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      Grey fog surrounded me. There were no sounds. Not even my footsteps while I walked. There wasn’t anything in the fog. Just grey mist in every direction as far as I could see. I kept moving. Part of me figured this was a dream.

      I’d take this landscape over facing down a nightmare version of Abraxos.

      Or seeing that woman surrounded by lightning.

      The fog was peaceful in a weird way. It was cool where it pressed in on my skin, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. I considered simply sitting down and enjoying the peace while I could. A whispering voice flowed through the fog, trying to reach me. I knew who it belonged to—the robed figure who’d told me to call him Fred. It wasn’t his real name, but whatever. If he wanted me to call him Fred, then that was what I’d call him for now. He’d been trying to speak to me ever since I’d brought the Dead Sea Scrolls back from the train.

      Yet each time he spoke, he sounded so far away now. Muffled. It shouldn’t have bothered me to keep ignoring him. But his voice had an edge of worry to it that I’d heard only once before. That was when I’d gone toe-to-toe with Abraxos. I strained to hear his words, but the fog darkened as if it was purposely becoming denser to block him out.

      I spun around in a slow circle. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

      Something was right behind me.

      Before I could make the decision to turn and look, a hand grabbed my shoulder—

      I was whipped around. A masked figure was there to greet me. He was a few heads taller than me, his form gangly and thin. His fingers were little more than skin and bone, gnarled and jagged. His body was draped in what had once been leather armor with a metallic chest piece. Braided metal covered a pale face, but it was the eyes that jerked me from my dream.

      Glowing blue eyes filled with madness.

      “Damn it,” I muttered, rubbing hard at my face.

      The echoes of the dream faded, and I was left staring at the dimly lit hotel room. The sun hadn’t come up yet. The clock on the nightstand read that it was a quarter past six. I’d only slept for an hour or so. I’d fallen asleep sitting up on the bed with Ronin passed out to my right. His chest steadily rose and fell. Carefully, not wanting to wake him, I pressed my fingers to his neck. His pulse was strong. Some of his lesser wounds were already nearly healed. The worst ones would take longer. I’d say a few days, but whatever blood ran through his veins seemed to enhance the demonic side of him.

      There was no fresh blood on any of the bandages covering his chest, shoulders, and arms. Gently, I traced each one with the tip of my finger, recalling exactly how bad each wound had been.

      Remembering how I’d had to shock him back to life. Grateful he’d survived, I sat there and merely watched him for a while.

      The second he could handle it, though, I’d be ripping him a new one.

      Sunlight began to seep around the curtains. I eased my way off the bed and went to use the bathroom. After that, I noticed my reflection in the mirror. I was still wearing the same clothes I’d had on while we’d gone after the Scrolls on the train. I was going to have to go shopping soon and buy a whole new wardrobe at this rate.

      Or learn a spell to remove blood stains.

      Back in the main room, I dug around for a fresh pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt and took it all back into the bathroom. Once I was dressed, I went to step out. The same lightheadedness that had hit me earlier came back with a vengeance. Digging my fingers into the doorframe, I forced myself to stay upright. Whispering sounded in my ear—Fred’s voice. But again, it was too quiet to hear what he wanted to tell me. He kept trying. All that did was create a throbbing ache in my temples.

      “Shut up, Fred,” I snapped, waiting for the dizziness to go away.

      Once it passed, I stepped out of the bathroom and checked on Ronin. His hand fidgeted, and he growled. I sat beside him and smoothed my fingers down his cheek. Almost immediately, he calmed. Tired again myself, I laid back, draped my arm over him the best I could without disturbing his wounds, and shut my eyes.

      Leo’s warning of the need to do a purification ritual came back to me. I’d have to leave Ronin long enough to go to the pocket realm and take care of the residual effects from coming face-to-face with a Demon Lord. Until then, my power would be unpredictable. That was why I was probably so exhausted, too. And weak. I hadn’t even felt this bad after Abraxos stabbed me. That had been more painful. This was merely about having the strength drained out of me. My eyes fluttered closed, and I dozed, keeping as close to Ronin as possible the whole time.

      When he growled and shifted beside me later, sunlight shone much brighter from around the edge of the curtains. I lifted my head, and a pair of grey eyes met mine. I barely got his name out of my mouth before his hand was at the back of my head. He pulled me in, crushing his lips to mine.

      “You’re hurt,” I murmured, but he growled louder and kissed me harder.

      I gave in, winding my arms around him and hugging him. His other hand snaked up my spine. He pressed me back into the pillows, his kiss setting me alight. Magic haphazardly sparked at my fingertips. Not wanting it to go haywire and shock him, I kissed him once more, then reluctantly broke the connection.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I told him.

      His glowing silver eyes narrowed, but he sat up, pulling me with him. “After last night, I’m not sure you could hurt me any further.” His tone was teasing, but all his words did was remind me that for a few seconds there, his heart had stopped beating. My magic sparked, and he took hold of my hands. “I’m right here and in one piece, mostly.”

      I glanced his way. “Are you?”

      He scowled, then let me go and moved to the edge of the bed. “You can be pissed all you want,” he muttered. “If we had to redo it, I’d still toss you through the portal.”

      “You’re such a bastard.”

      He threw me a look over his shoulder. “We’re back to that, are we?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you think you weren’t going to get yelled at for being a fucking moron?” I shifted to the other side of the bed and pushed myself to my feet—

      The dizziness came and went again in waves that left me cursing.

      “Faith?”

      When had Ronin gotten around the bed? His grip on my arm tightened while I swayed on my feet. I was going to tell him about the weird fog, but I was still furious at him for forcing me to leave him alone to face so many demons by himself. I tugged my arm out of his grasp and, on shaky legs, put some space between us. When I spun around to face him, his arms were crossed, and his lip was twitching. His gaze became stern, and his eyes brightened.

      “Unless you’re going to tell me what happened after you tossed me off the train, I don’t want to hear it,” I warned.

      “What does it matter? You got the Scrolls, and I came back.”

      “It matters to me,” I snapped. “Why did you do it, huh? Why? Do you not trust me to have your back? Did you think I couldn’t handle myself?” I ranted, then straightened and mused a little quieter, “Or did you think I wouldn’t be able to handle you?”

      His arms tensed.

      Nailed it. “I’ve seen you enraged before. It’s nothing I can’t deal with. You don’t scare me.”

      His eyes flared the brightest I’d ever seen them. “You don’t understand a damn thing.”

      “Really?” I marched toward him again.

      He backed away, but I only took a step closer, then another, not letting him run away from me. He growled, and his fangs elongated with his rising aggravation. “Faith.”

      “Just tell me why you had to take them on alone. Tell me why you got so close to me only to push me away right when you needed me.”

      “I handled it just fine on my own.”

      I barked a laugh. “Showing up here bleeding out, and then, oh yeah, dying is handling it?” Sparks ignited at my hands and traveled up my arms in rippling waves of energy. A burst of cold shot down my spine at the same time. Words whispered past my ears, but I shook my head, not about to pay attention to anything other than Ronin right then. “You made me leave you. Do you have a death wish? Is that it?”

      “If you’re looking for an apology, you’re not going to get one.” His arms had fallen to his sides, and he was no longer looking at my face but at my hands. My power continued to spark there, and the flare of anger in his eyes gave way to concern.

      “You up and died on me,” I whispered, and the cold I’d felt moments ago was replaced by a hollowness in my chest that ached so badly I had to press my hand there to try and ease it. “You died, Ronin.”

      “Momentarily.”

      I raised my hands, ready to strangle him. “Do you really want to push me right now?”

      “You’re the one arguing.”

      “Because you’re not giving me a straight answer. I could’ve stayed and fought. I don’t care how pissed you get. Hell, I don’t even care that you were going to torture them for answers.”

      That was mostly true. I’d never seen anyone be tortured before, and the way Ronin had so easily slashed Quentin Fox’s throat had been startling. But I understood Ronin’s rage and why he’d done it. If I could come face to face with the evil asshole who destroyed my family, I had no doubt I’d lose my shit. I wasn’t going to hold that against Ronin.

      “You really don’t trust me,” I whispered.

      Ronin’s furious snarl echoed around the small room. He grabbed me by my arms and yanked me to him. “Isn’t it bad enough that you were on the train to begin with? Mauriel has seen your face. He’ll remember you. And if he figures out who you are, what you are to me, he’ll come after you. I got a fucking target placed on your back. That’s my fault. I wasn’t going to make you deal with me losing my shit on top of being exposed to a Demon Lord.”

      His hands hummed with energy, and his face began to shift right before my eyes. I reached up to cup his cheek, but he backed away in a hurry until he ran out of room.

      “What are you so afraid of my seeing?” I asked.

      His mouth remained closed, and he shook his head, not meeting my eye.

      “Do you really think I’ll walk away from you if you tell me the truth?” I pushed.

      “You should,” he whispered.

      He glared down at his hands, where claws had extended from the tips of his fingers. A twisted frown of disgust marred his face the longer he stared at his claws. What did he see right then? Blood? They’d been covered in gore when he’d shown up last night. I’d wiped them clean after Leo and I had gotten him stable.

      How many times are you going to do that, you think? You clean the blood off him, and he cleans it off you. An endless cycle of violence.

      I shook the thought away, not ready to go down that road this early in the morning.

      “Your priest was right. I try to pretend I’m not like the others, but there’s a part of me that always will be,” he said. “A part of me that I can’t always control. I’ve nearly slipped a few times around you. Yesterday, with Mauriel being there, I couldn’t stop myself from falling back to who I used to be. What I used to do.”

      His words caused an avalanche of questions, but I held them back. Now wasn’t the time to blurt them all out, not when he looked more ready to bolt for the door than answer them.

      “No matter what you tell me, I’m not going to run from you.”

      He looked straight at me, and my heart stuttered. There was so much anger and pain warring in his eyes. The past he refused to talk about was going to burst out of him one of these days. I wanted to know how he knew Mauriel. I needed to understand what he used to do that left ghosts like that flickering through his eyes or made him look at his own hands as if he hated himself. What made him so terrified to be around me when he did lose control? Did he really not trust himself?

      “Look,” I finally said, “I won’t ask you for any other answers right now, but I do want to know what happened after you threw me out of the portal. Can you at least give me that much? Did you learn anything about your sister?”

      Remy, Ronin’s twin sister, had disappeared over four years ago, and he had yet to get any leads on what happened to her. After our encounter with Fox and Mauriel on the train, it was clear that he believed that the Demon Lord had a hand in her fate.

      “Ronin—”

      “I killed them all after getting nothing from them, is that what you want to hear?” he said with a growl. “I slaughtered them, ripped them to pieces, and burned their bodies to ashes.” Pacing in front of the windows, he dragged his fingers roughly through his hair over and over.

      I wanted to ask how he took them all on and walked away, but I remembered his fighting off the demons who’d kidnapped those kids. That must’ve only been a taste of his full demon rage, a demon rage I didn’t think he could use because he was a half-blood. Had he not let himself pull on anymore in case he lost control? Was he that worried about being his true self around me?

      Was he that worried he’d end up hurting me? Just how powerful was he?

      “I would’ve stayed longer, but Mauriel was returning,” he went on, distracting me from my thoughts. “I’d already lost too much blood from my wounds. If he’d shown up and I’d still been there, I wouldn’t have made it back. Especially if your body wasn’t there to prove that I’d carried out his order to dispose of you.”

      I attempted to stop my imagination from conjuring an image of Ronin held fast in Mauriel’s grip and failed miserably. Sparks fizzled at my fingertips, and I clenched my hands into fists. “How did you get off the train?”

      “I had a second portal on me, but it was damaged. That’s why it only got me as far as the edge of town.”

      “I’m assuming Mauriel will know it was you who killed his demons?”

      Ronin didn’t stop pacing to answer. “It doesn’t matter. He knew I was lying the second he stepped into that train car with us.”

      “Why didn’t he call you out for it?”

      “Because he’s a sick, twisted bastard,” Ronin spat. “He knew I came for Fox. He and I had history before I thought he might have information on Remy.”

      “So Mauriel left his man there to get killed?”

      Ronin grunted in reply.

      “Why? I thought Fox was under his protection.”

      “Men like Fox come and go. To a Demon Lord, humans are merely playthings and tools, a blip in their extremely long lives. He might’ve cared for Fox once, but it won’t make a difference to him to lose the man. Hell, he was probably grateful I’d shown up to take care of the deed before he had to.” Ronin came to an abrupt stop. “The Scrolls.”

      “I handed them over to the Church.”

      “Did anything happen when you opened that chest?”

      “No, nothing,” I said, but something in my tone made him scowl. “What?”

      “How did you get it open?”

      “I blew it up. The Church has the scrolls, end of story.”

      “And nothing happened?” he asked again.

      Now would probably be a great time to tell him you’ve been getting dizzy and having weird brain fog moments. Then again, you also faced down your first Demon Lord. It’s nothing. You’re fine. Everything is fine.

      “Faith?”

      “I’m telling you, there’s nothing, alright?”

      The slight furrow to his brow said he didn’t believe me. My stomach growled loudly, and I winced. Right, I hadn’t eaten since yesterday, and neither had he. Maybe that’s why I was dizzy.

      “I’m going to grab us some food,” I told him. “And I need fresh clothes. I’ll be back in a bit, and if you’re not here resting, I’ll hunt your ass down and drag you right back. This conversation isn’t over.”

      Not giving him a chance to respond, I scooped up the keys off the table, slipped into my boots, and walked out the door.
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      I’d gone to my place first to grab clothes and check on Donovan. The apartment had been empty, and I’d been worried until I spotted the note on the fridge. Donovan had taken up the offer to go stay at Kit’s house, one of the teens in town. His parents had become emergency foster parents for the others who’d been kidnapped by demons. Donovan had been going there every day to check on them, and Kit’s parents had told him he was more than welcome to stay, too.

      Once things with Ronin settled down, I’d swing by their house to check in with Donovan. Right then, I wanted him to have some space between him and the supernatural craziness that our lives had become.

      After I’d read the note, I changed into fresh clothes and left my place to grab some breakfast from the local diner.

      Back at the hotel, in the elevator headed to the fourth floor, I pondered how to ask Ronin if he’d want to get out of this place for a while and just come stay at my apartment. Now that Donovan was gone, it made sense for me to go back there. Why not have Ronin come with me? Nerves caused my heart to flutter, and the cramped car was suddenly very warm.

      “You’ve been living together anyway in the damn hotel,” I muttered to myself. “What’s the difference?”

      The elevator dinged. I stepped out of the car and straight into a hallway of fog.

      The lights went out, and I was back in that misty, dreamy landscape. There were no doors and no hallway. Just the fog. I waited for it to fade, but a shadowy figure appeared further ahead of me. Just as it spun around to face me, I stumbled and the fog was gone. My vision swam, and my stomach somersaulted so violently that I thought I was going to be sick. Still dizzy but not feeling as if I was going to topple over, I staggered down the hallway toward the hotel room. Food. I just needed food and more rest.

      It was nothing to worry about. Nothing at all.

      I opened the door and entered the room, thankful it was indeed a room and not more fog.

      Ronin stood at the windows. His arms were tensed by his sides. All the bandaging was still in place, and I figured it’d be a good idea to check his wounds. Without a word, I set the food on the table, shrugged off my coat, and walked toward him. Starting with the bandaging on his arms, I removed it and checked the wounds underneath. The skin had stitched itself together. There’d be a scar but otherwise, the slashes already looked weeks old instead of hours old. Ronin’s body, which had been stiff when I began, relaxed bit by bit under my touch. Lightly, I smoothed my hands over his back and around his waist, unwilling to stop touching him.

      He was alive. He was alive and solid and here. I planted a kiss between his shoulder blades, then continued to remove the rest of the bandages from his shoulders and finally his chest. I moved around to stand in front of him. His worst wounds had also closed and appeared days old. Gently, I traced the fresh scars until Ronin caught my hands in his. He stared down at me, his eyes glowing silver. He ran his thumbs over my knuckles.

      “Your wounds look good,” I said softly. “Like you hadn’t almost died. It’s kind of crazy how fast you heal. I suppose that has to do with your lineage, too, just like your ability to rage.”

      He started to speak, but the pain that flared in his eyes was too much.

      I placed my fingertips against his lips.

      “You don’t have to tell me today, but at some point, I’d like to know the truth.”

      He kissed my fingers, and I couldn’t stop the rush of heat that came over me. “One day, I promise I will,” he murmured. “I’ll tell you everything. For now, there are just some parts of my past I’m not ready to come face to face with.” He hesitated, then added, “I’m not ready for you to see them.”

      “Nothing you tell me is going to make me run away.”

      A growl rumbled through his chest. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “But I do. I’m not running, Ronin. Ever.”

      I stood on my toes and kissed his jaw before he could argue with me more. I made my way to his mouth. The moment our lips connected, his arms were around me, and he took control of the kiss. There was a feeling of yearning and almost uncertainty in his touches I’d never noticed before. As if he couldn’t believe I was still sticking by his side after everything. And that he wanted me even more than he had before. That feeling was mutual. I returned his embrace, glad that his wounds had all closed.

      But a burst of dizziness that had nothing to do with Ronin caused me to curse and pull back. Fog crept into the room. Ronin vanished, and for a moment, I was lost in the mist.

      I blinked, and I was back before Ronin.

      “Faith?” He had a firm hold of my arm. “Can you hear me? Faith?”

      I tried to speak, but my magic sparked, shocking Ronin where he touched me. He growled, and I told him to let go. The strength went out of my legs, and my knees buckled. Ronin’s arm slipped around my waist. Spinning us around, he sat me on the edge of the bed. Energy rippled over me, but it felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. The dizziness continued to tilt my world, and my stomach churned.

      My power sparked, lighting up the room. Ronin cursed and flinched. I wrenched myself away from him. I had to get out of here before I hurt him. I wasn’t even trying to use my magic, and yet there it was, ready to burst out of me. I was freezing cold and hot at the same time. Sweat broke out on my skin, and the wretched taste of bile filled my mouth. Shoving Ronin to the side, I made it as far as the trash can and heaved. Not much came up, and my body ached from the violent episode. Power continued to dance wildly over and through me. The fog came and went. Ronin was there, asking me questions, but I couldn’t tell him what was happening.

      I had no idea. I shut my eyes, wishing for it all to stop.

      “I’m getting you to Leo,” Ronin was saying, and I felt him pick me up and cradle me against his chest. We were out the door and rushing through the stairwell moments later. I tried to tell him I was alright—

      My head exploded in agony. I curled in on myself as small as I could.

      I was definitely not alright.

      In fact, right then, I was pretty sure I was dying.
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      “Leo!” Ronin shouted, bursting through the church doors.

      “Ronin?” Leo came from the hall to the left of the altar. His gaze immediately zeroed in on me, and he met us at the end of the aisle. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. One second, she was fine, and the next—” His words cut off with a harsh snarl after I sent another shock of power into him. Instead of dropping me as he should’ve, he clutched me to him harder.

      “Let me go,” I said, forcing the words out through teeth chattering from that damn icy touch at my chest, even while I continued to feel as if I was melting from the inside out. “I’m just going to keep hurting you.”

      Ronin’s glowing gaze slipped to me. “Not happening, so stop asking.”

      I scowled up at him just as my magic was sparking again, and Ronin cursed.

      “It’s her power reacting to being near a Demon Lord.” Leo motioned for Ronin to follow him. “She needs to do the purification ritual. It shouldn’t have gotten so bad this fast.”

      “Lucky me,” I spat.

      Ronin’s lips thinned, and his growl vibrated through him and right into me. He followed Leo to the large stained-glass mural behind the altar. Leo unlocked the door leading into the pocket realm, and Ronin followed him through. My magic continued to spark randomly, sending off large bolts of lightning into the air. The foggy world came and went, making it impossible to keep track of what was happening around me. Ronin and Leo were talking. At some point, I must’ve been placed in the middle of a circle Leo had created. White candles surrounded me, and there were symbols etched into the dirt between them.

      Outside of the circle, Ronin paced, keeping one eye on me and the other on Leo while he went around lighting the candles.

      I pushed myself to a sitting position, and Ronin walked right up to the edge of the circle. “Faith?”

      “How did I get in here?”

      “You passed out.” Ronin’s hands flexed at his sides, and he shifted on his feet like he was fighting the urge to come to me. “Leo’s setting up for the ritual to purify your magic. Why didn’t you say anything back at the hotel?”

      “I was handling it.”

      His brow arched. “Handling it, huh?”

      “It wasn’t so bad. There were only a few dizzy spells,” I mumbled.

      Glaring at the ceiling, Ronin muttered curses under his breath.

      “Don’t give me that shit. I was watching over—gah! Damn it,” I shouted at the burst of hot and cold that came right on the heels of a swell of power fighting to get free. My power was jolting me from the inside. I ended up on all fours, digging my nails into the ground until the episode passed.

      Only it didn’t pass. Energy continued to churn inside my soul and spill out of me. But this wasn’t like the times I’d tried to use too much. The magic erupting from my hands and scorching the ground felt toxic like it was burning my skin. No, not just my skin.

      My very essence of power. Whatever this taint was spread like poison. It was making my magic sick as much as it was making me feel like I was dying.

      “Faith,” Leo said, moving around so he crouched right in front of me. “I need you to do exactly as I tell you.”

      I tried to nod, but it was like someone had grabbed hold of my guts and was squeezing and twisting. As if something was alive inside of me and moving around, fighting to get out. Leo and Ronin vanished behind a wall of fog. Faintly, I heard them calling out to me, but nothing I did brought me back to them. There was the ghost of the heat and cold I’d been experiencing. The pain became little more than an annoying ache in my bones. My magic continued to spark inside of me, but I couldn’t make it appear at my fingertips.

      I glared at the surrounding mists searching for a way out. “This is starting to get really fucking irritating,” I shouted after finding nothing more than fog in all directions.

      I wondered if this was part of whatever was going on with me ever since I encountered Mauriel, but some part of me knew this wasn’t. This fog and the dizzy spells were caused by something else. I wandered in one direction, then another. There was no end in sight to the haze and nothing else there but me.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled.

      Not about to be caught off guard, I whipped around.

      Except… there was no one there.

      A shadow blurred off to my right. By the time I’d turned, it was gone. Instinctively, I reached for my wand, but it wasn’t at my side. The shadow flickered just out of the corner of my eye again and again, toying with me. I considered running, but where was I going to go? Deeper into the mist?

      “Wake up,” I scolded myself, keeping my head on a swivel. “Just wake up.”

      “Oh, my sweet child,” a voice rasped far too close for comfort, “there’s no waking up from this nightmare.” A whisper of a touch brushed over my cheek. I turned and saw nothing.

      “Who are you, huh? Some messed up figment of my imagination?”

      Breathy cackling met my words. “Ah, you are going to be a delight. You’re strong, too, very strong. Yes, you will do nicely.” Breath puffed against my ear.

      I spun, expecting to see nothing but air again. Instead, I stumbled away with a curse.

      For a gut-clenching second, I thought it was Abraxos I’d been talking to. But there were no blood-tipped wings jutting out of his back and no spear clutched in this being’s hand. It was, however, the same figure I’d glimpsed in the fog before. The twisted metal mask on his face wasn’t made of gold and silver. This one was rusted and chipped in places. He was as tall as Abraxos, and I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes.

      They glowed with grace and were filled with madness that crept over my skin as if someone was dragging a piece of fabric over me. It sent a shiver down my spine. The armor he wore was as rusted as his mask. Bits of it were simply missing. It looked worn and had no shine left to it. His silver hair hung down to his waist in matted chunks. He strolled around me. I caught sight of his back and cringed.

      Once upon a time, he’d had wings. All that remained of them now were bloodied stubs of flesh and bone jutting out of his back. Unlike the first time I saw him, he appeared less frail. He was more than mere skin draped over a skeletal frame.

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      His laughter crawled under my skin like a thousand ants. There was no answer, and the fog swirled around us as if it was caught in a whirlwind. He grabbed me by my shoulders and gave me a push. I fell out of the fog and straight into a torrent of agony.

      I screamed. My back arched off the ground, and tears seeped from my eyes. A black mass hovered over me inside the circle. I threw my head to the side, catching sight of the candles and Ronin’s enraged face just beyond their light. He was talking to me, but the words were lost by another shriek yanked from my mouth. The candles that had been white were slowly turning black as if ink was being soaked into them from the bottom.

      Leo’s voice fell over me, but the words weren’t in English. I collapsed to the ground, but whatever Leo said next caused the sensation of something being ripped out of my chest through me. I cried out, thrashing and begging for it to stop.

      “Hold on,” Ronin urged me. “Just hold on.”

      “I can’t,” I gasped, falling flat to the ground once more. I had no idea what was happening. What had I seen in the fog? That twisted angel, had he been real? Had any of it been?

      “You can, and you will,” Ronin ordered with a guttural snarl. “Look at me. Just look at me. Stay with me.” He rested his fingers against the ground right on the other side of the circle. “Stay with me.”

      Wincing at how hard it was to move, I inched my hand toward his. I raised my gaze to his and latched onto those flaring silver irises. Whatever spell Leo was using to rid my magic of the evil taint was building again. The black mass overhead expanded and pulsed in time with my rapid breathing, pulling my focus.

      “Don’t,” Ronin snapped. “Look at me, Faith. Only me.”

      My eyes flicked back to his. Pressure built in my chest. A stabbing pain shot down my spine all the way to my feet. I tried to fight against the urge to scream, but the pain became too much. A bolt of black lightning erupted from my center and struck the mass overhead. It exploded with a boom like thunder that shook the ground. The candles went out, and I lay limp on the ground.

      Ronin was in the circle with me then, picking me up into his arms. Leo hovered over his shoulder, nodding in relief that whatever he’d done had worked. I remembered Ronin standing up, but everything went dark after that.

      When I came to, I was lying on the couch in the room at the back of the Archives. Ronin sat on the floor beside the couch, one of my hands clutched in his while his other lightly ran through my hair.

      “Hey,” I whispered, still feeling so weak.

      Ronin’s hand paused. He looked ready to lay into me for waiting too long to tell him what was going on. He breathed heavily out his nose, and some of his anger seemed to dissipate. “The taint to your magic’s been removed. How do you feel?”

      “Exhausted.” I started to stretch
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