taught to be quick problem solvers. I didn't have an expert’s grasp on what it was like to live on Earth, but I had absorbed quite a lot of information during my short time among the humans. The first thing I did was locate a scrap of spare paper behind the register.

      Using a felt tip marker, I wrote in neat letters: Rosella's Awakenings is closed until further notice. We apologize for the inconvenience. Thank you.

      I taped the sign to the window. According to the website, El offered tarot readings and fortune-telling. If she had any appointments on the books that day for unwitting humans, they would be turned away automatically by the sign on the door. That was one potential issue taken care of.

      After that, I moved toward the back of the shop. I stared up at the ceiling with a frown. The remnants of the tear that El created in the Veil were still there. I had dared to leave it unattended overnight, desperate to get away from Calyx. I was relieved to see that it hadn't gotten any worse or been detected by anything particularly menacing in Darkness.

      The magic that El used to force open the Veil was complex and beautiful to witness, even if it was illegal. The bangles and necklaces and rings that had adorned her body melted together to form an enchanted sword. It cut right through the invisible barrier that kept Earth separate from Darkness as if it was nothing. I wondered how she got her hands on a spell like that. Maybe she created it herself.

      Either way, this was why rogue witches were discouraged. Only Veil Witches could be trusted with the Veil because we knew better than to shred it open forcefully. Anytime we passed through it, we made sure not to bring anything unauthorized with us. I didn't think the same held true for El. Her sword reminded me of the dagger I carried during my Assignment ceremony down the red carpet, the dagger I used to cut into the palm of my left hand and draw the blood that would set my choice into stone. There were many enchanted objects among the Sisterhood like that.

      In fact, the more I puzzled over it, I wondered if El had somehow gotten her hands on an artifact that was supposed to be the property of the Sisterhood. A sword that could slice open the Veil yet be disguised as mere jewelry was definitely something that would be useful to the Veil Witches. However, as far as I knew, something like that didn't exist. If it did, and it had been stolen at some point, I never came across it in my studies.

      Instead of worrying about problems that I couldn't solve, I decided to focus on those that I could. With a sigh, I looked down at my hands. I'd cleaned up the blood from last night's fiasco, but there was still an uncomfortable tingling sensation where my Scout tattoo hailed from my left palm. The shield rune glimmered ever so slightly underneath the fluorescent light, eager to be used.

      Luckily, the process of becoming an official Scout was not without its perks. Centuries upon centuries of intricate spells and blessings cast by the Veil Witches afforded each of us who chose our Assignment certain abilities the moment that the rune was drawn with our own blood. Because of that, I didn't have to recite a complicated enchantment or cut into my skin in order to fix the tiny hole in the Veil that swallowed El up mere hours before. All I had to do was dip into the ancient Scout legacy that now lived within me.

      Despite that, I was nervous. I'd never seen the Veil act the way it did last night. Darkness was cruel and violent and bloody, but the Veil was just a border wall. It wasn't supposed to be hungry like the dark. It wasn't supposed to swallow people up like the shadows. I certainly didn't want to meet the same fate as El, so instead of jumping right into the process of healing the Veil, I decided to approach it timidly.

      “Good Veil,” I whispered, dragging over a stool from the counter so that I could get closer to the ceiling. “Good, friendly Veil. You don't want to eat me. I'm your friend. I’m a Scout. I'm going to fix you up. Don't worry.”

      I felt like an idiot talking out loud to something that couldn't talk back, but, if anything, it comforted me. As I stood up on the stool and got a closer look at the tear, I realized just how tiny it was. It was so small that it manifested as nothing more than a transparent shimmer in the air. Clearly, after it consumed El, it snapped its makeshift lips tightly.

      That didn't mean it couldn't reopen on its own, though.

      Inconsistencies in the Veil were visible to the human eye, but humans rarely understood what they were looking at when they happened to see one. They were so used to living in an ordinary, non-magical world that they came up with all kinds of explanations to soothe their confused thoughts. Most of the time, tears would appear as particularly dark shadows or rays of light that were too blinding to look at directly. They were a particularly pretty shimmer of sunlight or a patch of shade that seemed to move of its own accord. Even to those of us who were trained to care for the Veil, it was sometimes very difficult to seek them out.
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