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Chloe has a problem: she needs to die.

Sure, there are probably other ways to solve her demon problem, but when one has access to two Necromancers, this seems like the best way to go about it.

Others are less convinced.

“Absolutely not,” Gurlien says, crossing his arms over his chest. His face is healing, a pinkish red scar above his eyebrow that pulls when he scowls. Chloe had teased him, saying it made him look dashing; he’d ignored her for a whole day afterward.

He paces in the small library the five of them had commandeered in the compound. The other team of magicians had graciously let them stay there, but they all felt the same pressing need to have some space away.

It’s awkward, to say the least.

The library’s nice, of course, with red velvet couches and ornate rugs and too many breakable things that look old but are actually cheap reproductions.

Next to Gurlien, the person Chloe really wants the opinion of, Ambra, cocks her head at her, narrowing her red eyes. If the demon stuck in a human body thinks it is a good idea, then it has to be solid.

If Chloe gets Ambra on her side, she could deal with Gurlien.

“There are easier ways to see demons,” Ambra says, brushing an idle hand against the shaved side of her head, and Gurlien scowls at her. “The other alchemist—” it still amuses Chloe how much Ambra dislikes Axel “—had some sort of fix onto glasses, into an earpiece.”

“And glasses can be broken and lost, I want this fix to be permanent.” Chloe shifts from foot to foot, as if movement could rid her of the restlessness.

Ambra nods thoughtfully, leading to a scoff from Gurlien, but she reaches out a hand to him and idly grabs at his palm anyways as he paces back towards her.

“The theory is there,” Ambra says, which Chloe knows already. Chloe wouldn’t ask something like this if she had doubts about the theory. “Alette says…”

“Alette had other advantages,” Maison chimes in from across the room. The Half Demon is sitting on the fanciest of the red velvet couches, his leg propped up, still more injured than not. “She had a lifetime of being around an insane genius, no offense,” Maison says to Delina, who’s lounging next to him.

She shrugs her blonde hair off her shoulders, unconcerned, but Chloe can see the little bit of interest in her eyes.

Chloe isn’t worried about convincing Delina.

As a Necromancer, Delina has had little ability to practice raising the dead, and Chloe knows the eagerness to stretch out muscles previously held back just fine.

Delina would absolutely raise her from the dead, no questions asked. Probably heal her sore shoulder, too.

“And there are spells,” Gurlien interrupts. “There are spells and protections and runes and ointments that you could put on yourself until you find what you’re looking for, and then you can take them off and not have to worry—”

“Some worry,” Ambra murmurs, and he turns to her, almost aghast. “Spells aren’t perfect, the good runes have awful side effects, and they’re all hard to look at.”

Chloe’s not quite sure what that means, but she needs to actually be able to work with demons on this one.

Because whoever it is that has access to the spirit fox, has access to a demon, and whenever she finds traces of her friend, she finds indisputable evidence of a captive demon as well.

And she can’t fight, can’t outsmart, something she can’t see.

“As the only person in this room who’s actually died,” Maison drawls, “it’s not exactly fun.”

“You could already see demons, it’s not fair,” Chloe quickly shoots back. “This is about as low risk as it gets.”

“Unless she can’t finish bringing you back,” Gurlien mutters, and she knows that’s his fear. “Unless an actual demon—no offense—comes in and kills her before she finishes.”

Despite holding his hand, Ambra bares her teeth at him for that comment, and Chloe definitely doesn’t understand their relationship but is still massively amused by it.

“Well, there is another Necromancer,” Delina starts, and Maison sighs and shuts his eyes. “And she practices within circles, and we have Ambra, and we have Maison.”

“I will definitely be anywhere else but here,” Ambra shoots back at her. “I am not signing up to be around Necromancer stuff.”

“I was gonna ask you for the easiest injury to heal,” Chloe says, almost wheedling, and Gurlien scowls at her once more, despite the interested look his girlfriend is giving her. “I figured you would know better than all of us.”

“Absolutely not,” Gurlien interjects, and Ambra shrugs in return. From what Chloe’s been able to gather, Gurlien can no longer control her in any way, but Ambra tends to take his word at a much higher consideration than literally anything else.

Considering how Ambra makes Gurlien smile, actually smile, Chloe thinks it's charming.

“I’m sure Alette or Lyra would know the best way,” Chloe says, forging onwards with an encouraging smile to Ambra.

“Why is this so important to you?” Ambra asks idly, and both Gurlien and Chloe immediately fall silent. “That’s what nobody has explained to me.”

On the couch, Delina and Maison exchange glances. The two of them don’t know either, but they at least have more social grace than to just ask aloud.

“It’s her research,” Gurlien answers for her, saving Chloe the internal agony of trying to put it into words. “She can’t figure out a way around this block without it.”

“If you’re going after demons, you should take his gun,” Ambra says offhand, as if the same gun hadn’t caused her horrific injury. “A deterrent, at the very least.”

“Oh my god,” Gurlien mutters then rubs his eyes, and for a split second, she glimpses exhaustion in her best friend.

And for a split second, Chloe feels bad.

But he masks it quickly, letting her weasel out of the uncomfortable emotions going along with this request.
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The other team has even less issues than her friends, the other Necromancer not going to turn down such a perfect training opportunity for Delina and Alette agreeing with her basic premise, if not the entire method.

“I mean, it is still insane,” Alette says, as if she isn’t practically radiant with wild magic and a collected sense of inhuman power. “The world is more frightening than you think once you cross that barrier.”

As if Alette’s existence hadn’t been the thing to give Chloe the idea. As if Chloe poking around the compound with the spellweaver while waiting for everyone to heal hadn’t given her clarity in how absolute a change it would be. As if Chloe hadn’t seen it in her interactions with the world around her, hadn’t marveled at how easy a fix it would be for her inevitable lack of ability with demons.

And if she’s going to save the spirit fox, after her friend, she needs it.

And they waited an additional two days for decent weather, during which Gurlien refuses to speak to her, and Ambra threatens her a few times to not hurt him.

Delina speaks to her, at length, but never about the idea, and Maison tries to warn her in his own way that does nothing but hardens her resolve.

They don’t understand the knot behind her chest, the fear and hope pushing her to make this leap.

It’s been four years since she’s seen her friend. It’s been three and a half since she broke out of prison.

Three and a half years of no hints. Three and a half years of spinning in place, of doing what she can to remain hidden, desperately wanting something to reveal itself to her.

Three and a half years without her research, without the ability to do anything.
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So they all tromp up to a cracked and overgrown helicopter pad on the property, grimy snow crunching underneath their boots, and Chloe huddles inside her puffy jacket, the slick fabric generating just enough static electricity to distract her.

It’s a good theory. It’s a great theory. According to the other Necromancer, a quiet woman named Lyra that Chloe’s only spoken to a few times, everyone she’s brought back could see demons and Wights and all sorts of spirits almost immediately.

Lyra’s brought back way more people than Delina, so having her around is another bit of reassurance.

Sort of.

Still, all of the thoughts crowding through Chloe’s mind fizz somewhere between fear and excitement, leaving little room for alternate ideas.

The sun shines weak through the stubborn mid-morning clouds of December, and Gurlien still scowls at her, even as the rest of the group advances to craft a rune circle on the helicopter pad.

Ambra eyes the two of them, then follows behind Maison, skirting distant around the Necromancers. She’s still wary of them.

“You sure about all of this?” Gurlien asks, crossing his arms against the chill, despite a rather nice wool coat across his shoulders.

“Of course,” Chloe lies, though her heart pounds. “It’s risk free, it’s permanent, and then I’ll be able to track her.”

Gurlien doesn’t remark on the pronoun, just raises a critical eyebrow.

“I’ll be able to leave tomorrow once I have that piece,” Chloe forges on, and he scowls more. “Get out of everyone’s hair. Maison and Delina can go off hunting down her properties and seeing what to keep, you and Ambra can go traipse around the world, seeing whatever libraries or random cities you want, and I can be useful again.”

“Chloe,” Gurlien starts, then rubs his face. “How many times do I have to say…”

He trails off, but Chloe’s already shrugging. Sure, people can say she’s not in the way, not keeping people back, not keeping them from doing what they want to do, but if she’s not helping them then she’s just dead weight.

She’s been dead weight too much in her life.

“And maybe I’ll get some closure,” Chloe forces out, bouncing on her toes as Lyra instructs Delina on the runes under Maison’s watchful eyes. “Find out exactly what did happen, why exactly they came down so hard on me.”

“I don’t like it,” Gurlien says finally, after another minute of scowling at the proceedings, and they’re finally getting to what her best friend really wants to say, after all the arguments and debates over whys and hows. “What’s going to happen if they can’t bring you back?”

“Eh,” Chloe says, because somehow, she’s the least concerned about that. “You’ll be fine.”

Across the circle, Ambra jerks her head up and glares over at Chloe, like she somehow heard that.

He huffs, and his breath makes a puff of air around his face. “Do you think it’s worth it?”

“Yes,” Chloe replies automatically, without thinking. Of course it’s worth it. Almost any sort of risk is worth it.

“Facing the possibility of permanently dying, of altering your very self, for a pseudo-sentient spirit creature,” Gurlien asks, and thankfully, he’s not being dismissive. He’s stating the facts, like he’s hoping she understands all of them.

A lot of people think that Gurlien’s talking down when he speaks like that, and Chloe would bet money that it’s just her and Ambra who understand that he’s not.

“Hey, pseudo-sentient spirit creature that saved my life, get it right,” Chloe remarks, as idly and casually as she can. Gurlien’s also the one person who knows about her friend, about exactly what the friendship means, which means she could be flippant about it.

Anyone else she would need to be serious.

He scowls at her, as they tromp through the woods, which Chloe guesses is fair. She’d have a similar reaction if he’d do this.

“But…” she trails off. “This is a chance. An actual chance. I have a chance of finding her and a chance of making things right.” She has to take it.

But then Lyra is waving Chloe over, and her heart jumps again.

Does she think this won’t work? No. Does she think this is exciting? Yes.

Do all of her instincts tell her all of the sudden that she should run?

Yes.

Gurlien must read it on her face, because as annoying as he is he also knows how to actually comprehend her expressions.

“You’re insane,” he says flatly, with a scowl. “How long have you had this idea?”

“Longer than you’d be happy with,” Chloe shoots back. “About two hours after we got here.”

“I’m shocked you waited until I got back,” he grumbles, and it’s enough to push Chloe past the adrenaline surging through her system to step forward.

“You can back out of this!” Gurlien calls after her but doesn’t follow her into the spray-painted circle.

They meticulously cleaned it of snow, scraping all the ice and grime away from it, until all that remains is the broken concrete and the half-faded gold spray paint of circles past.

Lyra and Delina had sprayed over all the old ones, a twisting series of runes completely outside Chloe’s expertise. Something demon, something warped magic, something she can’t even begin to read.

And Chloe can read a lot.

Her breath hitches at another hint of what’s to come. At the unknown she’s facing.

Whatever sort of circle it is, it's not one that affects Chloe, and besides a slight shiver, she can step across it without any problem.

Maison and Ambra avoid it, obviously so. Maison’s leaning heavily on a cane, his knee still in a bulky brace, and Chloe catches Delina glancing down at his leg whenever he shifts.

Everyone around her remains silent, watching her, so Chloe shakes out her arms, tossing the group a wide smile.

“This isn’t that bad!” she says, as cheery as she can make it, earning only a few wan smiles in return. “Seriously, guys, I’ll be okay.”

If she says it enough, maybe others will believe her.

“You can absolutely back out,” the other Necromancer, Lyra, says kindly, almost suffocatingly.

“I’m cool!” Chloe says, as if speaking louder will convince them all. “I’ve thought about this a lot!”

She’s had to say it so many times these last few days.

So she glances out at the group, shifting from foot to foot. At the new faces she just recently met and the ones she’s known for years, and it sits oddly in her stomach.

“We should just do this,” she says, “get this over with, make everyone feel less anxious, get rid of the tension.”

Finally, Delina cracks an actual smile, and Chloe can almost always count on her to understand her want to break all the awkwardness. “Yeah, sure,” she says, and they all ignore the pure venom glare that Gurlien shoots her.

Chloe widens her stance, as if that’ll help, and Lyra coughs politely.

“Sitting down will help,” she says, as if Chloe’s embarrassing herself. “You don’t want to hurt yourself when you fall over.”

Right.

Almost scrambling, Chloe sits cross legged in the middle of the circle, and even with all the ice scraped away, the chill of the concrete almost burns through the seat of her pants.

Alette had warned her that coming back was brilliantly painful. Maison had warned her it was disorienting, that the entire world is unreal afterwards.

All of these things Chloe can deal with.

In the discussion, they had determined that Alette would be the best person to actually strike the killing blow. She’s precise, she’s powerful, and she’s not affected by all the demon protections necessary for the high level of Necromancy.

And she already doesn’t get along with Gurlien, so she doesn’t mind royally pissing him off.

As it is, Alette steps forward, her dark braid long and heavier looking than Chloe thinks is strictly comfortable, and another shiver winds its way up her arms when she crosses the circle. The winter breeze has torn some hair from Alette’s braid, leaving her far less put together than Chloe had seen before.

Chloe’s under no pretense that she definitely looks less than polished. Her own black hair is shoved under a baseball cap, and her cheeks always flush bright under this sort of cold, chapping.

“We had Delina practice with some squirrels in here,” Lyra says, as Alette stares down at Chloe through her gold wire rimmed glasses. “So the circle won’t prevent anything.”

Chloe just smiles sunnily at Alette, whose face settles into a frown.

“You’re sure about this?” Alette asks, her voice hushed, as if she’s giving Chloe an out that others won’t hear. “You’re crossing over something to a permanent change.”

“That’s the idea,” Chloe replies, then gives her two thumbs up.

Finally, she gets a twitch of the lips from Alette, some sort of amusement, before magic swirls into her hands, sudden and wild, and—
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There is just dark.

And terror.

Striking solitude, clawing down Chloe’s neck, choking her, gagging down her throat. Filling her lungs, pooling in her stomach, spiking through her limbs.

She flails against nothing, her hands and feet swinging uselessly, arching her back against a vast emptiness, writhing, until—

Something slams into her, brilliant and sharp, crashing her back against broken concrete for a split second, before she jerks, her whole body spasming.

She gasps, this time pulling actual air in, and lights spark behind her eyelids, viciously, painfully bright.

“Oh hey, we got you,” someone says somewhere above her, and her head swims. She’s on the ground, the concrete fire hot underneath her shoulder blades, her nerves firing off. She’s cold, shivers winding down her spine, then she’s hot, sweat pooling along the neckline of her puffy jacket.

Her ears ring, high pitched, and Chloe smacks her hands up to muffle them.

“She’s disoriented. Predictable,” another voice says, and this isn’t someone familiar. She doesn’t know this voice, it’s not someone who was here, it’s not —

She snaps her eyes open.

Delina sits next to her, her blonde hair partially hiding Chloe from view as she leans over, her hand on her shoulder.

She’s shrouded in gold.

Chloe blinks, and behind her stands Alette, wringing her hands, and…

A totally unfamiliar man, with black hair and blue eyes. Someone who hadn’t been there before, how long had it been, how…

Chloe jerks upright, and Delina falls back, startled.

Lyra’s behind her, a thoughtful expression on her face, and outside the circle stand the rest, all staring at her.

“Who are you?” Chloe blurts out, and the man exchanges a glance with Alette. “You weren’t here before, who…”

“Well, that answers that,” Alette murmurs in sotto voice. “Congrats, you can at least see Wights now.”

Chloe blinks numbly at this new person. Of course, she had heard in the last few weeks that Alette had a Wight boyfriend, but to think he had been there all along…

She shakes her head, and it’s as if there’s extra space in her skull, her brain sloshing around too much.

“I’m okay,” she says, as both the Necromancers behind her take in simultaneous breaths to say something. “I’m okay, just…”

Just…

She squeezes her eyes shut, pressing her hand against her forehead, and even her limbs are off, both too heavy and too light, like lifting them should be less effort but also less quick.

“Okay, Chloe,” the other Necromancer, Lyra, says, and Chloe really can’t stand how every word that comes from her seems to be coated in comfort. “Talk to us. How do you feel?”

“Come on, shouldn’t we get her inside?” That’s Maison from outside the circle, and there’s a frown on his face as well, a strange flickering of power. Something that immediately sends the hair on her arms raising at something in his appearance.

Beyond her control, Chloe scoots back, something instinctual.

Next to him is Ambra, and she’s even worse. There’s a double outline around her, wavering and glitching, like there’s too much of one person in the body. Her smile too large, her eyes too sharp, her chin too vicious.

And still, even as she watches, a glimpse of the expression made by her friend filters over the double face, something between understanding and regret in the lines of her eyes.

“It’s okay,” Alette murmurs to her, crouching next to where Chloe still sits on the ground, where the concrete is still hot to the touch. “That’s just how they look to us now.”

“What?” Chloe breathes, and Gurlien is standing next to Ambra, scowling, as if lost.
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By the time they get her up and down the hill back towards the compound, Chloe’s mind is whirling back and her fingertips itch for a notebook to jot this all down.

“Why was the temperature weird?” She peppers Delina with questions, of which Delina is firmly lost, staring helplessly back at the other Necromancer for answers, who just shrugs. “The concrete was brutally hot, why was that?”

“Same thing happened to me,” Alette says, her accented voice somewhat clipped. “I was on a table. I thought it was freezing.”

“Okay,” Chloe says brightly, snapping her fingers at Alette as they tromp over the frozen forest. “So it’s not just an isolated occurrence. Maison?”

He’s already shaking his head. “I don’t remember.”

“No help,” Chloe says, and all at once gets some major side eye from pretty much everyone around her, including Alette’s Wight boyfriend. Who’s just there with them and most likely has been the entire time, which is another layer of awkwardness. “Gurlien, any research—”

Her best friend just looks firmly away.

“Right, Ambra? Any demon ideas?”

“Most Necromancers don’t live long enough for us to get ideas,” Ambra replies, and even her voice is different, more growly, and it throws Chloe for a second. “So. No.”

The other Necromancer, Lyra, glances away with a slight smile on her face, and Chloe doesn’t understand it at all.

“Okay, Alette,” Chloe starts, walking backwards so she can face the spellweaver directly. “Sensations while under, what did you get?”

“Please stop,” Alette says, and her Wight boyfriend touches her shoulder, gentle.

Chloe opens her mouth, but Delina grasps her by her elbow, turning her around and fitting her directly between the two Necromancers, bracketing her in from bothering anyone else.

Chloe knows that technique when she sees it.

“You have all sensations?” Delina asks, keeping her voice down, as if she’s sparing the others.

“Oh yeah,” Chloe replies, bouncing on her toes as they walk to demonstrate. “Everything’s back to normal. See?” She splays out her fingers, and her hands are cold, chillier than they probably should be, but otherwise fine.

Delina and Lyra exchange a glance over Chloe’s head, which isn’t cool.

“And besides the seeing extra people part, it’s not bad,” Chloe continues, jerking her thumb over her shoulder at the Wight boyfriend, who’s navigating the frozen forest ground just as they are, stepping over roots and avoiding trees. “That means it worked, right?”

“Yeah,” Lyra says, finally some confirmation, and Chloe’s knees almost buckle under the relief. “Something certainly worked.”
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To the surprise of nobody, they bully her into a full medical examination with the two Necromancers, and by the time that’s done, the winter sun is setting behind even more clouds and the unsettled quiver is back in Chloe’s chest.

It’s not directly related to the death, not that she can tell, but the moment she gets a second alone, she lets herself collapse in the small bedroom they set aside for her, in the pseudo apartment inside the compound that leaves her utterly lonely.

After a year of living with Gurlien and another few months with Delina and Maison, her own living space is almost torture. A reminder of the prison in Toronto, of the forced solitude and the lack of updates and the itch to do anything else but sit there.

And with Gurlien back staying with Ambra—understandable—Chance the cat has been inseparable with him, so she doesn’t even have a pet to bounce ideas off of.

For a few seconds, she flops onto the army cot set up for her, face down into the pillows, but that doesn’t help the quiet. Doesn’t help the strange panic that’s been welling up in her chest since they got to the compound, the half-eagerness half-terror that she’s actually in a place to do something.

Turns out dying didn’t solve that.

With a huff at herself, Chloe pushes herself up to sit cross legged on the cot, pulling her research off the filing cabinet she’s using as a nightstand and flipping open her notebook. With a quick tap, she unspools the alchemy keeping it in code, transfixing the ink on the page to actual words instead of a mess of incomprehensible symbols.

Her fingertips tingle, a small spark of…something…burrowing into the callouses on her skin.

“Okay,” Chloe whispers to the utter stillness of the room. “That’s different.”

She sits up straighter, then grabs the nearest non-biological thing she can grasp—a cheap plastic BIC pen—and taps it against her thigh, sending a bit of willpower to twist the atoms, twist things to resettle, a task as easy for her as breathing.

Another spark, another small shock, and it shifts in her hand, blurring the air above it, and it clicks into place as a shining plastic set of lockpicks.

So she can still do everything, there’s just an additional bit of haptic feedback. Interesting.

With another tap she transforms it back into a pen and scribbles the thought down, even as unease chases itself across her body.

They had forbidden her from leaving that day (or the next) but the want for action, the drive to do something, anything, eats at her stomach.
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Later, hours later, when any window shows the deep dark that only the middle of winter can get, Chloe’s mind races and sleep evades her.

She huffs out a breath at her dark room, at the uncomfortable cot and the pervasive silence. In the cabin they had to abandon, the cabin she was honestly starting to call home, there had always been a creak of branches outside, the whistle of wind, or the purr of the cat wherever she went.

It had been silent in the prison, too.

“Okay,” she whispers to herself, before tapping the same BIC pen and sending it glowing, casting a warm light across the small room. Despite a tugging sense of exhaustion, despite fatigue in her limbs, her brain sparks from thing to thing, from possibility to possibility, like she had just consumed way too much caffeine too late at night.

Still in her pajamas, as declaratively as she can make herself despite being alone in the room, she stands, testing her balance on the balls of her feet.

Still fine. Still normal. Nothing to remark upon.

The floor chilled against her feet, she grabs her research and pads across the room, a foul taste in her mouth. She had eaten a rather bland meal under the watchful eyes of the Necromancers, but that had been hours prior.

The hallway outside her little ‘apartment’ remains the same, a dull pseudo corporate carpet and grey walls, all perfectly unremarkable. Chloe hated it when they first got here and hates it still.

Except…

With the lights off, lit only by the soft glow of some protective runes imbedded into the walls themselves, a tendril of magic trails down the hallway, a lazy, almost meandering sort of creek, wild and untapped.

That wasn’t there before.

Or, rather, Chloe hadn’t been able to see it before.

“Neat,” Chloe whispers to the dead air, and the magic flutters in the movement from her breath.

She follows it, not quite touching it but hovering her hand near it like it’s a heater in a chill room, stepping close to it like a child sticking near a parent in a grocery store.

It floats through the hallway, dipping into doorways before emerging again in front of her, remarkably lifelike. Alette had spoken of seeing more of the basic fabric of magic after she was brought back, but Chloe had thought she had been speaking metaphorically, as spellweavers are known to do.

Instead, this little bit of actual, physical magic, twists along merrily, avoiding the grand mahogany doors of the sterilized ballroom, until it ends through one of the closed doors of one of the many small kitchens in the compound.

It’s one that Gurlien avoids, Chloe knows that, from his somewhat traumatic time in the compound before he got kicked out, so she twists the doorknob, and it gives another small spark against her palm.

A notification spell. One to inform someone of every time the door opens, some sort of inventory.

Chloe had wandered in here many times, never knew that her actions were being recorded.

It’s empty, the lights flickering on with her step, another small spell activating motion sensors. Inside, the strip of magic spools in one corner, like a pet in a dog bed, overwhelmingly content.

“Weird,” she murmurs, though the hairs on the back of her neck prickle at the possibilities.

She can see magic itself now. How much will that help her, how much will it reveal, how much will she be able to discern from it, how much—

“So you got the ‘can’t sleep’ side effect.”

Chloe startles, spinning around, and without making a sound, somehow Alette’s Wight boyfriend is standing there, casting shadows and everything.

“That’s a known thing?” Chloe asks, when it becomes clear he’s just standing there observing her.

“That we know, at least four of the resurrected people go through a period of insomnia,” he replies, and he’s inhumanly still. “We figured you would, Alette and Axel thought someone should stay up for you.”

Hesitant, as if she is a bug under a glass, Chloe grabs a water bottle from the fridge, gingerly sitting on one of the kitchen chairs.

Another small notification spell. Like they had to track how often people sat down.

“Have you just been here the entire time?” Chloe asks, after another long silence.

“I’ve been in and out,” he replies neutrally, and Chloe gets a sudden shock of memory of Ambra complaining at how cryptic Wights are. “I try not to intrude on private conversations with those who can’t see me.”

“Cool,” Chloe says, still a bit wigged. “Well, I’m wide awake, no doubt about that.”

He nods, then pulls out a chair and sits in it across from her, and now Chloe wants to know if every chair has the same notification spell, the same surveillance.

“You don’t have to sit up with me, I’m definitely okay without that,” Chloe continues, as the silence stretches on and twists into awkwardness. “I’m gonna leave tomorrow so I’ll be out of your hair, don’t worry—”

The Wight tilts his head, and she falls silent, like she’s been scolded.

“You don’t want to stay and be monitored for a few days?” His words aren’t judgy, but Chloe has to stop herself from bristling. “Don’t you think that would be wise?”

And he’s probably correct, but she wouldn’t want to really sit here and think too hard about what exactly had happened, not when her best friend is angry at her and everyone else is treating her like she’s made out of a particularly fragile sort of glass.

“Eh,” she replies, shrugging with more casualness than she’s feeling. “Wise doesn’t really factor into things. I have flights to catch, hotels to check into, things to hunt down.”

“What would you want the spirit fox for, anyways?”

She stares, somewhat mutinously, over at the Wight. “She’s my friend.”

“She’s also a source of power,” he says, almost severely, and Chloe’s suddenly reminded of being a preteen and new to the entire college. “People have killed and will kill to lay their hands on her.”

“And maybe if she’s with me,” Chloe starts, and being lectured only brings out the petulance in her, “then I can stop people from draining her over and over again.”

The Wight’s very creepy blue eyes—seriously how does Alette do it—just watch her for a long second. “And if she doesn’t want to be with you?”

It’s a possibility. Her friend is barely sentient, more cat-like than human intelligence, and if it wasn’t for a trick of nature, she would be more akin to a wild animal, avoiding humanity and dwelling outside.

But when Chloe was young, right when Chloe needed saving, her friend curled up next to her, fur bristling with warmth, and kept her company in that long cold darkness she should have died in. Followed her out, padding softly, when a rescue came, before being captive instead.

And Chloe can’t let that happen again.

“Then I’d let her go free,” Chloe says, slowly, after a long moment of just being watched. “But at least she wouldn’t be drained anymore.”

Again, the expression that people think she’s being ever so slightly foolish.

She hates that expression.
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She doesn’t sleep, instead substituting rest with caffeine in a way she hasn’t done since her early twenties, and by the time the sun rises she’s scrolling through the airline websites, puzzling over the best way to hop a border a few times with her best approximation of a passport.

Sure, she could be a genius at breaking traps and picking locks, but passports are complicated for a reason, and fooling scanners is a lot harder than fooling people.

“You shouldn’t do that.”

Chloe jumps at the voice, at the split familiar tone of Ambra and the odd growl underneath, and twisting to look back at her just triggers another small jump.

“I’m scrolling the internet,” Chloe says, clutching her phone to her chest, like she had been caught cheating on a test.

Her eyes drag with each blink, but her mind fizzes with the caffeine, entirely too awake and too tired to have a conversation.

“I mean leave without talking to people,” Ambra remarks, passing her and pulling out a bag of candy from a drawer—some of the spicy candy, the type she leaves in almost every room.

Candy’s not a great breakfast, but Chloe’s not going to quibble as long as Ambra’s actually eating. Let Gurlien worry about nutrition.

“I wasn’t,” Chloe lies, and Ambra raises an eyebrow at her. Even with the double appearance, even with the shadow self-overlayed, her expressions are still the same, and it’s a small comfort. “I was at least going to say something.”

Ambra has the temerity to roll her eyes, a hilariously human expression. “You have your bags packed?”

“Yeah.” It had been easy to do so, after running from the cabin. She can obtain clothing, make more out of things that most would throw away, and alchemy the rest.

Her research takes up the majority of the bag, anyways.

“I’ll teleport you to your drop site if you go talk to Gurlien right now.”

Somewhere in the last few months, with Ambra integrating into their little circle, she learned the truly annoying fact that she can bribe people with the use of her powers to do things she wants. Gurlien finds it charming, apparently, and everyone else is torn between amusement and irritation.

“Right now?” Chloe asks, glancing at the clock. “There’s no way he’s awake…”

“He is,” Ambra interrupts, narrowing her eyes at Chloe. “Was your theory successful? Yes. Did it cause him a non-insubstantial amount of terror and upset? Also yes. Talk to him so he’s not upset for however long you’re gone with this research of yours.”

Chloe opens her mouth to say something, but Ambra preempts her.

“And you know he’d be pissed if you didn’t,” Ambra continues. “And teleportation will be the fastest way for you to get there with the least amount of risk.”

She’s right, of course, so Chloe shrugs, rubbing her forehead, as if that could chase the exhaustion away.
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Gurlien doesn’t answer the door to her knock, and Ambra rolls her eyes and opens it for Chloe anyways.

“Please talk,” Ambra says, still clutching the bag of candy and pushing past them standing in the little space that passes for a living room for them, before she disappears into the small bedroom Gurlien and her share.

Gurlien scowls at her back, and Chloe’s known him long enough to recognize a defensive scowl instead of a real one.

Chance the cat, tightly curled up in his favorite pile of blankets, opens one green eye to stare at Chloe, before closing it again. Because she barely gets any sort of acknowledgement from the cat she helped save anymore.

“You’re not gonna convince me not to go,” Chloe starts. “You cannot begin to convince me—”

“Obviously,” Gurlien snips.

“And I know you disapprove of my ‘methods,’” Chloe can’t resist using the quotation marks, “but I’m fine, I’m okay, and I’ll be okay.”

“Will you?” he shoots back, then scowls at her, this one a real scowl, before he crosses his arms. “Or are you going to continue to just take risks like that without any thought of what happens if it goes wrong?”

“It’s not gonna go wrong,” Chloe says. “Necromancy is a single occurrence magic, you know that. It’s not something that has to be sustained or can revert. And now that I’ve done that, I don’t have to again, the risk is over.”

“No, you’re just going into a place where you are gonna take more risks and be around unknown demons,” Gurlien says, his voice rising, like his actual-demon girlfriend isn’t just in the other room and could likely hear everything they say. “They’re not all nice, and if something happens to you out there, you’re not gonna have the multiple backup Necromancers to save you!”

“What, would it help if I keep a tracker on me so you could find me if something does?” Chloe says, then squeezes her eyes shut, frustration and lack of sleep warring in her brain to produce a truly horrendous headache. “I’ll take the gun, I’ll have my full combat kit. I broke out of prison. I can go dive into some tombs and find…”

She trails off, and the silence is truly horrible. Chance lifts his head to glance at them, like the lack of noise alarmed the cat as well.

“You really think you’ll find what you’re looking for?” Gurlien asks, voice quiet.

And in that ask are all the rough days they spent on the run. The days when Gurlien barely knew what to make of himself and Chloe was just trying to find something, anything, she could do to help anyone.

All the days when they argued and fought and collaborated and tossed around theories and ideas of how to find her research again, how to get his powers back, how to survive outside of the framework they both grew up in.

“I wouldn’t do all this if I didn’t,” Chloe replies, aiming for surly and missing it. “Gurlien, I have my research. I have actual starting places. I can now see and therefore counter my biggest risk. I can’t not go.”

“Right,” he mutters, before his face pinches off. “Right.”
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After that debacle, Chloe declines to bother to say goodbye to anyone else and Ambra stays true to her word, studying the coordinates in her little notebook before gripping Chloe by the arm and teleporting her with a jerk.

Chloe stumbles into the snow—it’s not her first time getting teleported by a demon but it’s still not very comfortable—before shuddering in the immediate, sudden cold.

Icy wind blasts through her meager jacket, and even Ambra ducks her head, sheltering her eyes.

Chloe ties on her bright orange scarf, a thin little strip of fabric that does little for warmth.

The wind howls in the trees high above them, snow whipping through the branches and flinging sharp against Chloe’s cheeks. Despite the time of day, despite the sun that must be risen behind the clouds, the entire world blurs in shades of grey and white.

With a muttered curse, Ambra flings up her hands, twisting up magic and flaring it around them, bright and vicious, until a buffer blasts up around them, stopping the scraping ice and cutting wind.

It warps, brutal red and black, and the actions are familiar to Chloe, even if the visible result isn’t.

“Well, this is awful,” Chloe says brightly, taking a few moments to blink the snow away from her eyes. Her research tells of a trap door, hidden against the forest floor, leading her to her first aim, but it’s probably under a good foot and a half of snow. “Thanks?”

Ambra frowns, not at her, then jerks her head. “Look.”

With each gesture, there’s a small physical component, and Ambra must be eternally gesturing with magic, unseen by everyone.

Where she points, however, is the barest hint of a warping black indicator, almost blended in with the shadows from the deep trees.

“That,” Ambra starts, as if there’s a foul taste in her mouth, “is a demon illusion spell.”

The hairs on the back of Chloe’s neck raise, despite the relative warmth of the little buffer Ambra crafted for them.

Illusion spells Chloe can tear down, as long as she knows they’re there.

She confidently steps forward, letting her fingers drag into the snow, twisting it up and shifting it around until it forms into the counter spell.

The thing about Alchemy is it’s fundamentally different from spell weaving. Spell weaving is all about intention, all about feeling the world around oneself and tugging at the threads to do your will.

Alchemy is all about what is around you and what you can do with it. Everything can be turned into something else, and every spell can be studied, and every spell can have its exact opposite molded from the environment around it.

Trap work like this sings in Chloe’s blood.

Ambra points to the edge, where the indistinct edge blurs into the snow, where a barb is hidden away, ready to snap at someone who’s unaware.

Chloe nods and despite the exhaustion, despite the caffeine still buzzing around her brain, a smile breaks over her face.

“That’s recent,” Ambra says, barely audible behind the rushing in Chloe’s ears, the excitement in her veins. “Last few days.”

More adrenaline trickles into Chloe’s spine. “Fresh trail is good.”

Letting the air around her tug out of focus, letting the snow and the wind and noise fall away, Chloe disarms the counterattack first, leaving the barb limp and useless against the snow. It’s easy, barely giving her any trouble, as its strength lay in the fact that most humans can’t see demon magic, and whoever this demon is, they didn’t expect one of their own kind to follow them down.

Ambra hisses out a breath but shakes her head when Chloe glances back. Not anything dangerous, then.

“We should go back,” Ambra says, and her eyes are red, vividly so, even among the wind and the snow. “You should train more. Get used to what you can see now.”

Chloe’s had enough training in her life and enough restrictions stopping her. “I’m good.”

Ambra evaluates her, in that too still way of hers, but the double outline of her shifts, like her very nature disagrees with the lack of motion.

“If I hadn’t seen you in Toronto, I would teleport you back, no matter what you’d say,” Ambra says quietly, then nods to the illusion spell as Chloe unravels it with a snap. “Careful with this one, there’s something familiar about it.”

That, out of everything else, causes Chloe to pause. “Did you know them? This demon person?”

Ambra favors her with another almost glare, which is way more terrifying with the double self visible. “Don’t get killed, I don’t want to deal with everyone’s emotions.”

“Fair,” Chloe says, then surveys her work.

The ground underneath the illusion spell is cleared, not a hint of ice or frost, and if someone unaware had stepped into it without knowing they would have broken an ankle. Instead, dead moss lays damp against the dark earth, decaying leaves tossed around, all rather wet.

And the barest hint of a wooden door in the floor, propped open with a stone, water dripping off the boards.

“Gotcha,” Chloe says, before a spike of awareness snaps through her back and she twirls.

Just in time to see Ambra gather her power among herself and teleport away.

Leaving Chloe alone.

“Right,” Chloe says, unnerved, before she steps down into the barren patch of dirt. Magic swirls up against her ankles, like it’s seeking out her skin, before settling down again amongst the dead leaves.

The cut into the snow is precise, the edges of it melted into more of a slick ice against the illusion spell, and Chloe tugs off her glove to touch the surface.

It’s almost damp, like the part bumping against the spell are constantly melting and refreezing, which has interesting implications to a constant export of energy of demons. Ambra hadn’t said anything, but if Chloe had to guess, Ambra didn’t really think it needed remarking on.

But she can’t muse about that, not when there’s a trap door in the middle of the forest floor, leading her to her goals.

Testing the edge of the wooden door with her steel-toed boots, no magic sparks up there, giving her the base reaction of completely boring, completely dead wood, so she uses her boot to kick it up, revealing a pristine metal ladder, not a trace of rust or frost on it.

It’s a short, maybe six-foot ladder, leading to a clean-cut stone floor beneath.

“Neat,” Chloe mutters, then tests the first rung on the ladder. One hundred percent inert, nothing special about it, and it’d be easy for her to mold into a weapon if she needs it.

Always good to have.

Before she can further question herself, she hoists herself over the edge of the trap door, stepping down onto the ladder, careful to prop the door back open how she found it. She’s been in enough tombs underground to know to always leave an easy and obvious air source open.

It blocks most of the filtered light through the snow, stretching the shadows long, so by the time Chloe steps a foot onto the hewn stone floor, everything is dim, lacking details.

Except for the traces of magic. Power. Demon residue. Whatever.

It warps along the hallway in front of her, glowing darkly red against the wall, like the demon had trailed their fingers along the uneven stone while they walked. Not someone terribly concerned about leaving a trace, or that anyone would follow behind and see it.

And Chloe knows, she knows, that going to find her friend would lead her close to demons, all of them obsessed with the power innate, but still her skin crawls with how obvious it is.

There’s one thing to intellectually know, it’s another to see it.

Chloe pats the gun in its holster on her hip, then pulls out the single rechargeable battery from her pocket.

Some alchemists can easily transform biological matter; some alchemists can change their own faces, but Chloe? Give her a battery, give her a stone, give her a lock, and she can twist it to her will.

Rolling it in between her fingers, she clicks it into place, into the familiar shape of a small pen light.

After she had discovered her abilities as a pre-teen, she took it on herself to study everything she could possibly want to transform, and flashlights were easy to dissect and pull apart and understand.

She ruined quite a few computers dissecting before she truly understood them.

The pen light shakes in her hand, sparking against her palm, before it flicks on, illuminating the hallway.

The floor is neatly hewn stone, as even as you can get without power tools, and ancient. The age of it seeps into her feet, the echoes of people long lost, and all the potential therein.

If needed, she could change it.

It’s the same sensation she got in ancient churches in Europe, in long forgotten ruins in South America, and the echoes of old trapping cabins in the forests of the Pacific Northwest. That if needed, all it would take is a thought and she could change the very land she stands on.

Despite herself, her face splits into a grin.

The walls were carved with less care, rough and pockmarked with time but meticulously cleaned. Or kept clean with some magic, some automatic buffer from dust, keeping the ages of time away.

It’s been ages since Chloe’s been somewhere this old.

“Oh, this is great,” she murmurs, letting her fingertips rest against the stone. It’s granite, deep and black, close enough in molecular structure that she could do so much with it.

Her words echo around her, and the magic left by the demon flutters in the noise. Like it’s affected by sound waves, which is another level of interesting, if she’s being honest with herself.

But she’s not here for study, she’s here for clues.

So she steps forward, marveling at the age, but keeps the pen light loosely in her left hand, resting her right on the gun.

There’s a fire spell, cleanly written on the wall, and Chloe skirts around it. Sure, she could probably break it, she’s literally built to destroy such securities, but…

The first time she ever broke a fire spell, she burnt her fingertips so badly it took her months before she could pick a lock again.

Her phone beeps, startling her into a jump.

DELINA (8:03 AM): Wait, did you already leave?

Apparently, she gets signal underground, in the middle of the Northwestern Canadian Forest.

Not wanting to answer, she shoves the phone back into her pocket, silencing it with a flick of her hand. If needed, she can use it as a backup flashlight, but she doesn’t need it adding to any alarms she could be tripping.

Her research reports that her friend was once held in a cage, three floors down into the permafrost, where the cold was just as much a defense as it was a fact of nature.

Does she believe her friend is still there? No. But even a glimpse of the trail can reignite it for her, show her where’s next.

Hollowed out caves pocket the walls, all empty but for dust and the skeletons of old furniture, and Chloe still flickers the pen light into each of them. No sign of her friend, no sign of any other magic signature, and the demon trace continues right on by.

Chloe doesn’t want to rely on a trail left by an unknown demon, but it says something in how single-minded they are, that they’re not distracted by things others would have stopped and investigated.

The rooms are mostly remnants of a hidden office, a place that required a bureaucracy to exist, abandoned for at least a year.

Sure enough, according to her research, at the end of the first hallway, another metal ladder leans out of another trap door, and the trace of demon trails down it, small shimmering marks of where hands gripped the rungs.

Which, according to what she’s gleaned from Ambra in the last few weeks, means the demon is in a physical body. A dead body, but a physical body.

Which means it’ll be easier to communicate with, if needed.

Chloe pats the gun on her hip again, then grips the penlight in her teeth and descends, the rungs of the metal sharply cold against her hands. It creaks, ominously so, but holds her weight as she clings to it.

The next layer is even colder, even darker, and the floor even rougher, like everyone had spent most of the energy on the first floor, where more people would stay.

Dust billows around her feet when she lands on the floor, and a single line of footsteps, glimmering with red, stretch down the hallway.

She tugs the scarf over her mouth against the dust, breathing through the neon orange fabric.

So not only is it just her and the demon, she’s the second person to make this trip in ages. Which suggests that her friend was moved long ago, of course, but not that it’d be so bereft of clues that she can’t find anything.

It also means that this is a new place. A new place without secure enough coordinates that a demon wouldn’t feel comfortable teleporting into—or couldn’t. Which is another interesting bit of information.

Her phone buzzes in her pocket, despite now being two floors underground, but she ignores it.

The demon’s footsteps pause at another little alcove, as if they scuffled their feet before continuing on, so Ambra hesitates there, tries to see what they see.

There’s a whisper of a different trace of power, crackling and human, like someone sat there and expelled a shit ton of magic, but all that remains is a rib cage, still white and still glistening.

Whatever happened there, they took the skull with them.

“Neat,” Chloe whispers again despite herself. Delina would be able to tell her how long it had been, how exactly the person died, what killed them, but now it’s just a haze of mystery. Sure, she could approximate, given her knowledge of bones and the lack of dust on them, that it was most likely within the last year, but beyond that…

That this underground bunker became a different sort of tomb to someone.

By nature of her inquisitiveness and her specialties, Chloe’s seen a number of dead bodies in her explorations, but rarely are they without the skulls. Rarely are they at a place with so much power expelled, and rarely are they with no trace of anyone else.

“Alright,” Chloe whispers, giving the mysterious dead a small nod, before continuing to follow the footsteps down the hallway.

The walls narrow, almost imperceptibly, as if focusing her in one direction, squeezing the flow of humanity towards a single goal, and her pen light casts deeper and deeper shadows against the rough stone, before Chloe almost steps into a trap, disguised by the dust.

The hair on the back of her neck raises, sudden, and Chloe stills, letting only her eyes move. The demon’s footsteps confidently stride right through, but the barest hints of the runes Chloe can see suggest pain, suffering, and madness.

Bit of an unusual one.

Chloe crouches next to it, thumping the penlight against her leg, spending the little bit of energy to brighten its beam, widening the light it casts, until she can set it on the ground and it illuminates the entire thing, casting it in a sterile white glow.

The trap is written in blood, and Chloe takes a lockpick from her pack and scrapes away at the edge. It crumbles where the metal meets, breaking into flakes like a peeling scab.

Roughly the same age as the rib cage, if she had to guess. Old enough to start decaying, new enough that it could still cause harm.

On the other side of it, something…ripples.

Chloe snaps her eyes up, but it’s just more of the hallway, of the rough-hewn granite and the dust on the ground. There’s not even more alcoves, just the single line of footsteps before another wooden trap door.

With an eye up to the hallway, Chloe scrapes away another edge of the blood, and there’s the same shimmer, a rippling of the air, like something trying to be seen but failing. Like the trap is hiding something besides just the pathway on.

Shifting herself so her feet don’t cramp, Chloe takes a deep breath in, then lays a hand on the top of the trap, flaring it to life.

Immediately, pain sears through her palm, but she anticipated that, most traps do, and she twists her hand in the magic along the blood, unraveling it with a snap.

It flares, bright in the darkness, before snuffing out, rendering the trap into flakes of dried blood, useless and inert.

Shaking her hand, Chloe sits back, her heart pounding. She’s dealt with meaner traps, she’s laid meaner traps, but—

The other side of the hall blooms into brightness, golden runes carved into the very stones, lighting the way, chasing away any hint of shadows. The floor is clean, no dust, though the footsteps still stretch to the trap door.

It’s been a while since Chloe’s seen an illusion spell quite like that, and it sets all of her internal alarms off the moment she sees them.

Well-lit areas are the quickest way to set someone at ease, to lull them into complacency in risky areas, and she’s fallen for that trap before.

And there’s no reason for it to be so nice down here.

Chloe shifts, getting her feet underneath herself, then stands, as smoothly as she can. There’s no additional clue, nothing showing itself as evidence, just…brightness.

In a sane world, one where she is traveling with people and has backup and others around, this would be less risky.

But the trap in front of her lays dead, the only remnant the dried blood and the stinging in her palm.

Tugging her phone out of her pocket, she takes a quick picture, then flips over to her text messages.

GURLIEN (8:59 AM): Leaving before telling everyone else is a cowardly move.

He’s not wrong, but she huffs anyways.

CHLOE (9:01 AM): Just came across a pain trap written in blood that revealed a brightly lit corridor 2 stories underground.

Such an obvious thing is worth sending an alert for.

GURLIEN (9:01 AM): ???

CHLOE (9:02 AM): It’s maximumly spooky.

The three dots start typing up before something else flickers in the hallway in front of her.

Freezing, Chloe blinks up, her heart jumping in her throat. Sure, her heart had stopped not twenty-four hours before, but now—

On the other side of the blood trap, stands a man.

No.

Stands…something else.

Her mind shies away from it. Sure, there’s a generically handsome face, taller than her, and dark hair, but beneath the face, beneath the skin, something shifts. Something darker, something more sinister, something…

Something much worse than Ambra appeared to be.

Power swirls around them, more than she’s ever seen, incomprehensibly more. Massively more.

She thought she’s seen demon power, what with Ambra and Maison. But this is…utterly more.

There’s a strange magnetism, in the shifting double face, one that immediately draws her eyes up to him. A handsomeness, almost completely obscured by the human form, despite all the terror it should inspire.

If she saw that face first instead of the human one, she might somehow be less afraid.

The brow furrows, and Chloe takes a step back, her feet moving beyond her control, her boots sliding in the dust on the floor.

Because the dust is still in place on her side.

The being’s eyes flicker from the phone in her hand to the lockpick in the other, and then to the gun at her hip.

“No,” they murmur, the voice low. “I don’t think so.”

Between one moment and the next, the demon flickers to in front of her, and she flings her hands in front of her face, some instinctive shield, before—

A finger, real and physical as anything else, presses against her forehead, and all Chloe’s dimly aware of is her knees buckling and her head going light.
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Chloe blinks her eyes open and the only thing she can see is a skull.

It’s laying on the ground, half propped against the granite wall, the bright light chasing shadows in the eye socket, deepening the orbital lobe. The teeth are all there, near as Chloe could tell, and as she blinks at it, her eyelashes stick together.

What?

With the dark granite, the skull, and the soft, dull ache in Chloe’s head, she should…

She bolts upright, and her head swims, blurring the hallway around her, and for a split second the bright lights slam off, dust coating the ground once more, before Chloe inhales and the lights settle back on.

Right. An illusion spell. That apparently she can see through, but—

The demon.

Chloe stills, her head still aching, but the lights stay on, the dust gone, and there’s nobody else in the narrow hallway.

Her palm stings from the trap, which means it’s been less than four hours since she unraveled it, but there’s no trace of blood flakes on the floor.

But the trap door is still open, and the trace of demon footsteps lead down to it again.

Like the demon popped up, knocked her out, then returned down the ladder.

And left a skull for her to look at.

“Ooookay,” Chloe breathes, and standing up sounds like very much not a good idea, so she scoots until her back can lean against the wall, her heart pounding.

The shadows in the skull's orbital socket seem to follow her movement, another little surveillance.

Chloe squeezes her eyes shut, resting her head against the wall, and her blood fizzes through her body. So whatever demon she encountered left her here, rather untouched besides a small headache, and is almost certainly still in the compound. Probably a floor or so deeper, if her guess is correct about the location.

If that’s what the demon is after.

It’s hard for her to think that there’d be anything else kept in a place like this. Even though she knows these carved away hideouts are usually multipurpose, nothing in her research would indicate that there was anything that a demon would be interested in. Some paperwork, some prisoners, but not…not anything significant.

Chloe’s hand moves to her bag, tugging out a Five-Hour Energy and strip of fruit leather. She doesn’t feel low on power, but she definitely feels odd.

That little knockout is the first time she’s slept since she was brought back.

She hesitates halfway through tearing the plastic around the five-hour energy shot, then scrambles to grab her phone.

It’s full of blinking messages. And it’s been three and a half hours since she last checked it, giving her a good timeline for how long her impromptu nap took away from her.

DELINA (9:18 AM): What exactly is creepy?

DELINA (10:01 AM): Okay, you saying that and then not responding is bullshit.

MAISON (10:25 AM): Human illusion or Demon, can you tell?

DELINA (10:39 AM): I can tell you’re still alive, but this isn’t cool.

Chloe sighs, letting her eyes flicker to the skull, then back to the phone and the people she owes emotional answers to.

CHLOE (12:58 PM): Sorry, phone lost contact. I’m roughly 50 feet underground, so it was bound to happen.

It’s better than saying she got knocked out by a demon and left with a skull. They’ll worry less.

DELINA (1:00 PM): I thought you got Axel to walk you through how to get always-signal?

CHLOE (1:01 PM): Turns out there are limitations.

Again, another kind little lie, but she shoves her phone into her pocket once again, downing the energy shot and scarfing down the too-sweet fruit leather.

Everything inside of her tingles with something between excitement and fear.

Careful, she taps the pen light in her hand again, flicking back over to a battery, and it cooperates, easy as anything in her palm. No loss of ability, no loss of dexterity, no other side effects.

So she digs out her trustworthy bottle of ibuprofen from her bag, popping a headache dose, and pushes herself up to standing.

And doesn’t wobble.

Still, the eye sockets from the skull seem to follow her, too perceptive.

Impulsive, she snaps a picture of it, sending it to Delina. If nothing else, bones should entertain a Necromancer and get her off her back.

It sends without any issue.

DELINA (1:07 PM): What happened to no signal?

Fuck.

CHLOE (1:08 PM): Sent that a while go, must’ve just connected.

And with one last look to the skull, which has of course remained in place, she strides through the patch of light and to the next ladder.

There’s a lock, pristine and open, hanging on the trap door.

Figures someone would have done the one fun part of all of this and open the only lock she’s seen in the place.

The demon’s footsteps down are far fresher than before, and the bright light continues down, though the hallway takes a sharp turn, obstructing her view further.

The ground is even rougher, catching against her boots, almost tripping her up. The walls are pure chipped stone, devoid of any telltale smoothness or magical residue.

This floor was done by hand. It was done by hand and without any power tools or magical guidance. It slopes downward, almost precarious, like the very earth beneath her feet has sunk over the years, deepening her towards the core with every breath.

And despite the lack of wires or lightbulbs, it’s brightly lit with the tang of demon magic.

“Neat,” she whispers, and her voice lingers in the air, echoing tinny through the twists and turns.

She’s not one to avoid using a magical spell that convenient.

The twists and turns obscure her view, and every corner is an opportunity for a trap, but none come. No blood against the floor, no spray paint or chalk, no lines of magic for her to sweep away and break.

Almost a letdown. It should be more difficult; it should be more of a challenge. If all she needed to get the next trace is her friend is one trap, then she should’ve been able to get her sooner.

That’s a lie, of course, the sort of internal guilt trip Chloe berates herself for having as she steps over a particularly rough chunk of floor. It was impossible to get this far without her research, she can’t be kicking herself for being kneecapped for so long.

And her friend won’t be here, she has to stop hoping so strongly, this is a stop on the way to find more clues.

If she thinks her friend will be around every corner, she’ll just be disappointed for her entire life.

Dust collects in every crevice, every dip in the floor, every crack in the walls. If it wasn’t for the glistening footsteps—now two of them, where they obviously walked back to knock her out.

Interesting that they’re not just teleporting anywhere. If living next door to Ambra has taught Chloe anything, it’s that any distance for teleporting is more convenient than walking anywhere.

And then…

Chloe turns another corner in the winding, sloping hallway, and the barest scrape of sound trickles into her ears.

She freezes mid-step.

It’s the soft scuffle of someone pacing, closer than she thinks, still behind a corner or two, judging by the muffled tone.

And if she can hear them, they can hear her.

For a split second she hesitates, torn between the want for knowledge and the want to really not catch a demon by surprise. Sure, she can sneak up, but that sounds like a rather bad idea, and if the demon didn’t kill her the last time…

“Hello?” she calls out, her voice higher pitched than she wants, and the footsteps abruptly stop.

There’s no call back.

“I don’t want to surprise you,” she says, this time more confident, though her heart pounds in her throat. “Please don’t knock me out again.”

Nothing.

Breathing out softly, like that would make this any safer, she steps back out, curving around the corner, then the next, to the sudden lack of sound that sends the hair on the back of her neck raising.

Until…

She steps over some invisible barrier, and a bright flash of gold almost blinds her, before the hallway opens up, the walls disappearing in front of her, spreading out and revealing a laboratory.

Sure, the room is still hewn stone, there’s still dust on the rough ground, but a metal table shines like it’s been polished and chains dangle from the walls.

Chains, each one bespelled to contain, bespelled to restrict something that can disappear.

And in the corner, pressed against the wall like they’re attempting to blend in, is the demon from before. Still in the same generically handsome male body, still with the shifting double face teeming with power.

Chloe freezes again, but he makes no attempt to move.

In his hands is one of the cuffs, clearly broken away from one of the chains, the spell halfway untangled in the exact way Chloe had been planning on doing, sifting through the weight of the information for clues.

Following her gaze, he glances down at it, then back up at her. “There’s only one Necromancer active, and you weren’t raised by her.”

His voice is low, still, raw against her ears, rumbling with barely contained power.

“I’m lucky like that,” Chloe says, almost automatically.

So, demons at large still think there’s just Lyra. Good to know.

His eyes narrow, and the danger of it all spikes fear into Chloe’s gut.

“You can see through my illusion spell,” he starts. “You demolished a trap, and you woke up far too early.”

There’s an odd undercurrent to his words, too similar to when Ambra’s feeling unsure about something for Chloe to discount. Similar to when she builds towards a point she doesn’t know she’s making yet.

“You found this place.” He gestures with the cuff to the room at large. “And you still walked down, even after being knocked out.”

“People say I’m pernicious,” Chloe says, letting her own eyes stray around the room, to the still intact cuffs hanging from the stone walls. There’s a trace of something there, tugging at her, despite the danger in front of her.

“You died recently,” he emphasizes, “and now you’re here.”

“Yeah,” Chloe replies, because he’s not wrong, and if he’s taking the time to monologue at her then she’s probably not in any immediate danger. “Mind if I…” She jerks her thumb towards the still hanging chain.

His brows shoot up.

“Look,” she starts, half desperately, “I don’t want to end up dead—”

“Again,” he interrupts, like he still can’t believe that.

“—and I’m not gonna stop you from doing whatever you’re doing, okay?” She takes a step towards the chain. “You can ignore that I’m here, it’s okay, I’ll be out of here quickly.”

There’s a flash of something, then a shield warps in front of the demon, black and vicious, like he thinks she’s going to attack him.

Chloe raises her hands, the universal signal of not being armed, and his eyes fall to her hip.

To the gun.

“And there’s that,” he says, voice going laconic, like he’s figuring her out.

“Self-defense only,” Chloe says, and her heart pounds.

“And you were touched by another demon on your arm.”

It takes her a second, but that’s exactly where Ambra had grabbed her for the teleport.

“And you’re a…normal alchemist?”

“Yep,” Chloe says, because agreeing with him seems like the smart decision, before taking another step towards the cuffs again. “Just a normal one, nothing special about me.”

Half-turning away from him, she pretends to focus all her attention to the swinging chain, on the spells ensorcelled around it.

Behind her, there’s a sharp intake of breath.

“You’re looking for the spirit fox?” he asks, deeper than before, and goosebumps raise on her arms, beyond her control. “How would you even know of it?”

“She saved my life,” Chloe replies automatically. “I owe it to her.”

She reaches out a single fingertip to the cuff, sending a spark to it, nestling into the cold metal.

There’s an echo of power, an echo of her friend, twisting in the steel, and her heart jumps.

There.

The first concrete hint, the first concrete clue. Her friend had been alive, had been here, sometime in the two years since Chloe was imprisoned and then without her research.

It doesn’t come undone with her initial push of alchemy, obviously guarded against known magics.

Quick, she tugs out her lockpicks, clicking them open with barely any resistance. Whatever spells on it, they weren’t anticipating normal lockpicks.

Another hiss of breath, and the demon hasn’t dropped his shield, hasn’t moved from his place of relative shelter.

Pulling the cuff off of the chain, she sets it gingerly against the steel of the table. It doesn’t react to it, thankfully, so moving slowly she slings off her backpack, setting it on the table next to the cuff.

Her fingertips trace over the cuff—someone else, not just her and the demon, had touched it.

Recently, too.

“Who are you?” the demon demands, as she begins to tease the spells, tease the trace of her friend away from the metal. “Who are you and why the fuck haven’t I heard of you?”

“I keep underground,” Chloe replies, then resists the urge to crack a smile at her own joke.

With a flicker of a glance to him—he’s stock still in the corner—she tugs out a scroll, a precious, coded scroll, unrolling it next to the cuff.

It warms to her touch, as the paper always does, the words glowing briefly on the page, reacting to the trace of magic. Already tracking it, already revealing where her friend went next. Etching the answers in shifting sands, each piece falling into place, narrowing it down.

Another deep breath behind her.

“My name is Chloe,” she says, as brightly as she can, as if she can disarm him with her normal chatter. As if anyone can disarm a demon. “Why are you looking for the spirit fox?”

He remains silent, which isn’t helpful for Chloe’s general stress level, as she stares at the research, teasing out answers. It’s too slow, too lethargic, like it’s been too long.

“The other demon who grabbed me is a friend, you don’t need to worry,” she continues, pulling out a mechanical pencil and her notebook, as the spells continue to unravel, revealing glistening hints of power to her like grains of precious gold at the beach. “She just gave me a teleport over here.”

Nothing. If not for the breathing, she would be alone in the room.

Which is weird, if he’s in a dead body.

And…there. The trace. Pointing to the south and slightly to the east, glistening of something warm and something dry.

Quick, she jots it down, jots down the coordination, picking up her compass, tying the location into it. Tying the next trace as true north.

It spins, the needle wobbling until it points southeast, and she shoves it back into her pocket.

“In general, I don’t react as strongly to most status spells like getting knocked out,” she babbles, as if she could answer his questions one by one. “And don’t be offended by the trap, traps are my specialty, I broke out of the Toronto base—”

A whisper of air, and he’s next to her, teleporting between one moment and the next. She jumps, clenching her fingers around the cuff.

“The Toronto base,” he repeats, suddenly too close, so close she can see the stubble on the body he’s wearing. “You broke out of the Toronto base?”

It is the least believable thing about her, to be fair.

“Yes,” she manages out, clutching the cuff with its precious trace to her chest. “Technically twice, though the second time I was breaking in—”

He slams his hand onto the research, clattering the table and scattering the sand grains of magic, and she flinches.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Chloe?” she whispers, her heart pounding. “My name is Chloe, I’m nobody—”

Slowly, he glances down at where his hand rests against the scroll, where the words flex in the creases of the paper, where the trails of spells from the cuffs still drip down, little visible grains of magic, twisting and swirling against the letters.

And somewhere, beyond the completely irrational fear in his eyes, something close to calculation enters his gaze.

Chloe doesn’t know which one is worse.

He straightens, removing his hand, and grains of magic fall from his motions.

“Where’d you get this?” This time, his voice is controlled, and it’s definitely worse, as panic seeps into Chloe’s stomach.

She scrabbles to roll the scroll up, but between one moment and the next he gently lifts her hand out and teleports her across the room, behind the still standing shield, then teleports himself back over to her research.

“Hey!” Chloe manages out, rushing forward before the hard wall of the shield stops her, cold and yet burning at the same time.

She recoils back from the magic.

He watches her, intent, for a few seconds, before turning towards the scroll, smoothing it out against the steel table. The sand begins to fall back into place, settling back into the familiar motions.

“There’s someone else tracking it, too,” the demon murmurs. “Someone who is quite a few steps ahead of me.”

“Not me,” Chloe says, though her heart pounds. “I just started.”

He slates his eyes down to her scrolls. “I think not.”

She can’t deny that.

“You’ve been at this a while,” he murmurs, tracing a finger between the magic now streaming from the cuff to the paper, translating it. “Beautiful work.”

Chloe’s heart drops. “It’s tied to me, you can’t read it,” she blurts out, and gets a flicker of a disinterested glance her way. “It’ll be useless to you.”

“I don’t think useless is the right word,” he says.

“If the entire college hadn’t been able to translate it away from me, neither will you,” Chloe says, as fast as she can. “Only I can use it, it won’t work for you.”

Ignoring her, he rests the other cuff against the paper, and it sparks anew, a different aspect of the magic, narrowing it down. Distance and resources and…

“Hmm,” he says, and she pushes her hand against the warping shield, but it does nothing. “Well, Chloe the completely normal alchemist, this is definitely helpful.” Deliberate, he rolls the scroll up, properly so, fitting it in the backpack, and his brows raise when his fingers trail on the other scrolls.

All the other scrolls she wrote, some years old, some within the last month as she consolidated everything down, as she dug herself deep into the research once more. The scrolls she risked her life for in Toronto, on the way to get Maison’s mother.

Scrolls she dreamt of, before they broke back in.

“You can’t,” she says, and her voice squeaks.

“Easy,” he murmurs. “I absolutely can.”

He zips up the backpack, such a mundane motion against the barely contained power she can see.

“Why would you want this?” Chloe asks, desperate. “She’s my friend, she saved my life.”

“Power,” he replies simply. “Same thing everyone else who searches for her wants.”

He loops the backpack on his arm, and before Chloe can think twice, she snaps the gun out of its holster.

The demon in front of her stills, raising a brow, and immediately, the fear slams back into his expression.

“Put it down,” Chloe says, and she has no way of knowing if the gun goes through demon shields, though everything would suggest that it does. “I will…I can shoot you.”

A calculation over his eyes, and he shifts the bag and—

Chloe squeezes her eyes shut and fires.

The gun kicks in her hand, abrading her palm, and power swirls in the room, dark.

An intake of breath, and Chloe snaps her eyes open, just in time to see black blood pouring from a wound in the demon's arm, vicious. He staggers back, a stunned expression flickering across his face as he stares down at the physical injury.

“What?” he asks, and his voice wobbles. Like he can’t believe this is happening. Gingerly, he dabs his free hand against the blood, his brows drawing together before he teleports to her, his face carefully blank, and—

A hand closes on her elbow, fast, and she rockets into black.
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Chloe doesn’t so much wake up as she gets forcefully shoved into consciousness, her eyes burning.

For a split second, she’s cozy warm, her favorite blanket pulled up to her neck, her pillow underneath her head. The cabin creaks, like it always does in the wind in the winter, and there’s the faint smell that it’s going to snow outside, barely sifting through her window. She’s repaired that window so many times, alchemy and normal means, but even if she wards it to keep the warmth inside, the fresh scents from outside always leaks into her room.

Her room.

Her eyes pop open, and the familiar sight of the wooden cross beams above her bed meets her. Her favorite jacket—she left it behind—is sloppily hung on the edge of her chair, and…

And all the wards, all the alchemy she’s put into the cabin, is unraveled.

The cabin.

The cabin they evacuated in the middle of the night, back when the college tried to lure out Maison with his mom, before they crossed the county to get her, breaking into Toronto…

…And Maison had said the protections he put around the cabin were taken down.

There’s the sudden moment of terror she knows too well. That she’s going to be stuck here, be handcuffed and a bag over her head, manhandled and thrown back into the prison.

Which prison she couldn’t quite tell, but one of them.

They all end up being somewhat of the same.

Chloe bites back a curse, kicking off her favorite blanket. She’s wearing the entire outfit she got for going underground, sticky to her skin with blood, wholly unsuitable for sleeping—

The sleep spell.

The demon.

Her research.

Her breath hitching, she jerks her head around, searching for the familiar nylon of her backpack, but it’s gone.

In the mirror over her closet door, the blood on her front is black, viciously so, and she gingerly dabs at it with her fingertips.

Because she shot him.

“Oh fuck,” Chloe murmurs, then stills herself, listening.

The cabin is silent, but that never meant anything, Chloe had thoroughly soundproofed it between rooms when she and Gurlien first moved in. Just the creak of the building on a whole made its way in.

Gingerly, Chloe swings her feet over the side of her bed, and someone—the demon?—had removed her shoes, lining them neatly next to the little carpet Chloe thrifted once.

Her skin crawls, and she shudders, the blood cold down her front.

She needs to get out of here, get away from any surveillance on the cabin, needs to…

Needs to get her research back.

Chloe exhales, and her eyes burn again, then she pats her pockets for her phone.

It’s gone, too, of course, along with her orange scarf, and her holster swings empty at her hip.

She has her wallet with three fake IDs and a bank card, a single battery, and two loose lock picks.

And her compass.

Her heart jumps.

She lets her fingertips rest against the compass, still buzzing with magic and a little bit of hope.

So not all is lost.

She exhales, blinking past the sudden tears crowding into her eyes. That even with her research gone, even without the ability to call for help, she can find the next place to go. She won’t have to slink back home, to a group that told her not to go, not empty-handed.

Careful, Chloe stands, avoiding the creaking wooden beam just in case, tiptoeing to her closet. The closet she left behind, with most of her clothes and earthly possessions.

Quickly, she shucks off the bloody shirt, pulling on a warm flannel instead, then grabs an extra backpack from the corner of the closet and shoves as much of her clothing as she can. Grabs her spare locksmith set, the one that didn’t fit into the car, her old broken watch, then the pocketknife that had fallen behind her shoe rack, then an extra pair of shoes.

Out of instinct, even though she doesn’t quite feel out of power, she chugs one of the five-hour energy shots she kept in a box in the closet, so Gurlien didn’t get into them.

It’s awful and warm, but it’ll help if she has to do anything to get out.

Her heart still pounds, and she can’t tell if there’s anyone else in the cabin. The floral curtains are pulled tightly shut, and though it’d be quick to flick them aside and peek out, when they left the college had probably set up motion scanners around and that sort of thing would absolutely trip them.

Gurlien left behind some small items, she knows, but she doesn’t know the state of his room. How much they went through, what they destroyed, all of that.

There are guns in the attic and electronics in the basement, and she has no clue what she can find. What’ll still be there, what she can gather…

What she can run away with.

Careful, she shoves her old clothing into the back of the closet, where hopefully someone won’t find them until she’s long gone, then gently lowers herself onto the floor, just enough so she can see the thin sliver of light from underneath the door.

It’s night outside, that much is obvious, and the blue plastic door to the front still stands on its hinges.

And someone crosses the room, just the shadow of their footsteps making its way to her, before they obviously putter around the kitchen.

Shit.

She briefly squeezes her eyes shut, counts to ten, then opens them again, just in time to see another pair of steps, these ones in combat boots, follow into the kitchen.

So at least two people. Given the unraveling of some of her protections and the relatively untouched status of her mundane items, she doubts it could be anyone but the college. Squatters wouldn’t leave her watch without pawning it off.

She scoots away from the door, glancing up at the window. It’s small, but she’s a tiny person and could easily squeeze through it if necessary, but there’s a drop outside, of course, as this is the side of the cabin that is above the slope, and half off the wall to the basement is above ground.

She could open up the wall near the floor, less of a drop, but way more attention-grabbing for any alarms. She could blast open her door, knock out the two people in the kitchen, stumble down the gravel path in the back until she reached the road, walk the twenty minutes to town, borrow a car…

And it’s all a bit too far-fetched. Too reliant on everything going right. Too reliant on there being no one else watching the cabin or any outside patrols.

She really doesn’t want to cause too much damage to the two people in the kitchen, either. It’s probably a boring assignment, to guard an abandoned cabin, and she doubts that they really want to be there.

And Chloe tries really hard to not kill people who are only there because someone ordered them.

A pair of footsteps pace towards the hallway again, and Chloe lets her hand rest on the soundproofing spell, untwisting it just enough.

“…Ottawa base, just gone,” a female voice says, with the air of someone gossiping. “Wiped off the face of the earth, just a few smoldering bricks.”

“Bullshit,” replied another female voice, this one substantially less interested. The voice paces close to the bedroom, matched with the combat boots.

“No, that’s what they said! First email that loaded once I got a signal!” the first insists, and the second scoffs.

“Before or after the eighteen emails from your boyfriend?” the second asks dryly, and Chloe shuts her eyes out of annoyance. “Or is he still too busy tracking that hot spellweaver?”

“Fuck off,” the first says idly, like this is a common conversation. “He does not think she’s hot.”

“You sure about that?” Combat Boots asks, before the footsteps clatter down the stairs to the basement.

So they found the basement, that’s for sure. All the research, painstakingly left over from the insane Dr. Frisse, now firmly in the college’s hands.

Delina would be furious.

Careful, Chloe pushes herself up to standing, digging out her supply of batteries from the bedside table.

A flash bang to take out one, steal their car, drive away and get to town before they can find her, grab another car, make her way to Bellevue, call her friends, Ambra can teleport her to the next spot…

“But seriously, Ottawa!” the first voice calls back.

“I don’t belieeeeeve you!” the second answers, muffled from the stairs.

By their voices, they could very easily be younger than Chloe, and that hurts, a bit, too. That the college just continued after she left, hurting more people.

And here she’s going to at least cause temporary harm to one of them.

If the demon was gonna knock her out and leave her someplace, why the hell did he have to leave her someplace so difficult to break out of.

Come to think of it, how did he get past the demon circle Chloe carved into the forest floor, back when they were worried about a demon coming in after Delina? Did all the protections get so destroyed that even that was easy?

Quickly, Chloe taps the battery in her hand, elongating it into a bog-standard military flash bang, the sort used by too many police forces across the country. They’re unpleasant, they might get some hearing damage, but they’ll live.

She pulls out another one, flicking it into the shape of a pepper spray canister, and holds that in her other hand. Ambra had laughed at Chloe when she showed her she could do that, back when they were first back in the compound with them and recovering. Gurlien had called her a show-off, which of course she was, but still.

The footsteps tromp back up the staircase, followed by the familiar clatter of scrolls getting dumped on the table.

“Are we still on the g-h shelf?” the first voice asks, plaintive. “Still?”

“Yes,” Combat Boots says wearily.

Oh, so they’re cataloging, as if Chloe and Gurlien hadn’t done so themselves in their first few months here and left behind a detailed description of each shelf. As if they couldn’t trust their documentation.

Careful, Chloe flattens the flash bang until it’s malleable in her hands, then squeezes her eyes shut.

She doesn’t want to do that.

Which only gives her one other choice.

So she straightens, pushing herself up to standing, and plasters a smile on her face.

She’s absolutely talked her way out of worse scenarios. Talked her way out of trouble, convinced people to let her go, convinced people that the college meant more harm than good. If it’s just two people, two already annoyed people, stuck in a cabin with no cell signal and an overwhelming amount of incomprehensible documents to catalog, she can prey on that, convince them the college lied to them—which it has—and get them to let her walk out of here without trailing.

She wouldn’t have lasted this long outside the college system if she couldn’t.

So, giving herself a chance to count to three, she grips her doorknob like she’s done hundreds of times before, and swings the door open.

Immediately, both people jolt up from sitting. Combat Boots—with a sweet round face and two golden needles in her hands—almost snaps to attention, her back ramrod straight, so close to fear. The first voice—who looks like she’s barely twenty, she still has acne—has loups over both eyes, a hunch in her shoulders, and one hand grips one of the scrolls.

“Hi!” Chloe says suddenly, and Combat Boots gapes at her, her mouth open. “There’s actually a full and complete catalog in the Z section, you don’t have to do everything.”

The first one recovers first. “Who are you?” she says, and she taps her hand on the scroll, her fingertips grazing a pencil, and it transforms into a knife, stiletto sharp, like she thinks Chloe won’t notice.

“Well,” Chloe says, and Combat Boots obviously glances past her to check out the room she just left, like she’s expecting more people to appear. “My name is Traci, I lived here for a bit,” she says, then gives them the biggest smile she can muster. “Don’t mind me, I’m just passing through, but thought you’d want the tip!”

If she confuses them, they’re far less likely to act.

“Wha—” the first says, before Combat Boots rocks back, like she put things together.

But Chloe doesn’t really give them a chance to put the conclusion into action, swinging on her old backpack and tromping out of her room, like it’s the most normal action she can take.

“Why are you here?” the first says, and she’s so young, so incredibly young, and she grips the new knife as if it can save her. “Nobody was here, nobody can get in, how…”

“Don’t mind me,” Chloe repeats, then, to act as normally as she can, swipes one of the power bars from the kitchen counter, like she would if it’s any other day. “I left all the windows unwarded, super easy to climb in.”

It’s a misdirect, but better than giving them something else.

“Is that blood?” Combat Boots asks in sotto voice, like Chloe couldn’t hear her. “Why is it black?”

And at first, the youth barely old enough to graduate, stands, slow, the knife in her hand.

“Was there a demon here?” she asks, and her voice wobbles. “Gracie, step back, that’s demon blood.”

As if she could compel the answer out of her, she points the stiletto at Chloe.

“You lived here?” she asks, and Chloe flattens the flash bang even more in her hand, like it’s made of putty. “You’re a terrorist, you’re the reason why Toronto fell.”

“No, the people in Toronto were that lawyer asshole and the Half Demon guy,” Combat Boots shoots back, but her brows are furrowed all the same.

Figures that Chloe could literally take down a base and people wouldn’t remember her.

“Don’t mind me!” she repeats.

Combat Boots takes a step back, like Chloe’s something to be feared, before she loops magic into the two needles, strips of magic that will bound, wrap around wrists, and keep her in place.

An action meant to arrest someone.

Chloe’s stomach drops, her breath catching in her throat as she stares at the strips of magic. She wanted it, she wanted the peaceful solution, without harming these people so young they’re practically children.

“You let all those monsters out,” the first continues. “You’re the one who killed Nalissa—”

“That’s an exaggeration,” Chloe says. “I had nothing to do with Nalissa…”

And before she can stop herself, before she can hold back her hands and try to speak more, Chloe tosses the flash bang onto the table with the scrolls, then claps her hands over her ears and spins in the other direction, squeezing her eyes shut.

“Wha—” Combat Boots starts, just in time for a thundercap to crash over the cabin.

Even through her eyelids, light flashes, so bright it burns red, and the blast almost knocks Chloe back.

But she doesn’t have time to react. Doesn’t have time to check to see if the barely-adults are okay, doesn’t have time to make sure that Combat Boots drops the magic meant to arrest her, doesn’t have time for anything but running.

And Chloe knows the footprint of the cabin by heart, from late nights pacing across the floor to debates with Delina to measuring every aspect for remodels, so without opening her eyes she sprints, throwing her shoulder into the blue plastic door that she made herself, and throwing it open.

Outside, grimy snow blows past the dim lights from the cabin, before disappearing into the dark of the forest night. Screams echo through the trees, and there’s a single jeep, shining bright with barely disguised wards, primed to explode if someone unapproved tried to activate it.

Which sucks, but Chloe pivots, plunging along the gravel path of the cabin, deeper into the forest by the side. She can stumble through the pathway, it intersects with another road, follow it to the town, break into an unprotected car, and—

She shakes her coat around herself, thickening it with a flash of her alchemy, and grabs the battery in her pocket, transforming it into the flashlight with barely a click.

It’s the same pathway she once brought Delina down to practice shielding, back when Delina could barely grasp her power and both Gurlien and Chloe had been terrified that Maison would turn them in. It’s the same direction of the first bunker Chloe ever found in the woods, the first time she broke into anything in the state, and the first time since fleeing the college that she felt she could actually practice.

But she keeps the flashlight tucked against the palm of her hand, as the door clatters back open behind her and one of them staggers out.

Impressive, most people don’t recover from her flashbangs nearly that fast.

Chloe plunges among the trees, keeping herself low, deep into the smudged line between the snow and the blackberry brambles. The thorns, long ago stripped of any leaves that would soften them, catch on to her coat and her hair around her throat.

Unconsciously, she lifts a hand to her neck. Her little orange handkerchief is gone too. She’s had it for ages.

“Motherfucker,” Chloe whispers. Demon took that, too.

Or, more likely, it fell off somewhere in their battle, somewhere between her shooting the gun and getting his blood all over herself and him knocking her out for the second time in two hours.

For some reason, it hurts more than the gun. She can replace the gun, she can’t replace a piece of cloth she’s had since she broke out.

Combat Boots swings a flashlight—a real one, not an alchemied one—around the trees, and Chloe ducks her head even further. She can be sentimental about items later.

“Where’d she go?” the first voice says, almost high pitched. “What the hell was that, where’d she go?”

“She can’t vanish, don’t get panicky,” Combat Boots replies. “Make something useful and search for her.”

Chloe hunches herself into the bramble, sending a tendril of her magic to change the color of the coat, blending in with the branches.

The flashlight sweeps over her, sweeps over the dead branches, focusing right where the old dead bird lay, the one that Delina experimented with only a few short months ago.

Chloe feels like she’s aged years since then.

“Something weird over here,” Combat Boots says, and Chloe squeezes her eyes. At least it’s not at her, at least it’s not focusing on her, she can still go elsewhere once their attention is shifted.

The first voice still has the loops of magic in her hands, vivid even behind Chloe’s eyelids.

She didn’t used to be so fucking sensitive to see magic such as that. Before it was just vague awareness of the abilities not…intimate awareness that the person in front of her, however young and inexperienced she may be, wanted to take her in. Throw her behind bars, imprison her once more.

Fucking demon, dropping her in the most inconvenient place.

The flashlight swings back to the other side of the cabin, nearer to where Chloe would’ve had to climb in through the window. Chloe grits out a breath between her teeth, then slowly, as slowly as she can stand to, starts to creep further into the forest.

It’s less than ideal. It’s so far less than ideal that it hurts her mind to even think about, but she softens the soles of her shoes to the dead branches on the ground, stepping ever so slowly in the direction of the woods.

If she has to call Gurlien and Ambra so soon after failing, after losing her research, she might as well get to someplace safe to do so.

Hearing something, the flashlights slice back through the woods towards her, and she ducks again.

This time, the two people know enough to whisper, and Chloe strains to overhear them, her heart pounding into her throat.

If she had her research, she could use the explosion spells she has already written out, deep in the bag. Rip the little piece of paper and leave it behind, waiting for them to come after her.

Again, though, murder.

The first voice loops more magic out into the woods, a snare, and Chloe’s breath hitches. She can’t, not without her research, not without her friend, she can’t doom herself to more prison, she can’t…

A crunch echoes, all the way across the clearing, and the flashlights swing over towards the driveway instead.

Chloe freezes, the air cool against her unprotected skin, chapping at her lips, as the jeep lights up, all alarms splitting the air, wailing into the cold and blowing snow.

The strip of magic, intended to capture her, flies harmlessly over her head as the spellweaver twists, turning towards the jeep.

The horn wails, too loud to be normal, and there’s the barest hint of a silhouette in the driver's seat, someone turning it on and—

Before she can fully comprehend what’s happening, a small hand closes over her wrist, pulling Chloe upright.

And staring into the face of the child Wight. The one from Toronto. The one next to Ambra in the stasis chambers.

Sure, her hair is a bit better brushed, but the horrified sunken eyes still dominate her face, and her cheeks are still more hollow than not.

But she blinks at Chloe, her face pale, before jerking at her arm again, tugging her up.

Chloe scrambles up, tossing a glance over her shoulder at the jeep, but both the other magicians are approaching it, weapons out.

The small Wight—Stella?—tugs her arm again, so Chloe inhales, then follows, her footsteps faltering, as they plunge deeper into the forest, deep between the trees, in the places so full of roots and moss Chloe never fully explored.

But the child’s path is sure, like she’s crawled over the trees many times in her life, and her grip on Chloe’s wrist remains.

“Where—” Chloe begins with a whisper, but in the dim light she gets a glimpse of Stella lifting a finger to her lips.

And…and Chloe had helped save the child, back in Toronto, so now…now she has to trust her? Trust that she’s taking her somewhere safe? Trust that she won’t drop Chloe off in a hole in the middle of the forest, leave her behind for more people to find, lead her right to the demon…

Though if the demon has her research, it might not be the worst.

Behind them, even though the cabin has been removed from her view, the jeep wails again, and the two magicians yell, unintelligible, before between one step and the next, an older woman with wiry gray hair appears, giving Chloe an appraising glance in the low light.

Chloe almost stumbles again at the sudden appearance.

“They won’t follow us now,” the woman says, and her appearance wriggles under Chloe’s recognition. “Though you should pick up your speed.”

She gives a kind nod to Stella, like she’s affirming something, and the tilt of her chin is similar to the child’s.

Oh.

Chloe had only seen her face once before, back in the cabin when they had first discovered what Delina was, and only for a few seconds. She’s another Wight, the one native to the forest around the cabin, and the only reason why they were able to make it out of Toronto at all.

“Hi,” Chloe says, lame.
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They lead her past the ruined tatters of Chloe’s old demon circle to a rock outcropping, then duck down in between two boulders, leading her to a crevasse before a set of stairs in the stones, then deeper into a proper cave.

It’s clean, tidy, with a threadbare couch and a table just barely big enough for two. A single twin bed is crammed into a corner, and down a meager hall is another.

The floor is swept, the room is well lit from a sconce on the wall that’s absolutely not connected to any electricity, and a stove with an actual spot for a wood fire is tucked against a wall.

And the floors are hewn precisely from the same stone, with a beauty that suggests time and power and care.

Stella gives one glance to Chloe, then disappears, reappearing next to the cupboard in the kitchen.

“Uh,” Chloe begins, once the older Wight makes no more attempts to talk. “Thanks?”

“Why did a demon teleport in our territory?” she says, and Stella throws a glance back at her, like she’s gauging the response.

“You know, your guess is as good as mine,” Chloe says, then rubs her face. “He knocked me out, stole my research, and…left me here. I was in northern Canada one moment, then back…back in my bed.”

Her bed—the one she hadn’t slept in for well over a month and missed dearly.

The Wight gave her an unimpressed look, and Chloe is immediately reminded about how Ambra really doesn’t like dealing with the Wights, complaining about them being annoying and completely stuck in themselves.

“We don’t want him in our territory,” the Wight says, but milder this time. “You see him again, tell him to stay out.”

“Uh,” Chloe starts. “Sure, do you have a phone?”

Again, another unimpressed look.

“He stole mine,” she says, and this time, the Wight’s brows raise. “And I bet my friends are worried.”

“I can get a message to Zoel,” the Wight says, neutral. “And he can inform Ambra.”

At Ambra’s name, the young Wight shot the older—she has to be a relative, her mother, aunt, something—a terror filled glance.

“It’s okay, Ambra’s nice,” Chloe says, the immediate instinct to defend her friend kicking up. “She won’t hurt you, she…she just wants to live peacefully.”

“She’s not afraid of Ambra,” the older Wight says, severe, like it’s such a rude thing to say, and everything is so much for Chloe.

In the space of however many hours, she died, was resurrected, teleported, knocked out underground, shot someone, and got her research stolen, then had to battle her way out of her former home.

And exhaustion still itches in the back of her mind, crunching around her eyes, no matter the amount of time that she had slept for at the demon’s hand.

So she sits, all at once, on the rickety couch, and it creaks underneath her weight.

“How long was I out?” she mutters, rubbing her hand through her hair and finding a dead leaf and more than a little dust from underground.

Both Wights shoot her an odd look.

“Look, I was unconscious when I got here, I think,” Chloe starts, and hates that she has to quibble about it. “I shot the demon guy, then…woke up in my old bed.”

The two Wights exchange another glance, and with that glance is a weight of knowing each other and knowing the situation and Chloe hates it. Hates being such an outsider.

“He teleported in and out about fourteen hours ago,” Stella says, and her voice is soft, hoarse. Like her vocal cords are still fried from screaming in Toronto.

“And I only woke up like…I dunno, thirty minutes? How long were we walking?” Chloe asks, and Stella’s just watching her, her eyes wide, like she’s afraid Chloe will bite her. “Sorry, not your fault, I’m just…”

With another glance to the older Wight, Stella pulls a completely normal bottle of water out of the fridge, creeps over to set it on the coffee table, then immediately backs up, scrambling out of reach.

“Thanks,” Chloe says, weary, rubbing her face. “Sorry about snapping, it’s been…a day?”

“You died, didn’t you?” Stella asks, soft, and the older Wight sighs, like she desperately didn’t want Stella to say that but couldn’t stop her. “Was that today?”

“I don’t think so?” Chloe says. “I mean, I got knocked out for fourteen hours and there was a four hour knock out earlier and I didn’t sleep the night, so…”

“Why’d they let you out?” the older Wight asks, crossing her arms, and she’s way more intimidating than she has any right to be. “You should be recovering, necromancy isn’t a thing you shrug off.”

Chloe wishes she had a snappy comeback, something, anything, to rebut that, but she just leans further back into the couch instead, like it could swallow her up.

“Am I stuck here?” Chloe asks, her palms going sweaty, as both Wights turn and stare at her. “Am I free to leave?”

“Do you want to?” the older one asks, sarcastic. “They’ll be combing the land for you, they’ll find you within the hour.”

And that’s true, so Chloe forces herself to breathe into the cup of water.

“By all means, if you think you can,” the first one says, and something unwinds a bit in between Chloe’s shoulders at that. “We won’t stop you.”

Chloe takes another deep breath, schooling herself. “No,” she says, and Stella nods at her, like she gave the right answer. “No, I’m okay, I just…”

“Wights don’t keep prisoners,” Stella whispers, voice bone dry in the relative chill.

The moment stretches on, before the older Wight gives the water a significant glance, so Chloe sighs and cracks it open.

“Thanks,” she says again.

“Stella,” the older Wight began, “why don’t you send the missive off to Zoel outside?”

The small Wight flinches, before twisting and staring at the door, a panicked expression filtering over her face.

Like the outside scares her.

“It’s okay,” Chloe says, and the older Wight eyes her. “It can wait if you need.”

It can’t, her friends are gonna lose their shit, but the little Wight’s fingers tremble at the very idea.

“Then go into the other room,” the older one instructs, and Stella nods, curt, disappearing from where she stands.

It’d be disorienting if Chloe hadn’t spent so much time with Ambra, who often teleported between rooms to get out of awkward conversations.

“Did you bring the gun here?” the older Wight asks, voice deadly quiet, and all at once, Chloe understands.

She didn’t want Stella around a weapon. She didn’t want Stella hurt, and Chloe’s very presence is a threat.

“He took it from me,” Chloe answers, because this, at least, is something she can give declaratively. “I woke up without it.”

“Good,” comes the response. “Why’d you shoot him at all?”

And Chloe sighs, almost tired of the idea of explaining the entire thing, even though it's a perfectly valid question.

But Wights are creatures of the land, wild spirits who are renowned for being peaceful and non-violent. Who prize independence from humans and demons alike, staying out of the way as much as possible.

“Do you know of the spirit fox?” Chloe murmurs, and the Wights brows flash up. “I was…once in a prison with her. She saved my life. She’s…she’s still in captivity.”

“Was the demon misusing her?” the Wight asks, with barely disguised fury.

“He was tracking her as well,” Chloe says, and it’s so strange, speaking about this so openly. “I have research, ways to find her, he stole them.”

“She should never fall into the hands of a demon,” the Wight says, and it’s a bit strange, to hear so much anger from someone with such a reputation of being even keeled. Even Axel at the compound had lightly complained about how impossible to anger Zoel had been, almost to the point of parody.

“I mean, I agree,” Chloe replies, taking another sip from the water, and it’s blessedly cool on her throat.

Besides the lukewarm 5-hour energy shot, she hasn’t had anything to drink for well over 20 hours.

“Who knows you’re going after it?” the Wight continues, still deadly quiet. “How many people have you told?”

The answer is probably more than she should have, but Chloe just takes another drink.

“Any other demons?” she asks. “Any other abominations, anyone who is a shell of their former power?”

She’s talking about Ambra, Chloe knows it.

“Anyone trapped?” The Wight leans forward, intent. “Terese, did you tell her?”

Chloe blinks, as she wouldn’t exactly put the terrified and traumatized woman on her list of threats, despite the fact that she did almost destroy the world.

“I told her boyfriend,” Chloe says, a bit unsteady, because it’s also a bit spooky that the Wight knew they were staying at that compound. “Terese isn’t a big talker.”

“So she definitely knows,” the Wight says grimly.

“She doesn’t want trouble, I can guarantee that,” Chloe says, wrinkling her face. “Neither does Ambra. She just wants to be left alone.”

The Wight just scoffs.

“Look, the demon who actively has all my research, everything that crafts an exact map to the spirit fox, he’s a much bigger threat, I can guarantee,” Chloe says desperately. “And now he has the ability to find her, way easier than Terese or Ambra who didn’t even want me to go on this quest.”

The Wight inclines her head, then throws a glance to the other room, where Stella must be behind the door.

“I don’t like the idea of any demon—full power or not—knows about your attempt,” the Wight says, which she can understand, even if it is massively unfair to Ambra and her attempts at peace. “And if they think you’ve failed…I like that even less.”

“Why?” Chloe asks, and for the first time since she woke up in her old bed, a fission of curiosity wells up in her. Why would this Wight distrust them so much, why would she delay telling them about Chloe’s failure?

And she looks up at Chloe, her gray eyes clear. “Have you ever thought of what they would do to Terese if they ever got their hands on her? Have you ever thought of the information they could wring out of Ambra, if they recapture her?”

Chloe has, but not in this context.

“Or if another demon, full powered, finds Terese? They hollowed that girl out.” The Wight leans forward. “She’s a walking time bomb of discovery, a demon will find her and carve its way into her mind and then they will know of your attempts.”

“Hey,” Chloe replies. “She already rebuffed one. Maybe two?”

“Past success does not guarantee future.” The Wight sits back, regarding her like Chloe’s a bug under a microscope, and Chloe bristles underneath it, at the long silence, sitting on the rickety couch in a crevice of stone. “There’s still demon blood on you.”

“I didn't have time for a shower,” Chloe mutters.

“Do you have something on you that could be useful for his attempt to find the spirit fox?” the Wight asks, sharp. “I know he grabbed you to teleport.” The Wight taps against Chloe’s shoulder, then her hip.

Chloe swallows, her brain skipping to keep up. “Why?”

She doesn’t like the idea that the demon touched her hip. Makes sense, if he teleported her and put her in bed, but…

The Wight smiles, showing her teeth in a decidedly unfriendly expression. “We can track him.”
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Setting up for the Wight’s tracking spell takes surprisingly little time, considering that Wights have a reputation for being fussy and precise about all their casting and spend more time planning than actually using their magic.

Chloe worries at her nail, watching as the Wight spreads out wild magic like it’s a piece of paper, glimmering in the light of the sconce, twisting it and folding it in on itself, using a polished wooden stick barely bigger than a toothpick to manipulate it.

It’s kinda neat to see it so easily.

After only a little bit of time, the Wight gestures for Chloe on the couch. “Take off the undershirt.”

Chloe clutches at the flannel, before relenting, stripping it off and then pulling off the undershirt, leaving herself in just her bra.

It’s warm in the little cave, at least, but still, she shivers.

The blood on the undershirt well and truly dried, flaking off in giant chunks, but the Wight meticulously scrapes it into a small bit of water, reconstituting it into a gloppy paste.

“Do you know why they bleed black?” Chloe asks, having asked Ambra once and gotten nothing but a rolling of the eyes.

The older Wight’s eyes flicker up, before she draws the polished wooden stick through the blood, twisting it onto the golden magic spread out. “Something to do with oxygen content, I suppose.” It’s a surprisingly science-y explanation for a creature of the land.

“Then why does it happen immediately?” Chloe asks, leaning forward watching as the paper of magic turns muddled with the blood. “As soon as the moment of possession happens, bam, black blood.”

“Then you officially know more about demons that I do,” the Wight murmurs, and it’s a weird thought, that Chloe’s knowledge would rival someone who’s way closer to them than she.

“Ambra’s fun with a few glasses of wine in her,” Chloe says, and the Wight flinches, eyes narrowing. “She’s willing to say all sorts of things.”

She sets aside the now bloody paper of magic, then reaches a hand out to Chloe. “Shoulder?”

Chloe stares at her.

“Which grip point—I assume you don’t want me to use your hip?” the Wight says.

If Chloe thinks too hard, she can still feel the ghost sensation of him gently picking up her hand, at odds with the massive amounts of power seething beneath his skin.

So she holds out her hand, impatient.

“Really?” the Wight says, finally showing a bit of personality besides being strict. “He held your hand?”

“More like grabbed it so I’d stop touching maps,” Chloe shoots back.

The Wight rolls her eyes this time, then gingerly props up Chloe’s hand, folding the strip of magic around her palm, sticky with the blood. It’s viciously gross, clammy and cold, but Chloe represses a shudder.

“And something useful?”

“Will he be able to see it?” Chloe asks, just as quick.

“No, he should see just you,” the Wight shoots back, and that’s new information. “Near as I can tell, it’s more of a tunneling appearance, the demon can’t tell anything about what’s around you or who’s near you.”

“That’s a risk,” Chloe says, and her mouth is dry with the implications of a Wight tracking spell. That all of a sudden, they get a glimpse of someone tracking them down, no context, nothing.

“Well,” the Wight says, threading the magic between Chloe’s fingers, concentrating, “he already knows where you are, he dropped you just half a mile away.”

He knows her name, her research, and exactly how much power to channel into her to knock her out cold.

“Here,” Chloe says, pulling out the compass from her pocket, cradling it in her non-bloody hand. “Don’t damage this.”

The Wight just wrinkles her nose at the item, just swipes it with the bloody stick, then leaves it the fuck alone, thank god.

Against Chloe’s palm, the magic warms, then sparks, nestling in the thin skin at her wrist, and she sits back, triumph in her smile.

“I take it that means it's working?” Chloe asks, lifting her hand, and another few sparks swirl against her, and she shivers, vicious.

The older Wight just nods absentmindedly, watching the magic instead of her. From the other room, Stella pokes her head out of the room, watching just as avidly.

“Huh,” Chloe says, and the sparks are something akin to the pinpricks one gets when their leg falls asleep, or one hits their elbow a bit too hard. They burrow into her skin, briefly visible against the translucency around her veins, before disappearing into her muscles, the tendons, the small bones of her wrist. “Is it supposed to be visible?”

Another flicker of her eyes, like Chloe said something truly unremarkable, before returning the attention back to the magic. “Not to you.”

“Well, that’s interesting,” Chloe says, and she’s not sure if it’s the raising from the dead or the close contact from the demon or what. “Ever run this on a human?”

“No,” the Wight says, a rough undertone to her voice, before, “and…there.”

For a moment, nothing happens, and Chloe’s heart sinks. “I don’t…”

Until her breath sticks in her throat, and the entire world blooms with gold, then with black, the stone room and the clean floors falling away.

Sure, she’s still sitting cross-legged on the rickety couch in just her bra and her Carhartts, but besides the pressure of gravity on her leg, it disappears.

Chloe clenches her hands into the fabric of the couch, but the world tunnels away, wind whipping through her hair, tearing bits of the black strands out of the bun she tied it in too long ago. Her cheeks sting, like the wind is something physical, before it snaps into place.

And in front of her, close enough that she could reach out and tangle her hands in his shirt, is the demon.

He’s standing, arms crossed, leaning against a wall and conversing with someone. She can’t hear his words, can’t hear his voice, but his mouth moves and his jaw works, like he’s stressed.

Her backpack leans against his legs, like he propped it there for the conversation.

Chloe’s blood runs cold, and she twists her fingers to stop herself from reaching out and grabbing the backpack, and the movement catches his eyes, jerking his gaze away from the conversation until he stares right at her.

For a split second or an eternity, their eyes meet, before he grabs the backpack, teleporting to a different location.

But still, she can still see him, somehow locked on him instead of being left behind.

“Why are you here?” he whispers, and she still can’t see the area behind him, just knows that it’s different.

“You have my things,” Chloe says numbly, and his eyes widen. “I need them back.”

“You should be unconscious,” he says, voice sharp, and all of the sudden she gets an overwhelming power, an overwhelming sense of being, under which she has no prayer of overcoming. “You should be unconscious for the next few days.”

His eyes scan her, meticulous, looking at the black blood lining her hand and where her fingers grab at the couch before his mouth twists with some frustration.

“That sort of scanning spell is dangerous work, little alchemist,” he says, voice low. “Be careful of who you’re associating with on this search.”

Chloe opens her mouth to respond, but—

As fast as it begins, Chloe snaps back, and she’s back on the couch that’s more springs than not, and the Wight’s scribbling frantically on the sheet of magic with the polished stick.

Chloe opens her mouth to say something, but it’s dry, and she shivers, suddenly soaked with sweat.

“Here’s your shirt,” the Wight says absentmindedly, handing back the undershirt, still covered in an amount of blood. “Shower’s over there.”
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After a less than stellar shower where Chloe turns extra towels under the sink into extra clothing for herself, she emerges to find the Wight finishing writing on the pad and Stella sitting cross legged on the floor, peering at it.

“So here,” the Wight says, pushing the incomprehensible scribbles over to Chloe, “I got a good lock on him, you’ll know where he is—and where that thing he grabbed, I think it's bag shaped—is at all time.”

Chloe glances at the scribbles, then over at Stella.

“Ugh, humans,” the Wight mutters, then taps the wooden toothpick against it a few times, until a series of coordinates appear, along with a set of kilometers. “There. Can you read it now?”

At the very least, she can see he’s about fifty kilometers away, and she’ll have to touch up on her coordinate reading.

“That’s way closer than I thought,” Chloe replies numbly.

“It won’t last, demons go all over the place,” the Wight says grimly, then tears the paper from the strip of wild magic, folding it and handing it to Chloe. “Two coordinates will appear if he separates from the backpack, the pack will be the second one.”

“That’s…extraordinarily useful,” Chloe says, and her mouth’s still dry from the scrutiny of the demon, despite the lukewarm shower and the cup of stale water she took from the bathroom sink.

“It’s tied to your levels,” the Wight says, conversationally, like it’s something Chloe should know. “I watched you in your cabin for over a year, I know you skate close to that line far too often.”

“What does that mean?” Chloe asks, and the Wight closes her eyes, like Chloe’s the exasperating one.

“It means if you don’t take care of yourself, the writing will fade,” the Wight says. “If that happens, get some sleep, get some food, it’ll come back.”

Chloe shoves the paper into her pocket. Fifty kilometers is way too close for her to not track it down, though…

Though the compass points in a different direction.

“I got to get it before the college finds my research again,” Chloe says, standing. “This entire area is crawling—”

“Your college isn’t going to exist for much longer,” the Wight says, and it stills Chloe, and that’s something new. “The Toronto base fell last month—”

“—yeah, that was a fun afternoon,” Chloe interjects.

“—and now the Ottawa one. The Paris catacombs got breached, the leadership council is in shambles, so many humans are getting killed by random things imprisoned for centuries,” the Wight says, her smile sharp.

It’s a nice thought.

“There’s not going to be a college to go back to,” Wight finishes. “Just a bunch of scrambling humans trying to get power.” And she stares, hard, at Chloe.

Chloe pauses, tries to understand what exactly she’s trying to communicate. “I’m not gonna be sad about that,” she says cautiously. “They locked me away, they tried to kill my friends, they’re not good people.”

From the doorway, Stella makes a soft noise.

The older Wight’s eyes flicker down the hall, then back. “Don’t let the spirit fox fall to them,” she commands. “They still can reverse their fall.”
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The next morning, once dawn lightens the sky through the blowing snow, the Wight walks Chloe to another cabin hidden deep in the forest, leaving her with a mumbling human who doesn’t talk directly to her, just drives her silently and dumps her two cities away.

First thing Chloe does is walk herself into a cell phone store, break the automatic location tracking of the phone, then pushes the changes into place that Axel taught her—really nifty, by the way—and punching in Gurlien’s number into texts.

CHLOE (11:02 AM): Charter oak. I’m safe.

She stares at the texts.

GURLIEN (11:03 AM): Ida Grove.

At least he’s not so mad at her he won’t respond to that.

Then, another number.

XXXXXX(11:04 AM): This is Ambra. What happened to your phone, everyone’s panicking and they’re loud.

Chloe smiles down at the phone, idly standing outside the store, before glancing up at the snow.

CHLOE (11:05 AM): A lot, but I am safe. And making progress, I think.

AMBRA (11:07 AM): And your phone?

Chloe worries at her lip, as a car drives by the road, fully ignoring her.

CHLOE (11:09 AM): Stolen by another treasure hunter. But I’m okay.

AMBRA (11:10 AM): Gurlien is gonna do a remote wipe of it, so it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. He’s also pissed off.

It’s fair, but Chloe just exits out of the text services, poking through a few more useful apps (including a coordinate reader), before unfolding the piece of paper.

A little closer now that they’ve driven away from the forest, but still at the same coordinates. Still just one set of coordinates.

She sets the compass on her leg next to the paper, and it twists to pointing the other direction.

Until…

As Chloe watches, the coordinates blur, the distance jumping to thousands of kilometers away, and her heart catches.

Still just one set of coordinates.

She punches it into her phone, and it’s in the same direction as the compass.

“Okay,” Chloe whispers, to the chilled air of the small town.

So he’s hunting, too.
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Chloe uses her Midwest charm and underhanded tactics to bribe a small craft pilot to get them most of the way down south, and she just watches the paper in fascination as the kilometers trickle down.

The small craft is cold, relatively low flying, and they stop for fuel several times, but Chloe’s eyes don’t close the entire trip down.

She should sleep. She should get rest, let her mind settle down, give into the weight in her bones, but each time she takes a few deep breaths, every time she thinks she might be able to get a smidgen of sleep, the power in the demon’s eyes pop back to her, starting her heart pounding once more.

It’s probably stupid, to be knowingly going after a demon without matching backup, but somehow this is the most alive she’s felt in ages, sitting on cold vinyl seats in an airplane that holds five people, soaring illegally over dead cornfields. On her way to the next step in tracking down her friend, breaking into things, dealing with dangerous rivals and untrustworthy allies.

It’s what she is made to do.

Chloe smiles out at the cold window, out at the darkness below.

[image: ]


The small craft pilot refuses to shake her hand, but drops her off at an air strip in the middle of the desert as the sun starts to rise, and the distance says just thirty-five kilometers away.

Her compass points true, in the same direction.

And then, in the dusty airstrip, watching the man fly away, Chloe opens the paper back up.

Sparks tingle against her fingertips with each touch, and the coordinates flicker on the paper like a dying lightbulb.

She flicks the paper again, then tugs the compass out of her pocket. Still in the same relative location, only changed a few kilometers since she got the new location lock, and the compass still points true.

It’s still barely dawn, the rural airstrip all but empty, so Chloe turns her head to glance at the dirt parking lot.
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Chloe hot wires a broken car with only a twinge of guilt, coaxing the engine to turn over and chugging to life.

The car air conditioning blasts her in the face, watering her eyes, and she immediately twists the dial down. With the amount of dust accumulated on the windshield, it had probably been here since early summer, but…

The air refuses to decrease, only giving her a tinny whine at the movement.

She pokes at the radio. Usually, radios are simple to fix, to snap into place, but this one has an unusually large amount of rainwater sloshing around in it.

“Great,” Chloe whispers, then glances at the piece of paper.

She can barely read the numbers, they’re so faint.

“Fuck you,” Chloe whispers, her blood fizzing, then throws the car into drive and dials her new phone from memory.

Instead of Gurlien, however, Delina picks up. “Chloe, you okay?”

Chloe sighs, attempting to use windshield cleaner to wipe away some of the dust but only creating mud. “I was hoping to get Gurlien?”

“He’s with the Half Demon, I think they’re arguing,” Ambra’s voice filters through, which great, she’s on speakerphone. “I’m letting it happen.”

Chloe has no doubt that’s how she views it. “Well, I’m in central Arizona right now,” she starts, and Delina makes a wordless noise of delight. “And my coordinates are pointing me to a place called Jerome, ever heard of it?”

“Tourist trap,” Delina says, though her voice is full of barely disguised delight. “Good BBQ places, though.”

Right, she’s from the area, and Chloe squints at the rural airport sign. “What about bases?”

“An old one,” Ambra replies, thoughtful, which means she’s never stayed there. “They spoke of abandoning it, how it’s outlasted its usefulness, don’t know why”

“There was a base that close?” Delina asks, and Chloe just shuts her eyes.

Of course she would get the two people the least likely to have answers.

“So Maison would probably know?” Chloe asks, finally pulling off of a gravel road and onto an actual paved highway, heading south. “If you were there and all…”

“Good bet,” Delina says, “listen, if you’re there for a while, go to Bobby D’s BBQ.”

Chloe sighs again.

“I know it’s a vault,” Ambra says, almost indignant that Chloe would go to Maison instead of her. “I know they co-opted an old structure in the mountains.”

“So it's a mine,” Delina interrupts her, “the whole mountain over there, full of silver mines.”

Chloe lets them ramble on, attempting to point the air conditioning somewhere else for the drive, and her heart pounds all the same.

[image: ]


She gets to Jerome as the loosely described city starts to wake up, exhaustion eating at her eyes. Ambra and Delina made her promise to not dive into something until after they get info from Maison, who is apparently out of cell contact with Gurlien for possibly all day, and

so she pulls into the parking lot of a cheesy motel.

As she cruises into town, the numbers fade, fully unreadable. Sure, she has a general direction of where it is, but without the exact information…

She opens the car door in the parking lot of a cheap motel, rubbing her face.

Her eyelids hurt.

“This is what I mean,” from behind her, the Wight speaks up, thoroughly startling Chloe. “You overwhelm yourself and it’ll stop working.”

Chloe just blinks at her, in the morning light. “You just teleported, didn’t you?”

The Wight gives her a blandly unamused expression.

“I take it there’s a reason you couldn’t just teleport me out here?” Chloe asks. The air is so dry her lips feel already chapped.

“The amount of energy it took to get everyone out of Toronto was the result of years of planning for the right opportunity,” the Wight says simply. “No. No I couldn’t.”

Chloe sighs. “Look, I’ll get breakfast and I’ll be fine,” she says, and the Wight just raises an eyebrow. “I’ve done more on far less sleep.”

“Have you slept?” the Wight asks.

“I was knocked out for like thirteen hours, so yeah,” Chloe replies, and the expression the Wight overwhelmingly reminds her of being in kindergarten and being caught stealing snacks. “That counts.”

Instead of immediately answering her, the Wight just glances off towards the mountains, towards the mines that embed themselves into the pale rocks.

“You are, at minimum, facing a demon,” the Wight says, her voice dry. “And I’ve seen you practice, you’re not a combat mage on your best days.”

“I dunno if combat will happen,” Chloe says, sheltering her eyes from the sun, which was at just the right angle to blast through her defenses. “He didn’t seem too interested in hurting me last time.”

“Besides the sleep spell,” the Wight replies dryly. “And the teleporting to an occupied territory. And the thievery.”

Chloe knows when she’s beat and says nothing.

“Think of the energy equations needed for what you do,” the Wight says, still strict. “And now it can’t even maintain a connection to a piece of paper.”

“You sound like a spellweaver,” Chloe grumbles, and her entire face hurts with exhaustion.

“I take that as an insult,” the Wight says, voice still dry and grave. “If you charge in now there’s no likely manner you’ll make it out alive.”

“Eh, died once, I’ll be okay,” Chloe says, then attempts to give her a sunny smile.

It falls flat.

“I will tell Zoel, and I will make sure that report gets to your people, if you don’t rest,” the Wight says, and Chloe gapes at her.

“Why?” Chloe blurts out, and the Wight fixes her with a glare. “I mean, you don’t need to, nobody would hold it against you if you didn’t…”

“You already made a demon teleport into my territory, close to my daughter, for this quest, you can rest so it’s actually successful.” The Wight casts a significant glance at the piece of paper, her wiry gray hair a halo in the morning sunshine. “No demon should have a hand in getting the fox.”

Chloe shivers, even though it’s far warmer here than in northern Washington, and the Wight waits, watching impassively, the weight of her gaze almost as heavy as Chloe’s exhaustion.

“This won’t work until I rest?” Chloe mutters, and the Wight nods. “Fuck. Fine. I’ll get a room.”

“I’ll let Zoel know,” she says, then disappears, and Chloe gapes at the gravel spot she just inhabited.

Great. Now her friends will text her with their worries, she has another delay, and every delay just gives the demon more of a chance to get ahead, to move with her research, leave her completely behind in the dust.

The hotel in front of her is old-west themed, with fake skeleton cowboys posed outside—at least Chloe hopes they’re fake, Delina would know better—and the entire world is pale and bleached in the sunshine, hurting her eyes.

“Fuck,” Chloe whispers.
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Chloe doesn’t sleep, of course, but she makes herself lay as still as possible, her mind racing the entire time.

Sure, she’s tired, but the replay of the sands dripping off her scrolls when the demon rolls them up, the soft grip of his hand in hers, and the magic cuff sparking against her awareness filters behind her closed eyes.

The bed isn’t the most uncomfortable thing she’s ever stayed in, that’d be prison, but the hours stretch on interminably long, her brain fully uncooperative with the idea of rest. The sun slips through the blinds, bright despite the time of year, casting deep shadows against the pastel reds and yellows of the western themed hotel.

It’s the same crawling sensation she sometimes got in the cabin, when Gurlien and her first found it, of being stuck in place. Of being unable to leave without jeopardizing herself.

It’s a different sort of prison, the sort that anchors her body to the bed with just blankets, tugs her deep into staying in one place. To where all she can do is breathe out her nose and stare hard at the ceiling and promise herself that she’s not being kept captive, just that staying in one place is the smartest decision.

And this is just for a night. Just until the crazy Wight magic is satisfied that she’s rested enough to push forward.

She got over it, back in the cabin, as it slowly transformed from a hiding place to a home, but it took time. Took time for her to unpack her suitcase, even if she left a go-back easily available. Took time for her to trust that each time her door closes, she’ll be able to open it again.

And still, the piece of paper reads blank, no matter how much Chloe flicks it.

So instead, she flops over on the bed, pulling her phone to her.

CHLOE (6:22 AM): Still alive. Didn’t you grow up near Jerome?

DELINA (6:25 AM): Prescott, which is close enough, I guess.

CHLOE (6:25 AM): Is everything country western themed?

DELINA (6:26 AM): Yes, absolutely...Good whisky bars.

Chloe attempts to snuggle with the pillow, but it’s not nearly as good as hanging out with friends, as comfortable as the couch in the cabin.

CHLOE (6:28 AM): Ask Maison if he knows of any demons in the area. I haven’t got his phone number in here yet.

Immediately, her phone rings, and Chloe silences it out of sheer habit, her heart suddenly jumping.

CHLOE (6:29 AM): Can’t take a call! Just text!

DELINA (6:29 AM): Congrats, you just got both Ambra and Maison super upset.

Which means that whatever messaging the Wight got to Zoel, it hadn’t filtered to them.

CHLOE (6:31 AM): I had one encounter with a demon and all he did was knock me out for a few hours and teleport me out of the way.

It’s something akin to throwing a hornet’s nest into a train, but she figures Delina would have the best reaction to these things.

DELINA (6:34 AM): Ambra says “nice of him” and stomped off. Maison’s asking if you feel hungover or not.

Finally, information. If Chloe could have an entire world where people approached problems like Delina did, she’d be a hell of a lot happier.

CHLOE (6:35 AM): No hangover, no issue with lingering effects. Just got me out of the way like I was a nuisance.

DELINA (6:36 AM): sounds about right. Stay safe, use the gun, Bobby D’s is good. If you get out okay and drive up, I might ask you to stop by our old apartment and get some clothes, but Maison says that’s a bad idea.

Again, finally a reaction Chloe can deal with.

CHLOE (6:38 AM): Deal. I’m gonna go into some silver mines and I’m jazzed about that.

DELINA (6:39 AM): Lol they’re tourist traps.

CHLOE (6:40 AM): Not the one I’m going to.

She thumbs over to her browser, looking up the restaurant, and it’s about a fifteen-minute walk away from the entrance to the silver mine.

A perfect after-mission spot.

DELINA (6:45 AM): Do you think your friend will be in there?

The answer to that is no, she got moved around too often, but again, clues and traces can be found.

But also it appears that Gurlien has at least explained the issue with them, why she’s searching, lifting that responsibility from her.

CHLOE (6:49 AM): Probably not, but I’ve gotten some good clues and hints, so it’s going well.

CHLOE (6:49 AM): I had nothing two months ago. Now I have all of this.

It’s something, something she wouldn’t have ever let herself dream on, and she cradles the phone to her chest.

Because even with the demon stealing the sifting sands of her research, she’s so close.

And her blood sings once more.
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Chloe stares avidly at the compass, after a full day of lying there and thinking, at the closeness of the needle. They’re so close that if she paces from one side of the room to the next, the needle shifts, and when she tromps down to the lobby the needle shifts some more.

At what passes for breakfast in the crowded hotel lobby, when Chloe’s practically vibrating out of her skin with energy, a man sits across the cheap table from her.

Her immediate reaction is to throw her energy drink at him, but instead, she just stares at him.

“What are you doing here?” the man says, leaning forward. His eyes are the brightest shade of blue Chloe’s ever seen, and it sends prickles down her back.

“Do I know you?” Chloe asks, picking at her pastry.

It’s not unreasonable to think she might, with the college having a presence in the area, but the man shrugs.

“You just stick out.” He smiles at her, and the smile doesn’t meet the blue eyes at all as he stands. “Enjoy your trip.”

And he strides away, without touching anything and without another word, leaving Chloe staring at his disappearing back, her skin crawling.
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After ducking into a convenience store to buy some pocketknives, Chloe stands in the warmth of the sun instead of going back inside. In the parking lot, leaning against the car, Chloe pokes and prods at the knives, reinforcing the metal pins, strengthening the cheap steel, enchanting it to always sharpen itself, before she takes a deep breath, settling her mind into the molecular structure, mapping it out like she did the gun.

The Wight flickers into existence next to her. “What are you doing?”

“Making it cut demons,” Chloe murmurs, flicking the metal into place, ironing out the enchantments into the mineral itself.

“That’s impossible,” the Wight murmurs right back.

“I shot one, didn’t I?” Chloe mutters, and it’s not exactly easy work, and she has to start over twice before she can preserve the structural integrity of the knife as well as holding her spells. “If our friend is in there, I want at least some sort of weapon.”

“How many demons do you know?” the Wight asks, her eyes narrowed, and that’s far more a complicated question than it should be in her life. “They should have stopped you. Demons…”

“Hold a grudge?” Chloe supplies. “Remember those who hurt them? Can recognize bad actors? Hates almost every human magician because they know what we’ve tried? Rightfully so?”

The Wight gives her a glance bordering on appreciative. “Oh, so you did go full conspiracy theorist.”

“All we know about this one is he’s also after the fox and wanted to put me behind a shield instead of just immediately killing me. That’s somewhat better.”

Chloe knows she can’t assign human morality to demons, but at least this one seems not the worst in terms of respecting life.

“The fact that a demon knows about the fox is terrifying,” the Wight says, soft, like somehow Chloe has endeared herself. “I can’t imagine what would happen if they got ahold of it.” Still, she stands, stretching. “They say someone’s trying to take over,” she murmurs, so quiet Chloe almost loses it in the background noise of the motel parking lot. “Going through and killing competition. Consolidating power. Being charismatic.”

“Who?” Chloe asks, tilting her head at her.

“Humans don’t pass on their knowledge easily to Wights,” she says softly. “Just hearing rumors of some grand unification. That after Toronto fell and Boltiex died and all those experiments got out, that they’re looking for someone to lead.”

“Not surprising,” Chloe mutters.

“Ambra killed Boltiex, right?” the Wight asks, almost shrewd. “I know he had a hand in her captivity, and I know she killed Nalissa.” She swallows, like she has intimate knowledge of just how awful Nalissa was. “Nalissa deserved it.”

“Boltiex was insane, though,” Chloe says instead. “He gave a lecture to my class once, we kept track of how often he brought up how ‘powerful’ he was in the speech and then took a shot for each one.”

The Wight coughs out a laugh, like it’s startled out of her, and Chloe’s not sure that the Wight has ever laughed in her life. “How drunk did you get?”

“Yes,” Chloe says firmly, and she glances at the paper, where the coordinates are still blank. “I’m feeling better, I ate, I…rested…why isn’t it working?” she asks, brandishing the paper to the Wight. “I know myself, I can absolutely do this.”

The Wight doesn’t so much as smile as she exudes an air of smugness. “Do you think I’d tie Wight magic to a human?”

And as easily as before, she taps on the paper, and coordinates bloom anew.

Two sets of them.

Chloe sucks in a breath.

The backpack remains where the demon was last seen, just a few scant kilometers away in the silver mine, and the demon himself is…thousands of kilometers away.

Leaving her research behind.
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Getting to the mine is the easiest part of all of this. Chloe drives the rickety jeep onto the rocky dry riverbed, following the only set of tire marks embedded in long dried mud. It leads them to a rickety wooden door over a dark damp cave, a few piles of unused mining equipment off to the side, long rusted and abraded away by the wind.

Chloe squints at the entrance, jerking on the parking break with way more effort than it should take, and the very appearance wavers.

“Illusion spell, right?” Chloe asks, and the Wight nods, absolutely impassive in the face of dust. “Human made, looks like a year out from any maintenance, security standard, all that jazz?”

“Is there a security standard?”

“Almost all from the college have the same three components,” Chloe says, throwing her elbow into the door and all but tumbling out onto the pebbles that made up the impromptu parking lot. “Like…see.”

She reaches into the edge of the spell, testing it, and it’s hilariously weak, as if made from a light cotton webbing rather than anything actually secure.

Easy to break.

So she twists her hand in it, shattering the spell, and it unspools outward, transforming the doorstep into a fallout shelter style vault door, complete with a circular locking mechanism.

“So it’s that easy for you?” The Wight scorns, scuffing her toe at the edge of the clean concrete step. “Just grab spells and break them?”

“The standard ones,” Chloe says, wiping off her hands on the pair of alchemied pants. “That,” she jerks her chin at the door, “is gonna be the fun part.”

The Wight glances at the door. “This door has been impassive to us for three decades. You don’t know what you’re going to find beyond that.”

“Excellent,” Chloe replies, then approaches the vault door. “What do you think, 24 bolts? Glass lock protector?”

“What?” the Wight asks, and Chloe’s really good at telling when she’s being annoying, but so close to the next clue and so close to her research makes her heart pound.

“How many people do you think held those keys?”

Chloe approaches. Despite the illusion spell and all the environmental protections those usually allow, there’s a fine layer of dust on the mechanisms, with only a few fingerprints to mar it.

So it’s not commonly used.

And a demon would be able to just teleport inside of it without any issue.

“Eight,” the Wight answers simply. “College lead, three project managers, four assistants.”

“That is far too many,” Chloe murmurs, splaying out her fingers above the metal of the vault door, millimeters from touching it. It buzzes against her skin.

Protected against brute forcing it, any impact energy would reflect back onto the importer in a focalized point, impaling most.

That’s a neat one.

“Doors like this, there should be only one key. Maybe two,” Chloe continues, letting her skin skim along the metal, sun-warmed despite the winter. “It’s almost cruel to have more than that.”

“I know of five Wights who disappeared beyond those doors, kicking and screaming,” the Wight says, and a chill goes up Chloe’s arms. “I know they’re no longer alive, but I don’t know what’s past that door.”

And her research is right behind it.

Chloe has two ways to go about this, two methods of breaking into doors like this.

The easy conventional way is to alchemy a key. Doors like this generally have keys that set off interlocking pins that control the rods, and a millimeter off of what it’s supposed to be would ruin the door and ruin the possibility of opening it.

Chloe would put money that they have protections against that. Almost any alchemist could make that, and if they had training they could consistently get close, if nothing else. It would be the first option most people would go to, and the most easy to guard against.

The other way would be to change the very matter of the locking bolts.

It’s fundamentally risky, of course. Changing matter—especially thousands of pounds of matter that these doors usually are—tends to drain the caster, burn them out, rendering them useless. Most can’t handle massive amounts of metal or inert materials, preferring to pick something at least a little bit malleable if they have to, finding themselves intimidated by the rigid molecular structure.

Chloe’s not most.

“See, this is one of the places the college went wrong with me,” Chloe says, and she rarely gets a chance to monologue like this to someone new, so she takes it with glee. “They made me into a tomb breaker, then left all these secure tombs all over the world.”

“Get out of this alive, and I will have many more for you to break into,” the Wight mutters, dark. “More bases where my kind is kept, more imprisonments. Survive this trap, and you will be useful.”

“Okay?” Chloe replies, nervy.

“That is what I ask for you in repayment,” the Wight continues, and Chloe stills. She really hasn’t had enough interactions with Wights to know the weight of that sentence. “I got you here, I got you that paper, you finish with this quest and I will have more.”

Chloe shivers, and the Wight tosses a glare at the door, then…disappears. Leaving Chloe alone.

“Ooookay,” Chloe whispers, but she rests her palm against the metal and lets her eyes flutter shut.

The molecular structure of metal always appealed to her instead. She can count on it, impurities are more rare, the crystalline straight lines easier for her mind to comprehend. No need to worry about a spare oxygen molecule or random bit of cellular organism left in it like someone would for wood or fossils.

This one is a stainless-steel alloy, tied in with a trace of gold, most likely to foil a spellweaver. Piston bolts are socketed into their locks, each one roughly two pounds, resting against a weight sensor.

So she needs something heavy, something to balance, but malleable. And all at the same time—if one moves when the others do not, then the entire thing collapses.

She lets her hand flutter to her pocket, where the compass lays still, before she dives her mind into the metal structure and…changes it.

Immediately, the door wavers in front of her, wheezing like a bagpipe being tossed around. It deflates, as if she could push it inwards, before the pistons snap up, soft as clay but twice as heavy.

The handle spins, then clicks open, the hinges creaking outwards, and Chloe tugs it the rest of the way until it props open, the bolts limp in the open air.

“And that’s why they call me tomb breaker,” she whispers to the empty desert.

Chloe peers over the doorway, but there’s no warded traps. As if the creators of the place honestly thought a big door was going to be enough for them.

Tapping the battery into another pen light, she flashes it up at the ceiling, then at the floor and walls around.

No magical wards, no protections, nothing.

There’s the door that could swing shut, could trap her inside without any light or air, but she nudges the hinges with her toe, freezing it open, transforming the hinge into a static object, a manual physical block from it closing.

A less creative—less paranoid—magician would just magic it open. Put a spell or a ward to prevent it from swinging shut. Something obvious and something that would show the entire world someone had been there.

Always better to give something a physical barrier rather than magical. Magical could be twisted away, reversed with just a touch.

A stick in a door hinge will keep it open until removed.

And then, almost out of the corner of her eye, there’s the faint hint of demon magic, twisting in the air, footsteps faint in the dust of the floor.

And four paces in, on Chloe’s neon orange scarf, is her gun.

No other piece of equipment—her bag must be beyond the twist and turn in the mine wall —just the gun and her scarf. The scarf is neatly folded, creases pressed, and the gun shines in the beam of her flashlight.

That. That’s a trap.

She steps over the threshold, sticking to the edge of the antechamber, keeping her eyes on the gun.

It’s her scarf, the one she kept on her after all those years, obviously cleaned of any dust and blood.

And there has to be a trap on it. Has to. Some lure, some way of tracking her, something that’ll happen if she grapples for it. It’s too neat, it’s too convenient, it’s too useful.

Even from afar, she can tell her enchantments are still in place, untouched. It would still shoot through demons, shoot through shields, everything.

And it has to be a trap.

Swallowing hard, Chloe pulls out her phone, and even where she had signal just a few steps outside, there’s nothing.

Her friends would tell her it’s a trap as well.

So Chloe skirts around the gun, the weapon, towards the back wall, swinging the penlight over it.

It’s perfectly flattened sandstone rock, sleekly carved to a sheen with such precision that a spellweaver must’ve labored over it for ages, but a thin seam collects dust, like they couldn’t get everything to perfection.

A power tool and some time could’ve gotten it there.

Instead of scoffing, she just grips her pocketknife, running her fingers down the seam in the wall. Sandstone isn’t meant to be this polished, it damages the structural integrity of the crystals, but the college isn’t known for sacrificing beauty for function.

She presses into the seam, flakes of sand crumble against her fingertip, pattering onto the floor. Sure, if given enough inspiration, Chloe could probably do something with the grains, but stuff that small is rarely terribly useful.

In between one moment and the next, gold blooms across the surface, as her knife digs into something critical, fanning it out before the door, where it glimmers before settling into a handprint shape of gold dust to the side of the seam, two thirds up the wall.

Chloe wouldn’t have been able to see that before.

Her mind shies away from it, ever so slightly, of thinking of it head on.

But it’s human magic, obviously so, some alert spell left there by the creator of the place, showing where things have been touched.

“And it’s not our demon buddy,” Chloe mutters, then presses her hand in the exact same place, reaching up well over her head to do so. Her palm is much smaller than the handprint there, but a bare trace of a tingle sparks up against her skin, before the door groans, twisting on its axis.

Chloe takes a step back, the door completing its turn, but the pen light doesn’t pierce the darkness behind it.

Chloe thumps the penlight on her leg and increases the brightness, but it still doesn’t shine beyond the doorway.

Which means it’s hiding something, some sort of concealment.

Another illusion spell.

Chloe bends over and grabs a handful of the flaking sandstone, then tosses it into the room.

It vanishes the moment it crosses the threshold, but no sound of it hitting the ground meets their ears.

So. Another trap.

Chloe tosses a glance back to the gun, then shines the penlight onto the piece of paper. The demon’s coordinates are still thousands of kilometers away, unmoving.

Which means she just needs to take down this spell and go inside.

It’s the same sort of danger that she felt staring at Alette, right before she died. It’s the same sort of danger she felt, peering over the edge of the platform in the locking pits, about to knowingly descend back into her worst nightmare.

And Chloe’s dealt with danger before.

With another deep breath that tastes like dust, Chloe grabs the edge of the spell, and it sparks up against her hand, vicious and angry, and before she can stop herself, she pulls.

With a sharp crack, the darkness in front of them peels apart, the beam of her penlight penetrating into the shadows, hitting the floor made of the same hewn stone as the one they’re currently standing on.

And deep in that darkness is a low rumble.

It’s barely on the edge of her hearing, sending shivers up her back and raising the hair on her arms into goosebumps. It’s not dissimilar to the far away rumble of traffic on a freeway, or a distant machinery barely chugging to life, except…

It’s wrong. It feels wrong.

It sinks into her teeth, jarring, and with every breath Chloe pulls more of it into her lungs and less air.

Chloe tilts her head towards the room, as if she can hear more clearly just by that iota of movement.

“Great,” Chloe whispers, all her instincts telling her to run.

Instead, she flicks the beam of light to and fro, and it lands on a rusted cage, the metal decayed and flaking apart.

A splotch of black blood seeps from underneath it, and inside…

Inside is…something.

It’s not a demon, at least not a demon in a body, and Chloe’s eyes desperately try to look anywhere but at the cage, at a hunched figure huddling in the corner. At the mouth pulled tight, at the glowing eyes watching her, reflecting the light from her hand.

Chloe swallows, then flicks the light to the other side of the room. There’s a splash of black blood, like a demon was struck and almost bled out—if demons could bleed out—and more traces of demon movement, an almost distinct pacing path of footsteps, the exact same length that she saw the other demon pace before.

The thing in the cage shifts again, snapping Chloe’s eyes back, and behind it, a flash of color catches her attention.

Her backpack. The research.

It’s tucked behind the cage, black blood smeared on it, like the person who had grabbed it had bloody hands, pulled tight against the cage.

Like whatever it is that is in the cage grabbed it and took it from him.

“Okay,” Chloe murmurs, forcing herself to do her basic security scan of the room. There’s no traps on the floor, no snares on the ceiling, nothing.

Besides the monster in the cage.

“Can you hear me?” Chloe asks, and the monster blinks at her, darkness covering the reflective eyes for a split second. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“That’s what your friend Killian said, too,” the monster—maybe demon?—rumbles in response, with a nod to Chloe’s hand. “I hurt him back.”

Chloe swings the light to the splash of black blood on the wall, her spine crawling. So the other demon has a name. Maybe.

“Well, I just want my backpack, nothing else,” Chloe replies, falsely keeping her voice light, glancing back at the gun.

So his trap is really involved, if he’s dangling the tool needed right in front of her.

“You’re trying to take the cage?” the thing without a body, the demon with ever shifting features, says. “Killian wanted my home. Said it belonged to someone before.”

As if accentuating the words, it rattles the cage, and flakes of rust peel off.

And underneath the rust, Chloe catches a glimpse of a demon trap, so similar to what Lyra had spray painted to protect herself and Delina before raising her from the dead, embedded into the metal itself.

The backpack is within the protections.

Ah. That’s why the other demon—maybe Killian—left it. And probably why he left the gun, so she could get it back for him.

It’s almost a letdown of a puzzle.

“Do you want out?” Chloe asks, back at the other being. “Or do you want to stay in there?”

The rumbling goes silent, like they’re holding their breath.

“I don’t need the cage—I might do a scan on it to help track my friend—but I can leave the cage as it is,” Chloe babbles on, the silence deeply unnerving. “And then I can let you out or leave you alone or whatever you want, I have no problem doing either.”

She’s not about to kill something in a cage, after being in a prison herself.

“Bring me a human and leave me the body,” they command, “and maybe I’ll let you live.”

“Okay, that’s a no,” Chloe says, her heart pounding. “Not gonna do that, sorry, not my style.”

The creature—Chloe’s about ninety percent sure it’s a demon after that comment—sinks further back in the cage, next to the backpack.

Wordless, Chloe thumps the light against her thigh, transforming it into a lamp, and the entire room glows with sudden brightness.

The demon inside cringes away from the sudden light, and now that she can see more, even without a body for them to inhabit there are deep gashes, deep grooves in their form, scabs of some sort. Old, horrid injuries healed wrong.

She sets the lamp down on the ground, and the cage bars cast shadows across the walls, reaching up to the ceiling.

Chloe takes a few steps back, and even though it’s a trap, even though it’s the wrong thing to do, she grabs her gun.

It’s pleasantly cool against the palm of her hand, and a quick check of the magazine shows it’s still loaded.

“Is there a reason you want the backpack?” Chloe asks, after a long stretch of sullen silence, before she steps into the room.

It’s warm, surprisingly so, a puff of temperate air hitting Chloe’s face and ruffling her hair, and the cage only takes up one corner.

“Were you locked up here by the college?” Chloe asks. “I can recognize the traps, I’m not working with them.”

The demon shakes his head, furiously so, his eyes tracking Chloe’s every motion deeper inside the room.

“They were here,” the demon says, “then they abandoned it. One of the assistants shot the other in the head, then burned the body so I couldn’t take it.”

“How long ago did they abandon it?” Chloe asks, scuffing her feet on the floor, desperately hoping to appear idle.

For such an elaborate bunker, there must be other rooms, but Chloe’s not terribly interested in finding the other secret doors. Not when her research—and possibly another trail to her friend—is in the room with her.

She tugs the compass out of her pocket, pacing to the other side of the room, and sure enough the needle points towards the cage, staying locked in on that one point.

Chloe avoids the corner that the other demon—Killian—must’ve been standing in when he got struck.

“Three weeks ago,” the demon answers, and it’s right around when Gurlien came back, when another base had fallen, so it tracks. “They won’t get this place back.”

“If you give me the backpack we will leave you alone,” Chloe says, as calmly and as authoritatively as she can. Which isn’t much, her voice is notoriously wobbly when she tries. “We will leave you alone and lock the door behind us if you want.”

“Killian said that,” the demon says surly, “then he tried to take my home.”

Chloe’s woefully out of her depth, the logic of the monster completely content in his rusted cage sitting poorly with her.

“Did this Killian scan it?” Chloe asks. “Your home?”

A surly nod from the demon.

So the key to the next step in the search lies with him. Of course.

“Killian was locked up,” the demon whispers, as if they weren’t the only two people in the dusty room. “He’s been locked up for experimentation for years, he’s insane.”

“You sure about that?” Chloe asks skeptically. “Look, I won’t hurt you, I’ll just —” She reaches towards the backpack, skirting along the edges of the cage, outside the trap.

The demon snaps out a hand, and they’re not physical, but claws dig into Chloe’s skin.

Bright red blood wells up, slicing into her wrist, and Chloe barely has time to gasp before the demon slams her back into the wall, rattling her skull and jarring her vision.

Four things happen in fast succession.

One, Chloe screams, the sound ripped from her throat before she can squash it down.

Two, the demon whispers something, low and scratchy, that Chloe can’t quite understand. A language she never learned, a spell she’s never heard, a code that makes no sense. They laugh, throaty, and tighten their claws into her skin, in the exact place the other demon had gently held her.

Three, even though she can’t see into the other room, even though blood drips from the wounds in her wrist, vivid and red, Chloe knows, just knows, that the other demon is out there, tantalizingly close. Like he was just waiting for this to happen, waiting for the injury, waiting for the sudden act of violence.

Four, Chloe remembers she has a gun.

She twists, and the claws tighten deeper into her arm, but she grapples with her off hand and flashes the barrel over, pulling the trigger.

The crack slams into her, almost physical with the sound, and another scream almost wrenches itself from Chloe’s throat.

The demon jerks, claws snapping tight, before slacking.

And then, silence.

Chloe gasps again, then twists her hand out of the claws, all but flinging herself across the room to be away from it.

The gun smokes, ever so slightly.

Panting, Chloe holds herself up on the wall, clutching her wrist to her chest. It bleeds, thick in the way that will need medical attention, but in the other room…Someone moves in there, outside of her view, but the shadow trails behind it.

Chloe blinks back over to the demon in the cage. It lays there, inert, and the horrid ness of it crawls into her throat, like she’s gonna puke.

Her skin crawls, at the sudden lack of power that had been there just moments before, almost as gapingly painful as the bleeding gouge marks on her wrist.

And the still thrumming power just in the foyer, almost so distinct she can taste it, just out of view.

“Oh my god,” Chloe breathes.

The power in the next room shifts, and Chloe rushes back to the cage, grabbing her backpack before scrambling back away, catching a bare glimpse of the figure watching from beyond the door. The fabric is sticky, like the blood embedded itself into the material itself, cold.

And she’s effectively trapped. Between the death in front of her and the looming figure right outside the door.

The looming figure that almost certainly baited her to be able to get the bag instead of venture into a trap himself.

Shaking, Chloe raises the gun again, and her hand trembles like a leaf.

“Don’t bother,” the demon says, voice low, before he brushes past the door, staring intently at the dead demon in the cage. He’s in a different body this time, taller, with broader shoulders and short brown hair barely curling over his ears.

Chloe jerks back, clutching the backpack to her chest.

The demon cants his eyes towards her, then back over at the demon, appraising, and she fists her hands into the straps of the backpack, her heart thudding.

His eyes, reflecting the light, watch the dead demon for a long second, and in that moment, she catches a hint of fear, a hint of panic, and a hint of calculation.

“Leave me alone,” Chloe breathes out, when his eyes flicker obviously to the backpack in her arms, finally away from the corpse. “I won’t—”

He straightens, and the body is so tall, before some decision filters over his face.

“I don’t—” Chloe starts, before he’s suddenly in front of her, suddenly right there, his hand closing over her injured wrist and—
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Even though Chloe’s been teleported a few times thanks to Ambra, the shock of being suddenly somewhere else hits her like a slap across the face, and she staggers, her knees buckling.

The demon’s grip on her wrist is the only thing keeping her upright.

“Were you tracking the gun or the bag?” he demands, and Chloe’s head spins.

He took her to some small nook, some abandoned cabin where hot air blows through the cracks in the window and light streams across the white walls, and it’s so much brighter than the cave with the blood and the cave and…

He sighs, an incredibly human action, before gently releasing her wrist.

Chloe scrambles backwards, and she’s still clutching the bag to her chest, the weight of it some sort of strange comfort, as her mind spins off.

The door to the single room cabin hangs off its hinges, swinging open in the wind, and outside there’s nothing but white sand and scrub brush and pebbles. No road, no thrum of cars or airplanes, nothing. A sink sits in one corner, and a cot is pushed into the other, a single hot pad on a table.

All in all, a very easy prison to break out of, but the lack of infrastructure outside makes Chloe shiver.

It’s a prison all the same.

The demon in front of her crosses his arms, expectant.

“I’m not telling you,” Chloe answers honestly, then, “is your name Killian?”

A frown line appears on his forehead, but he nods.

“I was trying to negotiate with that demon, I was trying to convince them, I didn’t want to kill them, I swear,” Chloe babbles, and he raises an eyebrow. “They grabbed me and I panicked. No murder intended.”

“If I could have operated the gun, I would have shot them myself,” Killian says, voice neutral. “But they protected themselves in that circle and nothing I could do could get through that.”

Chloe hadn’t known that the alchemy they put on the gun had done that, but it’s not the most surprising thing about her day.

“Was that cage where they kept…her?” she asks, and her voice lilts upwards, outside her control. “It was horrible, why—”

“Yes,” Killian cuts her off.

“Okay,” Chloe says, then takes a big, gulping breath of air, her stomach souring at the thought of the spirit fox being behind the rusted metal bars.

And she has to get out, somehow. Her current situation is just as important, and if she can’t get herself under her control then she can’t help her friend at all.

“Okay,” Chloe repeats, after another big breath, then tilts her wrist so she can stare at it, at the blood that’s still dripping down onto the dull gray tile. She’s gonna need some first aid, some antibacterial, maybe another tetanus shot, some bandages…

“Did you sleep?” the demon says, completely derailing her thoughts. “It’s been over thirty hours since the Wight scried me, did you sleep at all for that?”

“That’s not important,” Chloe replies automatically, and if she could be sure the demon wouldn’t grab the bag out of her hands, she would set it down, transform the meager first aid kit into something she can use, but she can’t trust that he wouldn’t take the opportunity and leave her there. “I should get back, take me back, I’m not going to get in your way.”

“Give me your cipher for the research and I will,” Killian says, a tremor so faint in his voice that she might’ve missed it.

“So you couldn’t read it,” Chloe ventures, and even though she knows her work, even though she’s the one that tied all the pieces together, it’s a little validation. “No. My research stays with me.”

He regards her, standing back, and it’s almost comical how much taller this body is than Chloe, she has to tilt her head up to keep an eye on him.

“You don’t know the next place to go,” he says, and the same confidence she’s starting to get back makes its way into his voice as well, as he lifts his chin. “You don’t know the next place to go, unless you scan the cage—”

Chloe shudders at the memory of the blood seeping from it.

“—then you are at the same dead end I am.” His brows raise, like he’s somehow got something on her.

Still, the nagging feeling that he’s terrified somehow worms its way back into her thoughts.

She can’t get back, not easily, not without knowing where they are and not without some form of transportation, and he can’t go forward.

“If I die then the research will crumble,” Chloe says quickly. “All way of tracking, everything, gone.”

“Noted,” he says with a nod.

“And you can’t find it anywhere with the college, this is all me,” she says. “They put me in prison for this, you can’t steal it from them either.”

He very obviously weighs her words, finally letting his gaze go to other things in the room, as if observing for the first time where he brought them.

“Someone else had done a reading on the cage, somehow around the demon,” Killian says, and there’s a restless sort of energy to him, like he doesn’t quite fit into the body fully. “The demon told me to mock me. Said they let him.”

“Of course,” Chloe mutters, and his brow twitches.

Chloe eases back, and now that the immediate pressure is gone, the immediate life and death terror, the cuts on her wrist ache, a deep angry throb, and she’s gonna have more scars if she’s not careful.

She takes another step backwards—he’s in between the door and her so she can’t just run out—and kneels down, still gripping the backpack.

This snaps his attention back to her. “What are you doing?”

Not stopping her movement, even though every fiber in her body screams out to, she loops her injured arm through the straps, then slowly unzips the backpack. “Just getting out my first aid kit,” she murmurs, though her heart hammers. “I didn’t know demons without a body could grab someone.”

The focus of his attention drops to her wrist, to the bloody gashes. “They can’t, most people.” It’s a surprising bit of information given without asking for something in return, and Chloe’s been around Ambra long enough to know that she should be wary of unprompted gifts. “I doubt they’ve seen enough Necromancer risen people in their life to know otherwise.”

“Yeah, we’re probably pretty rare,” Chloe babbles, pulling out the neon orange zippered pouch, then with trembling fingers pulling out the sterile wipes. “Any specialty bacteria that could cause infections? Any prion disease or something weird I need to worry about, cause—”

“You’re the second Necromancer risen person I’ve ever encountered,” he interrupts, “and I didn’t injure the other one.”

“Oh, who was it?” Chloe runs with the distraction, tearing open the plastic packaging and flicking the wipe, stretching it and adding to it until it’s large enough for what she needs. “I think I know most of them, they’re my buddies, and—”

“Four hundred years ago,” he says, and she shuts her mouth with a click. “So no, there’s no established care for unfiltered demon flesh injuries.”

There’s almost a hint of sarcasm behind the ever-present stoic fear in his words.

So Chloe just ducks her head, roughly wiping the cuts on her wrist, hissing between her teeth when they sting. Her stomach’s still sour, her head hurts, and her heart pounds unpleasantly through her veins, like she’s moments away from a caffeine crash.

The other demon—Killian, names are important to demons, she’s got to remember that—tilts his head at her, a rather familiar bit of body language from both Ambra and Maison. Even with the terrifying double face behind it, the familiarity is almost reassuring.

But the silence is long, far longer than either of those two would have let it go.

“So we can work together, right?” Chloe babbles, gingerly dabbing at the edge of the worst wound. The edges of her skin are ragged, tinged in black, but the black smears off with the antiseptic wipe.

Almost like the other demon bled into her wounds.

“I’m not gonna be separated from this, you’re not gonna drop me off with the Wights again without the ciphers, I don’t have the scans, you do.” It’s a terrible idea, of course, and he blinks his reflective eyes at her. “I don’t much care who I’m working with, my goal’s the same, and…”

“You’re volunteering?” he asks, voice dipping low, and Chloe shivers, before she straightens her spine, getting the unconscious response out of her system.

“If we’re going in the same direction, might as well travel together,” she says, as brightly as she can. She’s said the same thing to so many people, convinced so many people to help her out—or receive help—that way. “I can get in and out of demon traps, and unless I’m wrong, there’s gonna be a lot on this hunt. You have a bit more…firepower…than I do.” She waves a hand at him, and to her horror, her fingertips are trembling.

He crosses his arms, still a healthy distance back, so Chloe gingerly pries open the first aid kit, her hand shaking as she pulls out the singular Band-Aid.

It’s hilariously small, meant for a paper cut, so she flicks it to expand it, feeding a bit of power into it, focusing on making it larger, stretching it to fit over the wounds, at least keep them clean until she can have someone look at them, and…

The Band-Aid blurs, but then doesn’t change.

She gapes at it while he just watches her, as she tries again, sinking her mind into the fibers and the plastic.

The air above it blurs feebly, but it doesn’t react.

With a sigh, Killian crouches near her, and she leans back on her heels at the suddenness of his closeness.

“Like I asked,” Killian starts, “did you sleep?”

Chloe opens her mouth to speak, then closes it, blinking rapidly at the Band-Aid, then at the glowing eyes and shifting double image in front of her.

He obviously doesn’t feel the same need to fill the conversation as she does.

“You knocked me out for like thirteen hours,” Chloe replies, and it’s weaker than she would want. “I can do a lot on twelve hours of sleep.”

His eyes narrow, and Chloe tries to shake out the bandage again, but it doesn’t react.

“I saw the vault door,” he says, and somehow, his voice is dangerously quiet, dangerous in the way that sends all of Chloe’s alarm bells ringing. “I know the structure of those, that would have taken an extraordinary amount of power, and then breaking the traps would take out most magicians, and there are rings under your eyes. Have you slept?”

“Locks are my specialty,” Chloe protests, “and traps are easy.”

He raises an eyebrow at her, like he’s still expecting an answer.

“Apparently, when you’re raised from the dead, it’s hard to sleep for a while.”

His brows flash up for a split second, the terror evident on his double features, before he sighs, rolling his eyes.

“That’s what I thought,” he mutters, then reaches out and presses his thumb into her forehead.

Chloe recoils back, her shoulder blades hitting the wall, before black rushes into her vision.

Sure, she fights it, gritting her teeth, digging into the wall with her fingers. He’s knocked her out before, it’s a familiar sensation, but…

He wins again.
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This time, when Chloe blinks her eyes open and sees a blank popcorn ceiling, she’s pissed.

She seethes, staring up at the shadows the texture casts, long in the afternoon sun, and she has no way of knowing which afternoon it could be.

Her mouth tastes foul, like something crawled into it and died, and the pit in her stomach tells her it’s been far too long since the breakfast back at the hotel with that strange man. Her limbs weigh heavily against her, like even moving would take too much effort.

He did it again. The demon fucking knocked her out, the moment she was a bit too inconvenient.

Someone had, at some point, thrown a blanket over her, and it’s scratchy to the point of oversensitizing against her arms and the bandages on her wrist.

Bandages.

She lifts her hand, inspecting it. The gouges ache, some sort of distant sort of itch of new healing, but the bandages are clean and pristine white.

Which means not only was she bandaged while unconscious, she was almost certainly re-bandaged.

“That fucker,” Chloe says aloud. She’s not the most prone to swearing, but some situations call for it.

There’s a shift of movement in the room, and she flops her head over, despite her vision swimming.

It’s a different room than he knocked her out in, it’s not the hotel room back in Jerome Arizona, and the bright white snow outside the window tells her she’s probably hundreds if not thousands of miles away from where she last was.

There’s demon magic everywhere, red and black twisted into protections, as if written on the walls in one continuous motion. Every spare bit of clean white wall is covered in it in small, cramped writing, tying in safety and calm and comfort.

It’s a bit excessive.

And her backpack leans neatly against the side table, also meticulously cleaned.

Instead, the room gives the overall impression of frugal neatness. The carpet is cleaned, if ratty, and the furniture is a few decades out of date, and she can barely catch a glimpse of a kitchenette through the hallway. A pair of bright purple shoes are off to one side, too big to be child sized but too small to belong to an adult, like someone kicked them off and left them where they fell. The skull from before—she thinks it’s the skull from before—sits on top of a few papers on the counter, like a morbid paperweight.

And Killian the demon stands, leaning casually against a bare wall, arms crossed and head tilted to watch into the other room.

“Where are we?” Chloe demands, and her head pounds with the words.

“Northwestern Canada,” he responds idly, like the information doesn’t cost anything. “A safe house.”

Ambra’s talked at length about her safe spots, the places that she—and all demons— instinctively run to in times of need or in times of rest, so the concept is not entirely lost on Chloe.

She’s never taken Chloe to any of them and got downright weird when Chloe asked, but she gets the idea.

There are neat strips of magic laid out on the desk, sealed neatly in a shimmering case of power.

Chloe peers at them from the bed. She’s not someone who’s an expert at magical traces, even with her new ability to see demon traces, but something thrums in her gut to say that these are from humans.

Who, she couldn’t even begin to tell.

“How long did you knock me out?” Chloe asks, pushing herself up, but her arms wobble all the same. She shifts so she can lean against the wall, shoving the rest of the blanket off of her.

“You slept,” he emphasizes, “for an additional ten hours longer than I knocked you out.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Chloe says, trying and failing to be cheerful about it.

“I aimed for five hours, you shrugged off the compulsive sleep after three and a half.” He’s still watching outside the room, like there’s something out there that takes up more of his attention, and that might be more interesting than anything else. “You must be very powerful.”

“Don’t say that,” Chloe murmurs. “I once burned off my eyebrows because I added one too many molecules to gasoline.”

“That’s a story,” he grumbles.

Instead of trying to say anything else, Chloe pokes at the edge of the bandage, peeling it up. It’s a great job, far better than she would’ve done herself, and she absolutely does not want to give him that credit.

“I have to check in with people,” Chloe says, finally, after he continues to watch the other room like a hawk. “They’d not exactly be happy with me dropping off the face of the earth for thirteen hours.”

“Your electronics are plugged in the bathroom,” he responds idly, like he’s merely reporting normal information. “It was making noise, but I turned it off.”

Chloe didn’t even know demons could do that, but she refuses to feel grateful.

“Fine,” she says, swinging her leaden legs around to the side of the bed and wobbling, which snaps Killian’s attention to her. “Gotcha, thanks for the sleep, don’t do that again.”

“Unless your biology is different from other humans, you’re going to need food and water soon,” he says, and once again, there’s the trace of fear, and Chloe’s not usually one to poke at people’s phobias but she’s real tempted here. “I want to decode my scan today and head out tomorrow, and a completely burned-out alchemist would be useless to me.”

“Thanks,” she shoots at him, then rubs her face again, grabbing at her research bag.

All the scrolls are still there, neatly rolled up, the anti-grime protections she put on it still in place, no trace of human or demon blood whatsoever.

She refuses to feel grateful for that.

“Any food in this safe house?” she asks dryly, letting her fingertips trail on the papery edges of the scrolls. They thrum under her touch, warm and familiar.

“Some,” he replies neutrally. “It’s stocked for someone else’s tastes.”

“What, Demons don’t like peanut butter?” Chloe asks, then rakes her hand through her hair. It’s thoroughly messed up, completely out of its bun, black strands hanging everywhere.

And she’s getting nowhere exchanging barbs with him, so she stands, clutching the backpack to her chest, and stumbles into the bathroom.

It’s tiny, the light yellow and somewhat flickery, but the blue plastic countertop is pristinely clean, the mirror spotless.

Even in the bathroom, along the edge of the mirror, more protections are written in the same cramped hand. Spelling out safety, how people can’t scry in—those ones are new—and how only two people are allowed in through the protections without some sort of modification from him.

So he had to modify it to bring in Chloe.

Chloe leans close to the edge of the mirror, so close she can see her own pores. More of the writing disappears behind the mirror, like he took it off the wall to bespell protections, and within the letters are…something for self-esteem? Something for confidence? That those who look in the mirror will feel good about themselves?

Can demons even see their own reflections?

Chloe studies herself, and she definitely doesn’t get any additional boost to her emotions about the wreck of her appearance.

Sure enough, her phone is off and plugged in next to the sink, her compass sitting right next to it, still pointing south.

Her compass. It had been in her pocket, and he had dug it out.

“Gross,” Chloe mutters, then splashes some water on her face, which doesn’t help at all, while her phone boots up.

The beeps fill the room as she attempts to wrangle her hair into another bun, but she’s in obvious dire need of a shower. There’s still some dried blood—both hers and demon—and sandstone grit underneath her fingernails.

But her stomach pangs, and despite the sleeping she would guess she probably is at nowhere resembling enough power, so she grabs her phone and flops into the other room, ignoring the demon standing stock still against the wall.

DELINA (3:45 AM): I can tell you’re still alive but nothing else. Check in so people stop freaking out?

AMBRA (4:04 AM): Where are you?

MAISON (4:56 AM): Do you need us to come rescue you? We will figure it out.

Chloe flips the phone back to its main screen. It’s been about ten hours since the last text.

CHLOE (3:02 PM): Hi, guys, I’m fine, working with a demon who briefly knocked me out. Just woke up in a safe house of his in Canada.

It’s not gonna help the panicking, but her phone won’t give her any more details on where exactly she could point them to, all location tracking completely on the fritz.

Then, after a moment of thought.

CHLOE (3:03 PM): Gurlien, I’m really okay.

Of course, the phone fills up with beeps again, and she gets a side eyed glance from Killian when she tucks it into her pocket.

“You said food?” she asks, again attempting to be cheerful, but utterly failing.

He nods, then lifts up a hand. “Go in your room and shut the door!” he calls down the hallway, and there’s a resulting shuffle and a slamming of a door. “In the kitchen.”

“Wait, someone else is here?” Chloe asks, perking up. Someone else means information, company, and more people to talk to than just the taciturn demon in front of her. “Who?”

He crosses his arms again, remaining silent.

“Another human? Another demon? A Wight—I can see those too now—or a spirit? Who?”

“You’re in no danger from them,” he says, and the panic is more pronounced, almost wavering in his voice. “Don’t go past the kitchen doorway into that hallway.”

“Uh, no,” Chloe replies brightly, not having to fake it this time. “I’m super curious, just so you know, that’s why I break into things.”

He sighs, then disappears, startling her, but reappears in the open doorway of the other side of the kitchen, blocking her line of sight down the hallway.

“Or you could do that, I guess,” Chloe says, then pokes her way into the kitchen.

There’s an olive-green fridge, stocked with way too much chocolate milk and applesauce. A neat stack of pocky boxes sit next to it on the brown and yellow tile counter with a bag of dried strawberries, a few bags of the spicy chips that Ambra seems to enjoy, and a truly alarming amount of cup of noodles spread in cleanly organized lines.

“Huh,” Chloe replies, tilting her head at it. “Alright, not what I thought.”

Killian shifts, like he doesn’t like whatever conclusions she’s coming to.

“I take it you’re not a demon trapped and forced to consume human food, right?” Chloe asks, gesturing at the spicy chips. “I take it this is for someone else?”

“So you’ve met one of the abominations,” he replies, which is rude. “No, not for me.”

“Careful, she’s my friend,” Chloe says cheerfully, and, unless she’s imagining things, Killian…relaxes.

His shoulders drop, the lines of fear disappearing from his forehead, his face smoothing out.

But he doesn’t say anything, no matter how much she squints at him, so she fills the bright orange kettle up with water, sitting it on the stove, because of course the microwave in this kitchen looks ancient and that it would take forever to boil water.

The handle of the kettle sparks at her, additional runes to stop someone from burning their hand on it.

Opening a box of the pocky, she crunches on it as she pulls her phone out again, ignoring all the messages and going straight to Ambra’s contact.

CHLOE (3:07 PM): Do you know another demon named Killian?

AMBRA (3:08 PM): Do you think I exchanged names with other demons frequently?

CHLOE (3:08 PM): Fair.

AMBRA (3:09 PM): I know the names of about three other demons, tops. Solitary creatures, remember?

Of course, now that she’s without the control of the college, Ambra is one of the most social people Chloe knows, always preferring to at least be in the same room with one other person when Gurlien isn’t around, but she’s not going to point that out

“You have a demon’s phone number?” Killian asks, skeptical, like he can read over her shoulder from that far away.

“A few, actually,” Chloe says, blinking up at him and deciding to count Melekai, who has never texted her or called her once. He mostly skulks in the background, anyway.

Again, more miniscule relaxation, this time around his eyes.

“And they let you go on this chase alone?”

“Rude,” Chloe says, chomping on a piece of pocky and hoisting herself to sit on the tile counter, since the counter doesn’t have any runes preventing it. The bandage on her wrist protests the motion, pulling at her skin, but she ignores it.

“I’m not someone that has people willing to come along,” Chloe says, and his brow furrows. “They’ll text, they’re not going to come along.”

Gurlien’s not even texting right now, and she pulled him out of the cult mindset.

“Hmm,” he says.

“Neither of them wants to go to places where the college might be lurking.”

“And they have phones,” he mutters, almost like he’s jealous.

“Turns out there are advantages to being an abomination,” Chloe snips back, even though she’s one hundred percent sure that Ambra would not approve of the statement. “Where’s the next scan leading to?”

In an instant, the relaxation is gone, his shoulders stiffening and the lines appearing back in his forehead, and despite the fact that he’s in a different body than the first time she met him, the expression is the same.

“I can’t decipher,” he says, his voice clipped. “I know it’s somewhere in North America, somewhere east and south of here, but the fox wasn’t held in that cage long enough to give me a proper trail.”

Chloe swallows, the pocky suddenly dust in her mouth. “She should never have been held there,” she says, and her voice wobbles to the point he raises an eyebrow at her. “It’s too small, too claustrophobic, the air circulation was bad.”

He tilts his head at her, like he’s figuring something out, but he definitely doesn’t share it.

“So give me the scan,” Chloe says, and his face twitches. “We have my research, let me find it.”

He nods to the kettle, which is barely starting to steam. “You’d break one trap and fall over.”

“Rude,” Chloe repeats, “do you have any coffee in this weird collection of food?”

“She’s not allowed coffee,” he immediately protests, like that’s unreasonable, before blinking at her like he divulged it to her under duress. “There’s green tea.”

So whoever it is is a she and also someone he can ban from having coffee, which goes with the bright purple smaller shoes in the hallway.

So, not an adult.

“I’ll take a tea,” Chloe replies impishly, and he twists his face at her in a surprisingly human move.

“You can cook without singing off your eyebrows?” he asks, and she doesn’t have to be fully awake to get the sarcasm. “What about too many molecules.”

“I only burned my eyebrows the once,” Chloe says, scowling down at the teakettle. “And this is ramen. It’s not rocket science.”

Even after living close to Ambra for a few weeks now, it’s startling.

Her butt half asleep from the cold tile, Chloe hops off the counter, thrifting through the cabinets, her curiosity definitely telling her to go down the hall, but her common sense stopping her.

There’s just one mug, brightly colored pink and covered in neon green cats next to a single plate and bowl. So the kid is the only human in this space.

A muted conversation filters to her, muffled through a door down the hall, and she busies herself with making obvious noises in the kitchen, slamming the cupboard doors and clinking the spoon to the counter.

It’s not a great thought, that a demon may be the sole caretaker of a human child, though…

Though the existence of Maison suggests that the child might not be wholly human.

And if she finds another Half Demon, she’s gonna have to tell Maison.

The kettle finally screeching, she fumbles with it to pull it off the stove, filling the cup of noodles and the mug.

AMBRA (3:41 PM): I think we have a relative lock on your location, do you need a rescue?

CHLOE (3:42 PM): No! Tell Gurlien it’s like the time in Bellevue.

AMBRA (3:43 PM): He said “fuck you” and walked off.

Again, fair.

CHLOE (3:45 PM): Any tips on how to get a demon to share secrets?

AMBRA (3:45 PM): Don’t!

CHLOE (3:46 PM): Thanks!

She wanders out of the kitchen, her heart still in her throat, as the noodles sit for the prerequisite few minutes.

There are a dizzying array of wards on the door, and Chloe recoils away from where her hand wants to reach out towards the knob.

More wards than she can ever hope to understand. Protection, containment, ease of existing, all written in a swirling combination that brings her to a giant question mark.

She’ll be a prisoner until she figures those out. There could just as easily be one to kill, to immobilize anyone who touches without permission, and while she can bring them down…she has to identify first.

She swallows, sudden, her heart pounding, forcing her eyes to blink at them. She can’t leave, she can’t pick the lock and disappear forever, she can’t…

She backs up, her hand shaking, and flees back into the kitchen.
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After an entirely standard cup of noodles and box of pocky and an unenthusiastic cup of green tea, Chloe unrolls her research onto the spare dinner table tucked in the corner, using the bright purple saltshaker to pin down one side.

The spells and enchantments are still intact, though every single one of them has a thin veneer of demon power painted over, like he tried to brute force them into making sense for him.

It doesn’t affect the underlying spells, but it does bring a smile to her lips. Even someone so strong as a demon couldn’t undo what is hers.

Good.

She lays the compass next to it, the needle buzzing in proximity to it.

The small table has some wards written in, spells to provide clarity of thought and attention to detail, which is nice. Chloe had experimented some long ago, back before she got kicked out of the college, thinking it could help her ADHD and general manic sensations, but either she wasn’t strong enough in that style of magic or she had looked at it the wrong way.

All this does is tell her that the demon took so much time in making this place habitable and safe for the other human in it. Had made a place specifically for homework, which suggests a normal school, which is just…fascinating.

The idea of a demon caring for someone so wonderfully makes her smile, despite the lingering irritation.

“When did the college put you in prison?” Behind her, Killian speaks, and she jumps. “What year?”

“Uh…” Chloe says, pressing her hand to her chest to calm her beating heart. “I was twenty three? So eight years ago? Around there?”

“Hmm,” he says, then strides forward, tugging another scroll of paper out of her research bag, ignoring her bristling. “I tried to tie the scan to this one.”

It’s her general decoding scroll, the sort she lays maps upon for direction, one of her more rudimentary creations. Meant more for finding hidden spots, she mostly used it for finding random graveyards with underground crypts more than anything else.

It was also one of the ones she recreated from memory after getting out of prison, using it for finding small hidden vaults in the Washington forest to keep her skills sharp.

“This won’t help you without an actual map,” she warns him, and he leans away, the curl of his brown hair shifting in the movement. “It doesn’t create out of nothing, just shows existing spots on a view.”

Instead of scoffing, he raises his eyebrows at it. “Could be useful.”

“It’s super useful if you have a small area to check,” Chloe says, as brightly as she can, as if she can cheerfully brute force her heart rate into feeling normal. “A continent, not so much. Here.”

She tugs out another scroll, this one her basic map of the United States, all the coordinates cleanly mapped out, and spreads it over the first.

At first, nothing happens, then sand sifts up from below the map, shaking and rattling into place, dotting the states over and over with spots of something hidden.

“See,” Chloe says. “Too much.”

He watches it, like he can catch something she can’t, before nodding at her, begrudging. “How the hell have I not heard of you before?”

It’s worded like a compliment.

“I mean, the college tried very hard so that the world forgot I existed,” she responds, pushing one of the grains of sand and watching as it rattles back into place. “They didn’t like the idea of people knowing that they let someone like me escape.”

“And now you’re friends with abominations and Necromancers alike,” he murmurs, before resting his hand on the map, pulling up a twist of demon magic like its strands of hair. “Then which scroll?”

“Is that the scan?” Chloe asks, peering at the fistful of magic. “Just like that?”

“I do not need to tie it to things,” he says, like he’s protesting something, like he’s proving himself. “I’m not a child.”

“Speaking of which, is that child yours?” Chloe asks, then stares at him, unblinking, as he visibly falters, both the human face and the second face beneath blanching. “I know a few Half Demons.”

Few is a misnomer, but she has no problem with the little lie.

“There are only seventeen Half Demons in the world,” he protests, like that’s the important part here. “How the hell did you happen to meet a ‘few’ of them.”

“I thought there were only five,” she replies cheekily.

He gives her a flat look, and it’s the same flat look most people give her when they think she’s mocking them. Which to be fair, she kinda is at the moment.

“No, the child is not my biological offspring,” he says stiffly, the grooves in his forehead deepening. “But she has my entire protection, and I will kill anyone who threatens her.”

“Noted,” Chloe responds, then turns back to the scroll. “So this entire place, all this protection, for her?”

He sighs, an entirely human sound. “She’s twelve,” he complains. “She’s twelve and has almost the entirety of the college wanting to put her under their control and she has no idea, just because her father was powerful.”

Chloe’s heard that story before.

“She has some beginnings of talent,” he gestures at Chloe, to which she supposes he means human magic talent as opposed to anything else, “and it does not fall neatly into any of the established schools, which means they will take her, and they will study her, and they will control her if they get a chance.”

“I understand that,” Chloe replies, and he studies her for a long second, like he’s trying to discover if she’s telling the truth. “Remember, I know a Necromancer.”

There’s a brief flash of hunger over his face, quickly smoothed away, but startling all the same.

Right. She’s dealing with a predator.

“I am one hundred percent certain the college would like to study her,” Chloe continues, though her arm prickles. “Hell, my alchemy is just a little different than the norm and they studied me.”

“Believe me when I say her magic is rarer,” Killian says, almost severe, and it prickles at the back of her neck. “If they fully knew…they’d stop at nothing.”

“I get that,” Chloe murmurs.

“You don’t,” he says wearily, “not really. She’ll need training, she’ll need to be careful, she needs to not be taken advantage of. And if they find her…they’d just lock her up and use her.”

Chloe’s often had that thought about Delina and, more recently, about Lyra. That it’s almost incomprehensible that someone wouldn’t just kidnap them, force them to bring back soldiers, assassins, politicians. That they’d be pushed beyond burnout, and whoever controlled them wouldn’t care.

“I won’t say anything to anyone,” Chloe says, and gets a miniscule bit of relaxation from his shoulders. “Hell, I can’t even get my phone to pick up a location, as long as you teleport me out, I won’t even know where this is.”

Another long inspection before he nods.

“Her mother lives nearby, but she would sell her kidney if it meant she could have more intoxicants. I’ve known this child since she was three, I would not leave her to deal with that world without some place she can walk to for safety.”

“That’s noble,” Chloe says, and means it. “She can be left alone while you search?”

“If someone follows her here and tries to step foot through that door, they will instantly forget what they were looking for and leave,” he says, like she challenged him. “Her mother’s house is warded so anyone who attempts to lay a hand on her will immediately face more pain than they’ve ever experienced. If they touch her on the street then the very ground will break.” He hesitates. “And she’s twelve and knows how to feed herself.”

“Gotcha,” Chloe responds, and even though curiosity burrows deep inside her until she’s practically vibrating with the want to know more, she taps her finger on the scroll, the sand scattering then resettling. “Well, while we’re out, if you want to give her my cell phone number I’ll transcribe texts to her.”

His brows flash up, fast, before he hides it, but she can tell she dangled something valuable in front of him.

Ambra has said, many times, to find what’s important to a demon and leverage it. That despite their reputation for extreme violence and utter power, most demons had a few things—or people—that they would do anything for, do anything to protect.

Chloe gets the suspicion she just stumbled upon Killian’s.

There’s a muffled thump from the other room, similar to someone throwing a pillow across the hall, and they both turn to glance, but there’s no other sound.

After a lull, Chloe stares hard down at her research, the question bothering her. “Why’d you put me in the cabin?”

“What cabin?” he asks.

Chloe blinks down hard at the papers, then leans back to stare at him. “The cabin you left me? After knocking me out underground?”

“You mean after you shot me?” he drawls idly. “I had to find a new body, that hurt.”

Chloe briefly considers asking what that involves, then quickly decides she doesn’t want to know. “Yes, after that.”

His eyes flicker to hers, then back out the window. “I reached into your mind, identified home, then took you there,” he says casually, like home is an easy concept for her. “The place smelled of you, I figured I got it right.”

“Okay, creepy,” Chloe says, wrinkling her nose, and he surprises her by giving her a wide grin. “We abandoned that home a few months ago. We were run out.”

A flicker of interest. “Why?”

“Because we had a Necromancer,” she points out, and he shrugs, giving her that. “And a Half Demon. College wanted both of those in their possession.”

“Fair enough,” he says, then smiles again, like he’s amused by her. “I take it that being back there caused you issues?”

“I had to flash bang a few twenty-year-olds and run into the forest,” she informs him. “Only reason I’m not arrested is because I found a few Wights who also don’t like the college being there.”

He seems to weigh her statement. “And you shot me. I think we’re even.”

“You stole—” she cuts herself off, rubbing her face. “That wasn’t my home.”

“It is in your mind,” he says. “At least, no other place was pulling your desire like that.”

“I hadn’t been there in a few months,” she repeats.

“And yet, you certainly don’t feel like your current residence is a home, no matter how you protest,” he says, still idly, like this conversation is downright simple for him. “Guess you haven’t figured that out yet.”

She hasn’t, but she just glares at him, before returning to the maps.

“Scan?” Chloe says, instead of continuing on the frankly interesting conversation around demon protectiveness and their technological disadvantages of it in the modern age. “If we want to head out tomorrow, then we should at least attempt to find a trace.”
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The scan points towards Minnesota, neatly crossing with a minor base, one that specializes in the study of magical anomalies.

Chloe ties her compass back to it, and he watches her, unabashedly interested, and it’s a bit more scrutiny than she’s used to.

Gurlien usually understood what she was doing and generally left her to her own devices. There had been the brief period with Delina, where Delina had been attempting to learn a bunch of different aspects of magic, but even then, Maison had done the lion share of her training. Delina had definitely not been the sort of learner who was solely educated by example, so Chloe had done little practical magic that was observed so closely.

And before that…she had usually been alone.

“Yes?” she asks brightly, when his gaze lingers on the needle of the compass, like he can read from it.

All at once, his face spasms as he glances at the map, panic overtaking his expression, and he gulps in a breath of air.

She swivels in her chair, raising an eyebrow at him.

All he does is blink, staring blankly at the paper, watching the grains of sand settle into place, all gathering in the same small divot of the scroll. “You know the place?” Chloe asks, and the skin on his knuckles is white where he grips his arm, as if hugging himself will help.

He hesitates, his jaw working, before he visibly shakes himself. “It’s another human base,” he says, his voice so carefully neutral it practically vibrates on the high wire of tension. “Another place they put into the ground to do their grasps at power, before leaving it behind once it served its use.”

“Poetic, but probably,” Chloe says, and everything in her body tells her to back the fuck off, that going down this line of questioning won’t end well.

He takes another big breath, like it could give him peace, before settling his eyes on the compass itself.

“It’s not a brand of alchemy I’m familiar with,” he says. “Usually, the experimental magicians tend to be spellweavers. More flexibility.”

“Experimental that you know of,” she says, tapping the side of the compass, watching as the needle spins again, focusing back towards Minnesota. “I know a guy who changed his entire appearance through Alchemy many times over.”

He shakes his head, and somehow the demon double face is almost more skeptical than his human face.

“The kid, can she see you easily?” Chloe asks, and he narrows his eyes at her. “I can modify glasses to see demons.”

“She can see me just fine,” he replies, voice once more neutral, like he had to drop back into the tone to protect her. “Always has.”

“Oh, that is rare,” Chloe says brightly, before tapping the compass again, watching it spin back, unerringly accurate. “This is the simplest bit of alchemy, it’s just taking the needle and rewriting the magnetic pole to be the direction you want it.”

He settles back, sitting on the single brown floral couch that adorns the room.

It’s an odd piece of furniture, and it’s even odder with a demon lounging on it. All the furniture looks better suited for a few decades ago, and the demon addition is…

Instead, he just tips his head back, as if the ceiling vexes him, resting his neck against the back of the couch and stretching his legs out long.

Even with Ambra, Chloe rarely sees such a pose of relaxation. Ambra’s usually wound too tight, preferring to curl up and make herself small. She’s never seen Melekai in a position of relaxation, the elusive demon usually ramrod straight in the body, except for small moments of tenderness he shows his girlfriend.

That, more than anything, gives Chloe the feeling that she’s intruding on the space.

“So most of my demon communications are with an abomination,” she starts, turning the chair so it faces him. It squeaks along the tile. “But do you sleep?”

“Yes,” he replies, still staring up at the ceiling. “Not how humans do, but yes.” His eyes slate over to her, evaluating. “Do the abominations?”

“About as much as humans do,” she answers, figuring it’s neutral enough. “As much as they try to protest otherwise.”

“There’s only four, right?” he asks, and once more there’s the undercurrent of fear. “Just four abominations?”

“Depends on how you would define it,” Chloe says, leaning back against the chair, though her alarm bells ring. Ambra’s spoken about how terrified she is about facing another demon head on, Chloe doesn’t want to betray that. “But I know two. Maybe three, depending how you look at it.”

So there was at least one that nobody knew about. One demon tied into a human body, one demon of questionable sanity that may or may not be a danger, may or may not be in captivity.

Chloe’s heart hurts, a little, at that.

He blinks at her, almost lazily behind the glowing eyes. “Humans should have never attempted to tie them together.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t seem to work out well for anyone,” Chloe agrees.

“The one who died, who tried to destroy the world…I knew them before,” he says, and Chloe doesn’t know why he’s divulging this. “Terese, they called themselves. Young, intelligent, bright eyed, angry, and excitable.”

Chloe’s skin crawls. Terese-the-person is scared, terrified of everything, and terribly powerful, and to hear about the demon side of that equation…

“It made them insane,” Killian continues, like he didn’t notice her sudden fear. “Any sense of their mind, gone. The intelligence, their way of weighing reason, gone. It’s a nightmare.”

“I’ve heard that,” Chloe says, and he lifts his head to squint at her, as if her voice betrayed her.

“And then they died,” he says, and there’s almost a hint of mourning in his words. “Ripped apart by a Necromancer, fully embroiled in petty human dramas and experiments.”

Chloe doesn’t have a response to that, other than that it’s most likely accurate from his point of view. That he wouldn’t see the wake of destruction, the humans left dead in the furious path.

“Which abomination do you know?” he asks, once more eyeing her, like it’s a test.

Chloe folds her hand on the maps to hide her unease. “I’m not sure she’d like me to tell you.”

The corners of his mouth tilt upwards. “I mean the living ones no harm.”

“That’s not been the case with everyone,” Chloe responds, and the sun is setting outside the grand windows, the snow catching in the light of the safe house. “I’m not going to betray trust.”

There’s another miniscule relaxation, like she answered correctly.

“I asked her, she didn’t know your name,” Chloe volunteers, and the hard plastic chair isn’t exactly comfortable, but the crawling up her arms definitely tells her to not go closer.

“It’s not like we share names often,” he replies dryly. Then, with a narrowing of his eyes, he asks, “Why are you a tomb breaker?”

She scoots the chair back a bit.

“It’s not a normal area for young Alchemists to go towards,” he continues, waving his hand back and forth almost lazily, some sort of gestural equivocation. “Spellweavers, sure, if they think that way, but I saw that vault door.”

“Natural proclivity,” Chloe answers, and she knows she had just been almost grilling him, but now the turn of attention has her wrong footed. “Didn’t get discovered by the college until late in life, pre-teens or so.” She shrugs. By then, she had already learned how to lockpick most doors out of sheer boredom in her small drive through town, including the back door to McDonalds and the gas station safe. People had found it utterly adorable when she did it as a tiny black-haired child, less so when she hit the beginnings of puberty and people thought she might be doing it with the intent to actually do some harm.

At that point, discovering her alchemy almost felt like a letdown. That the reason she was so good at something so fun was some innate talent, not her trying hard and working hard to get better.

He wrinkles his nose at her, and it’s so similar to some of Ambra’s expressions that Chloe mentally files it away into an “apparently demon expressions” folder.

“Then they found out I could pick locks and the rest is history,” Chloe continues, when he does the staring thing that both Ambra and Melekai do when they’re waiting for more information and annoyed they’re not getting it. “Bam, immediate classes in breaking locks and traps, super fun for being thirteen when everyone else is learning neat stuff like battle magic and glamours and illusions.”

Killian nods, like the answer satisfies him somewhat, before the door down the hall creaks open.

Immediately, he sits bolt upright, flashing a shield in the doorway to the spartan living room, opaque and warping, before giving her a slightly apologetic wince and teleporting away.

Leaving Chloe sitting there, adrenaline from the conversation still in her hands, completely unable to see into the other room.

Right. Still doesn’t want her to see the other person.

Slowly, she breathes out, letting her palm settle on the scrolls still spread on top of the tiny table.

Muffled sounds of conversation, barely audible, reach past the shield, then the telltale sound of someone bumbling around the kitchen, of the kettle getting filled, of someone rattling in the silverware drawer, and Killian’s low voice underneath it.

And Chloe’s desperately curious.

But if they’re supposed to work together now, if she’s supposed to rely on him for safety and firepower and he’s supposed to trust her for her ability to break out of things and unroll traps and find the spirit fox, then…

Then she has to sit where she is and not intrude.

She had to sit and not intrude on Gurlien when they first moved into the same cabin, during his first few attempts to try to do something to win his way back into favor of the College. She had to not intrude in the obvious drama filled conversations between Delina and Maison, back when Maison obviously had to apologize and didn’t yet realize it and Delina had to think for herself and not what all her instincts were saying. She had to not intrude on all the necromancy lessons between Delina and Lyra, she had to not intrude on Axel to teach her new things when he was helping Terese with some new fear, and she had to not intrude on Ambra when she was healing and spitting mad, back when she got shot by the bespelled gun.

Sitting and not intruding is the worst.

Gingerly, she sets her cell phone on the scrolls, and the grains of sand buzz around the new item.

Immediately, the screen lights up, the magic seeping into the electronics, and Chloe begins to push the innards of the phone in a certain direction, twisting the sparks of battery life into her will, making it react to more than just the signal in the air.

Suddenly, Killian appears beside the table, his brow furrowed down at her, and Chloe barely lifts her head to glance up at him before he nods, disappearing again.

Apparently, he could tell she is doing something, either from the trace of her power or the protections he has tied into the very walls of the house.

A young voice, just out of the high-pitched tone of childhood, peppers through the barrier, and Chloe raises an eyebrow at the phone, before setting up an additional subroutine.

As much as living basically under the watchful eye of Axel and Alette had chafed against Chloe’s innate sense of paranoia, Axel had great tips and tricks on manipulating technology, having set up the majority of internet connection on the base, tied it into the magic of the land, and set up all sorts of alerts to be sent directly to his phone, all before he lost his magic. It had been an amazing thing to learn, an amazing skill to flex, and study that Chloe vowed to find uses outside of the stuffy base.

And here, with just a bit of thought and a bit of effort, she sets up notification alerts to send out to Delina, Maison, Ambra, and Gurlien whenever her location changes drastically in the space of a few seconds, whenever the phone—or Chloe—drops suddenly, whenever the phone detects a sudden heartbeat change outside of the normal levels of exercise. She had set up similar before, on her old phone, but adds the additional layers, before thumbing over to the group text Delina had started ages ago.

CHLOE (7:03 PM): I am absolutely putting those annoying notifications back on this phone, including one when I get teleported.

Three people immediately start typing, and Chloe smiles at the screen.

MAISON (7:04 PM): If you’re traveling via demon, will you be teleporting a lot?

CHLOE (7:04 PM): I assume so, but who knows. You should get my coordinates if my phone is able to pick them up.

DELINA (7:05 PM): That should be a fun way to track you.

AMBRA (7:06 PM): I am going to judge the teleportation.

MAISON (7:06 PM): Will it be accounting for short distances?

AMBRA (7:07 PM): Depends on the sensitivity of the phone, not on the teleport.

MAISON (7:07 PM): But phones have a natural GPS drift, the spell would have to account for some of that or else we’d be spammed.

AMBRA (7:08 PM): And some teleportations are more precise than others, and some demons can only teleport to places they’ve been or seen, not theoretical coordinates.

Maison continues typing, and Chloe smiles even harder at the phone, before she thumbs through the replies.

Gurlien hasn’t responded. Hasn’t even read the original text.

For a few seconds she debates taking him off the chat but she stays her hand. If he truly wants to ignore it, he knows how to do so.

CHLOE (7:14 PM): I also included a text for dropping the phone (or if I drop) so I will clarify the moment I can if it’s just literally a dropped phone.

DELINA (7:15 PM): Oh you better. Two-minute leeway before we try to track you.

CHLOE (7:15 PM): Deal.

Chloe would bet money that Ambra’s in the same room as Gurlien, and that she would update him if truly needed, and he can come around to forgiving her when he wants.

It still hurts, a bit, so she thumbs over to his text message instead.

CHLOE (7:19 PM): How’s Ambra been with T and Mel?

Last time she checked, Ambra’s been alternatively skittish around them and treating them like old friends, and it’s something Gurlien had talked extensively with Chloe, when trying to help her adapt.

Nothing. No response.

So Chloe sighs, then attempts to push the magic into solidifying the materials of the phone, making it resistant to cracking and to damage from any falls.

The air itself flickers around her, and she lifts her head, only to find Killian leaning against the warping shield, arms crossed, raising an eyebrow down at her.

“Do you need me to show you what I’m doing?” Chloe asks, picking up the phone and brushing off the remnants of the grains of sand. “I totally can, it’s nifty.”

“No,” he replies, but there’s something to read into his voice. “How much data do you need to read from the phone to set that up?”

From her understanding of Ambra, that’s a surprisingly astute way of looking at technology for a demon.

“I don’t need to know anything about it,” she answers, leaning on the scrolls, the sand buzzing around her elbows. “I’d just have to touch it, the notifications could be automatically sent to any number the user wishes.”

It doesn’t take a genius to read between the lines on what he’s talking about.

“It does put on a tracker,” she warns, “that, once fallen into the wrong hands, could be manipulated and used to other…ends.”

His lips thin. “Noted.”

“And I don’t know who all your kid would want to notify,” she says, once again venturing to read between the lines, but by his expression she’s not wrong. “But anyone else with alchemy would be able to tell it’s been changed the moment they touch it. I’m not good at being sneaky like that.”

Apparently, Axel had at one point, but Chloe’s gifts don’t fall into subtlety as easily with electronics.

“I appreciate that answer,” he says, and she doesn’t know how he leans against the magical barrier he can freely move through, but she doesn’t think right now is the time to ask theory questions like that. “She wants your number, to text me if needed. Will you track her through that?”

“I couldn’t, others might.”

He sighs, and it’s a very human reaction, one that’s almost out of place with the double features.

“But they’d need to either get her phone number or their hands on my phone to do so,” Chloe says. “So there might be some security through that.”

He nods, curt, then disappears again.

Chloe stares at the spot on the opaque shield, squinting to see if she can find a break in it, before turning back to her phone.

CHLOE (7:32 PM): This demon teleports a lot. Like, between rooms a lot. Instead of walking.

AMBRA (7:33 PM): Jealous.

MAISON (7:34 PM): Inefficient.

AMBRA (7:35 PM): Not if you’re not disadvantaged with power regeneration.

She misses that, just a bit.

DELINA (7:37 PM): So Chloe, besides all that, what’s your plan? Let yourself be carted all over the world by a mysterious demon until you find your friend?

Chloe stares at it, then turns off the phone, shoving it into her pocket.
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She and Killian skate around each other, not quite talking and not quite communicating, until the anticipation eats underneath Chloe’s skin, but by then the sun has gone down and the weather has kicked up, fully out of the range that she could venture out on her own.

So she makes herself at home in the bed she woke up in, tossing the scratchy blanket off to the side and burrowing deeper underneath the sheets, and doesn’t sleep at all.

Sure, she tries to, but each time she closes her eyes her mind buzzes with awareness, singing with ideas and a certainty that she would never sleep again.

The hours stretch on, interminably long, before her phone beeps, soft.

She rolls over, flopping her arm over to the oak nightstand, flipping it on.

MAISON (4:02 AM): Do you think you’ll find something more?

Chloe curls around her phone, the glow spilling over the blankets, relief at the distraction as warm as the light.

CHLOE (4:03 AM): Absolutely.

MAISON (4:04 AM): Someone freed some experiments from a small base in Jacksonville. They killed everyone on site.

Chloe’s gut clenches.

MAISON (4:04 AM): Eighteen assistants, four guards, two senior officials, and now there’s insane experiments out in the wild if you’re heading in that direction.

They would absolutely consider Ambra one of those experiments, so Chloe can’t bring herself to feel bad.

CHLOE (4:04 AM): What attacked them?

MAISON (4:04 AM): Nobody knows. The base is a crater.

MAISON (4:05 AM): Do you remember Jaycee from the year above you? She worked there.

It’s been a long time, but Chloe can imagine the other woman’s soft face and gentle brow, and she realizes she has no clue what the specialty was. What she learned, what she did, anything.

CHLOE (4:08 AM): What did she do there?

MAISON (4:08 AM): I don’t know, her specialty was in streamlining efficiencies, there’s no reason for her to be there. But she’s listed among the dead.

Chloe breathes out, controlled, before squeezing her eyes shut until her phone beeps again.

MAISON (4:17 AM): Stay safe out there. We’re all worried.
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Chloe doesn’t sleep before morning, but by the time she dares to open the door to the little bedroom, the bright purple shoes are gone from the entryway and the single mug and plate are in the drying rack by the sink.

The bedroom down the hall is open, the door slightly crooked on the hinges, but the light is off, just the ambient glow from the rising sun.

And the demon Killian is nowhere to be seen.

Chloe brews some more green tea for herself, as if that will take away the headache of the lack of caffeine, before grabbing a cheese stick and some applesauce from the fridge.

Either the child has an incredibly limited palate, or Killian has no clue how to shop for someone. Chloe has her money on the second one.

The scroll is still spread on the tiny table, and some additional smudges of demon power line the edges, like he had sat there and read, his fingers trailing down the lines of written runes.

The entire house is quiet, not even the sound of traffic from outside, and Chloe munches on the cheese stick as she leans her head against the window.

The glass is blurry from the amount of protections written into the material, but the overall impression is one of snowy desolation. A few houses, each more ramshackle than the next, dot the single gravel road, and the sidewalks are strewn with dirty rocks from a plow. Power lines dangle from poles, almost reaching the snow, far outside the safety they should provide. A single tree, the leaves all blown off, decorates the yard. A pile of tires sits next to a half fallen down shed, brambles grown over them.

And the child’s mother must live in one of the tiny houses.

“In my defense I’ve seen other demons set up safe houses in literal hovels,” Killian speaks up from behind her, and she startles. “Caves, dark spaces in tree roots, and much worse.”

“I wasn’t judging,” Chloe says, blinking over at him. “I definitely lived out of my car for a year.”

“That is absolutely worse,” he says, then raises his chin, some sort of evaluation of her.

Chloe stares right back, as challengingly as she can.

“Though my friend has one that’s a corner apartment in a high rise in…a big city,” Chloe says, stopping herself from divulging too much. “Apparently, it's huge.”

He squints at her.

“And some castle in like Germany or somewhere,” Chloe continues. “Lots of books and a temperature-controlled library.”

Finally, the corner of his mouth tilts upwards, and she realizes it just may be the most honest expression he’s made. “I used to have more. You didn’t sleep.”

“In my defense, I slept for thirteen hours,” Chloe says, then shrugs, not quite embarrassed but skating along the edge of it. “They say it’s a side effect of the necromancy.”

“Right. The necromancy,” he replies, something tugging at his mouth, like it’s still a taste he’s getting used to. “How did you die in the first place?”

The question prickles over Chloe’s skin, and she shakes her head, almost out of instinct, and he lifts his hand in an almost reconciliatory way.

“Mere curiosity,” he says, before he throws a nod towards the research. “What do you need to lay siege to an abandoned base?”

This, this is something she can grab onto. Something to distract herself with. “I’ll bring my bag. All of it.”

“Including the handful of rocks at the bottom?” he asks, almost warm. “You carry rocks around?”

The answer to that is yes, but she just rolls her eyes. “How do you think we broke into Toronto?”

There’s a stillness around him, at those words, the ever-present fear almost palatable, before he visibly shakes himself out of it, turning on his heel and beginning to roll up her scrolls.

Once more, something prickles at Chloe’s neck. He’s always afraid, and right then, she felt that it was at her.

“My nearest teleport point to the base is in Minneapolis,” he says, not facing her, voice neutral. “I am not one who can teleport sight unseen to a new place just because I know where it is.”

Ambra is, and Chloe just knows that it’ll amuse her to know she has a skill up on this demon.

“It’ll be a two-hour trip from there by train,” he continues, “and the college owns the railway in and out of that town.”

“Oooh, fun,” Chloe replies, and he shoots her an odd look. “I can drive, you realize, if train hitchhiking isn’t your jam.”

The human face doesn’t change, not substantially, but the shadowy face underneath it does, almost out of an odd shock. Like he’s able to control the body he’s in but not his true expression.

“Because I, unlike demons, can actually manipulate machinery,” she says smugly.

“They’ll watch the roadways,” he says, but the shock is replaced by something else, something closer to hunger.

Eagerness, she realizes. He’s eager. Just as eager as she is.

All without it showing on the dead body’s face.

All at once, a thrill snaps down Chloe’s back. They’re doing this, they’re going to get somewhere, they’ll succeed, they’ll…

“Then we go about it carefully,” Chloe says, then bounces on the balls of her feet. “Get as close as we can, then figure it out.”

It’s a different sort of breaking and entering, one she can’t help but relish in, and she grins up at him.

“You’re insane,” he murmurs, before nodding, as if fitting himself better into the skin. “Let’s do this.”
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He teleports them into an alleyway, the snow and ice grimy against the pavement, and Chloe barely stumbles that time.

Instead, Killian breathes in, like the air is refreshing, tilting his head up to stare at the high rises.

Almost immediately, Chloe’s phone beeps, loud, and she fumbles to pull it out of her pocket.

DELINA (9:32 AM): We got it! The alarms worked!

MAISON (9:33 AM): It says you’re in the outskirts of Minneapolis? Is that right? Near a Denny’s?

Chloe wouldn’t mind some Denny’s coffee.

AMBRA (9:34 AM): If you encounter the demon who rules the city, offer them artwork.

MAISON (9:34 AM): What?

AMBRA (9:35 AM): I’m serious. They collect artwork.

And Chloe’s in the same town as Ambra’s apartment, where her and Gurlien stayed on their adventures, so she would know.

Chloe points at her phone to Killian. “Alarms worked.”

CHLOE (9:39 AM): Yup, Minneapolis. Starting point.

“Your friends are certainly talkative,” he says, then straightens, as if bringing up the body to its full height makes him feel better. The body still wears the faded blue henley, the sleeves rolled up, but the chill doesn’t even seem to register to him.

Meanwhile, Chloe digs around in her bag for her rain poncho, before shaking it out and twisting it into a woolen coat.

“The demon around here likes art, apparently,” Chloe says, shrugging it on. “If we need a bribe.”

“I’m not planning on staying long enough to need a bribe,” he says, almost severe. “And their territory barely extends beyond the river.”

“Do you have territory?” Chloe asks, and he blanches before getting his expression under control. “My friend says some demons do, some don’t.”

“I have pockets of land,” he says firmly, before starting to stride away, the snow swirling around him, not seeming to land on his skin. “I used to have more.”

The last bit is said almost in a murmur, like it’s not for her to hear.

And Chloe’s gonna figure that out if it’s the last thing she does, but even she knows when to stop from prying.

So she follows after him, merging in among the throng of people on the sidewalk, turning up her new collar to the wind.

It’s a bit odd, following a demon who does not interact with the world quite like she does, where she gets bustled around by the crowd and he flows seamlessly through it, but it’s just a few blocks until the crowd thins and he falls back, walking shoulder to shoulder with her.

And before she can think to stop herself, she reaches out to tug on the sleeve of his shirt, nodding in the direction of a coffee shop.

He startles at the touch, like it’s just as unfamiliar to him.

“I’m gonna get some food,” Chloe says, as authoritatively as she can, after they had been walking in complete silence for almost half an hour. “Then we’ll find a car to steal and get there faster.”

His mouth quirks up, unguarded, before the expression disappears. “You definitely don’t follow human mores, do you?”

“Rude,” Chloe says cheerfully, then ducks into the coffee shop, a bell tinkling deep in the back.

It’s a welcoming sort of shop, with clean brown counters and a display case of homemade pastries, and Chloe sheds her coat the moment she steps through.

Killian follows her in, almost as an afterthought.

“Hi!” someone calls from the back, before a middle-aged woman emerges, dusting some sort of flour off her hands. “Our espresso machine is broken, but we have a mean French press.”

Her eyes don’t even flicker to Killian, even though he stands right next to her.

They’re the only customers, though the chairs are astrew, like the morning rush already came and went.

“Just a big coffee with some cream, maybe some vanilla if you have it,” Chloe says, and Killian’s scanning the room, flexing out power like it’s nothing, despite there being no threats. “And…a croissant and an egg muffin.”

If she’s going to be outputting a bunch of energy like she thinks, then more food’s not gonna be a bad thing.

“No problem,” the woman says, and her eyes crease nicely, “it’s been a bit since we started the new muffin recipe, I’m glad to see people like it.”

Chloe nods, giving her the sunniest smile she can muster. “My friend told me about it!” she lies, and immediately, Killian whirls around to stare at her, even if it's the sort of lie that all store clerks want to hear. “She swears by this place.”

The woman beams back, then busies herself with pouring the coffee, heating up the muffin, doing all of the normal coffee shop things, a soothing sound, as Chloe taps one of the strips of paper in her pocket, transforming it into a bit of money.

Killian squints down at her, and she shrugs at him.

“You want this to go, dear?” the woman asks, and Chloe nods, even as Killian shakes his head.

“I think it’ll be great to walk around and have a coffee,” Chloe says, mostly to him, but keeping her eyes on the woman. “I love a hot drink on a cold morning walk.”

It’s nonsense, and he tilts his head at her, but the woman puts an extra slice of fancy dessert bread in the bag before handing it to her, still smiling.

“It should be objectively miserable out there,” Killian says, and he’s not keeping his voice down, but the woman doesn’t react at all.

It’s going to take some getting used to, not reacting to someone who isn’t there, but Chloe pays, accepting the bag and the hot drink, before giving the woman as generous of tip as she thinks she can get away with without being suspicious and hunkering back out into the cold.

“It is miserable,” she says out of the side of her mouth, the moment they’re far enough away from the door to evade suspicion. “But I can walk and eat.”

“And you lied,” he puzzles out, staring up at the cloudy sky that threatens them with more snow. “For absolutely no reason.”

“No, for some reason,” Chloe argues. “It made her happy and I got an extra snack.”

He shakes his head, like she’s the one being odd, before his eyes briefly gleam, reflecting the light, and he points to a car parked on the mostly abandoned street.

“That one,” he says, confidently. “Nobody’s driven it in three months, there’s an engine part missing.”

“That’s not a problem,” Chloe replies cheerfully, taking a large gulp of the truly amazing coffee. “Can you create a distraction? Make it so nobody’s looking over here?”

He raises an eyebrow at her, but the shadow face underneath almost, almost smiles. “Do you need something subtle?”

“Eh,” Chloe equivocates. “I’m fine with not terribly subtle if you are.”

The lines around his eyes wrinkle up into a smile, one that hits her a bit like a punch, before he straightens. “How much time do you need?”

Chloe throws a glance at the car. It’s easily twenty years old, there’s rust along the axel, and she’d be surprised if it has gas.

But creating an engine that runs on other things isn’t the most difficult thing she’s done in a while, and Axel had explained to her some of the alternative structures he used to put into his car.

“Ten minutes?” she suggests, then shrugs. “To be safe. Most cars won’t be that long, but I can’t tell until I touch it.”

He nods, absorbing that, then gestures her forwards like a gentleman.

Even though curiosity burns in her, Chloe huddles deeper into the jacket, clutching the coffee like it’s a lifeline, and sidles up to the car, letting her fingertips graze the splotchy paint on the door.

And she can immediately tell a few things.

The spark plugs are gone, the wires loose where they should be, and someone had long ago drained the transmission fluid away.

There’s a crack in the axel, one of the tires leans funny to the left, and the trunk will never open again, the mechanism crushed into place.

All in all, a beater of a car.

Killian watches her like he can sense what she’s doing, and it’s thoroughly unnerving, his shoulders stiff and unmoving. “You ready?”

She throws a nod at him, as subtly as she can in the street. There are a few people in the shops, visible from where she stands, a few dead trees along the sidewalk, and a post office down the street has a mail truck idling outside, the postman busily loading in Christmas packages.

Killian stands tall, and suddenly it’s like everything in him…unwinds. All the tension, all the holding himself together, everything, just unspools into relaxation.

And he grips his hand out, grabbing onto something that Chloe can’t quite see, and the tree…

Detonates.

It cracks, as loud as a gunshot, splitting down the middle as if it’s made of stone, then shattering into pieces, shredding a power line and plunging the lights off in all the stores.

Shards of bark fly everywhere, and the post man yells, chunks of wood crashing down onto the hood of the mail truck, smashing through the metal and the rubber.

People spill out of the shops, rushing towards the post office, like they could help, their backs all to Chloe.

And with that wielding of power, that sudden unleashing, Killian inhales, like it’s a relief. Like he’s breathing in his own self, breathing in all that makes him…him.

She’s known him for such little time and yet it’s like a lightning strike. Where all the disparate pieces she’s observed suddenly coalesce into one crystal clear picture of him standing here. His stance wide, his shoulders back and strong, his face alight.

Chloe’s mouth runs dry, her heart beating with the same sudden want for that wholeness of self. Of the beautiful power and completeness that he just achieved, where his demon face and his human face are as one.

It’s breathtaking in the way human men rarely impact Chloe.

Chloe stares, open mouthed, before Killian turns back to her, expectant.

Right.

She quickly pops the lock out of the car, turning it to rubber in her hands, then swoops in to sit into the driver's seat. The spark plugs gone, the transmission siphoned away, there’s not much she can do to improve the health of the car, but—

But they only need it to run for 2 hours. She can do that, sustain something like that.

Pushing power through the steering wheel, she twists the engine, separating it from the spark plugs, from everything else it needs, until it turns over, chugging to life.

She wrestles with it, as if she can make it better by sheer force of will, before she twists the need to run just off of air, change the very nature of how it processes materials, burn a little colder…

It won’t be a smooth ride, it won’t be an easy one, but she can make it work.

A drop of sweat trickles down her back, and she sheds her coat, plopping her backpack in the back seat right as Killian appears in the passenger's seat, not even bothering with the door.

Out the cracked windshield, people congregate around the tree, pulling off pieces from the truck. Someone throws their arm around the mailman, obviously shaken, and the truck smolders. A power line crackles against the concrete, a live wire, and in the distance, Chloe can hear sirens.

“That took you just about six minutes,” Killian says smoothly, and she scowls at him. “I don’t think this car will run if anyone but you is in it.”

“I wasn’t exactly working with good materials,” she says, then shifts the car into drive, pulling out of the parking space.

The bad tire pulls, but she jolts a bit of power into it, transforming it into something approaching functional, and to her surprise, Killian barks out a laugh.

“What?” she asks, and now drinking the hot coffee is a hell of a lot less interesting after she’s worked up a sweat, but she sets the egg muffin on her lap, ready to eat it, then turns the ratty car down the first available street, away from any possible spectators.

“Most of the alchemists I’ve met are way more preoccupied with aesthetics than functionality,” he says, leaning back in the seat, and there’s the same relaxation in his shoulders. “You just turned a tire into a slightly less flat tire and didn’t change how it looked. It’s amusing.”

“Thanks,” Chloe responds, but takes a sip of the coffee anyways.

“I once saw an alchemist turn a cart into solid gold before he made it functional,” Killian continues, and Chloe rolls her eyes. “I’m not sure I ever saw any of them just fix something.”

“Yeah yeah, iron into gold, we’ve all heard the stereotype,” Chloe says, and the steering wheel isn’t exactly the most responsive, so she cranks it over to turn out of the city, onto a freeway heading east. “Of course I can do that, it’s just boring.”

She’s not watching him, but she still catches a smile in his profile.

“And you fucking blew up a tree,” Chloe says, and it’s been a bit since she drove a car this horrible. “I think that’s a bit weirder.”

“It distracted people,” he points out. “And took out the power to the security camera pointed out to the street. Win win.”

“So weird,” Chloe says.

He tips his head back in the chair as the car thrums along the freeway, baring his neck. It’s strangely vulnerable, like the detonation of the tree had exhausted all of his protections.

And she gets to see that vulnerability. That she is so lucky.
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It’s a calm drive, once she turns off the main freeway and onto a more rural street, following along the railroad.

By all appearances it’s a normal railroad, with the normal ties and the normal trains, but the cars along the tracks gleam with a hint of magic, a little bit too much beauty, not consuming fuel or electricity.

Obviously college run.

Her skin prickles as the train rumbles past them, and a quick glance over to Killian shows a similar expression.

“So this is very much active,” Chloe says, coasting the car. There’s nobody behind them on the road, though a few trucks passed them a few minutes ago. “Not an abandoned base at all.”

Killian’s face pinches, back into the almost fearful expression of before.

“What do you think the chances are she’s still here?”

“Next to none,” he replies, clipped. “The trail from the cage is at least eleven months old.”

“Useful knowledge to have,” Chloe says, and there’s a meager gas station along the highway, so she idles into the lot, throwing the car into parking.

It shudders.

“Why are you stopping?” he asks, voice still cautious. “This car won’t start again if you turn it off.”

“Rude,” Chloe says, before she rubs at her face, the remnants of the coffee buzzing through her veins. “Okay. Still active base. Probably way more traps and alarms and guards than I was anticipating.” The compass still points true down the road, following the railway. “Different tactic.”

“Toronto was active up to a month ago,” Killian says, leaning back and stretching, an odd motion for a demon, from what she knows.

“And we purposefully hit it in between guards, on a floor that was mostly a cubicle farm, on a Sunday,” Chloe says, and heart beats uncomfortably. “We need some more planning.”

“I know the floor plan,” he says, once again neutral. She’s only spent like a day and a half with him, but she already hates that tone with a passion. “It’s always been a skeleton crew of a base, not a prison, more of a temporary assessment facility.”

“What happened to never being past Minneapolis?” Chloe mutters, and if responding from her mood, the car sputters. “Okay, you know more than me, why’d you even need my help?”

“There are dozens of these bases in this country alone, never mind other continents,” Killian responds, perfectly smoothly. “I would have no way of knowing which one.”

He absolutely avoided answering that question, which does very little to help, and Chloe swallows that down. “I don’t like having information kept from me,” she warns, and her voice only wobbles a little bit.

He tilts his head, as if giving her that one.

“Do you know the patterns of the guard change overs?” Chloe challenges, and he visibly hesitates, the shadow face much more shocked than the human. “Or where the pinpoints are for the traps? Anything like that?”

He’s silent, for a long moment, and the car rumbles in its spot.

“I mean, I’ll do it,” Chloe says, her pitch rising. “I’ll do a lot worse than storm a base, but this requires prep. This requires prep and intel that I don’t have, and if you’re willing to share—”

“Break down the demon trap around it and I can take everything else,” Killian says, and his jaw works.

“Great, base sized demon trap, definitely easy to take down unnoticed,” Chloe snips back, and the car rumbles accordingly. “Stay here, I’m getting an energy drink.”

There’s nothing she can do to stop a demon from exiting the still-chugging car, but she swings the door open, stomping into the gas station.

Of course, she doesn’t actually need anything, but breathing hard in the beef jerky aisle does her good, and she putters just long enough she knows she’ll have to buy a few things, but she pulls out her phone before deciding on anything.

And hesitates, thumbing over to her contacts.

Maison is probably the person out of her closest group of friends who’s been the most active with the college, who might have the most knowledge, but he’s been effectively sidelined for the last five years, barely kept in compliance because of his mother. Gurlien had the most encyclopedic knowledge of bases, but mostly of personnel, of where people flowed in and out of, not of experiments, and the last thing she wants to do is plunge him back into considering it. Ambra has more, but not usually advantageous info, usually from a hazy point of view of being the subject of the experiments.

CHLOE (12:02 PM): What do you know of the base two hours outside of Minneapolis?

Immediately—

ALETTE (12:02 PM): Why?

CHLOE (12:03 PM): Next target.

ALETTE (12:03 PM): You can’t.

Chloe picks up a packet of pop tarts, before setting them back down again, under the eyes of the watchful clerk.

CHLOE (12:05 PM): Any reason why?

ALETTE (12:05 PM): It’s dangerous. They process dangerous beings there, put them through all sorts of diagnostics and stasis spells, and they’re ruthless.

That just describes most of the bases Chloe’s seen, outside of the actual educational locations. The locations where they teach people, where they give them rosy glasses of magic and the things they could do.

CHLOE (12:07 PM): Wasn’t planning on any destruction, just getting a scan and back out. How’s the security?

ALETTE (12:08 PM): You can’t brute force this base.

CHLOE (12:09 PM): They said that about Toronto, and I did it with a Half Demon and a Necromancer on a Sunday afternoon.

She picks out her favorite energy drink, some beef jerky, and some disgusting power bars, paying with the change from the coffee shop, and the clerk throws a nod over at the car.

“That’s a piece of shit,” he says, serious. “The chop shop down main and turn left on Orange will give you four hundred dollars for it, if you need to offload it.”

“Good to know!” Chloe replies brightly, beaming a smile at him, and he startles back a bit, like he’s never had someone respond enthusiastically to him. “Just need it for a few more days, I might check back.”

ALETTE (12:12 PM): We can get you schematics, Zoel just needs a day and a half. All the traps, all the security checkpoints, everything.

Chloe scuffs her boots in the parking lot, popping open the drink and staring at the text.

On one hand, it’s unlikely her friend is there, unlikely that that time will matter.

On the other, the acid burn in her stomach tells her it’s too long, that her forced inactivity of so long just prolongs the suffering.

Her eyes flicker up across the ice-crusted parking lot, to the car still chugging and Killian leaning back in the seat, twisted around and watching her.

So she takes a big, deep breath, plasters on a smile and strides back over to the car.

“I can get us some schematics,” Chloe says, swinging her way into the driver's seat and plopping her drink in the rickety cup holder. “Accurate ones, updated ones, but it’ll take us 36 hours.”

“How accurate?” Killian immediately challenges, his gaze reflecting the light back at her as she arranges the snacks in the back seat.

“Accurate enough to not cause fatalities,” Chloe snips back, before smiling as sunnily as she can. “Updated traps, updated security checkpoints, all that fun stuff.”

He hesitates, narrowing his eyes at her, as if he can read through her defenses. “Do you just smile like that to get humans to do what you want?”

“Usually works,” Chloe answers, as peppy as possible. “Fuck off, though!”

“Do you trust the schematics?” He forces onwards, completely ignoring her comment. “Are they from a source that could betray us?”

And therein lies the issue. The answer to that is almost always yes, Chloe can count on one hand the number of people she would trust unconditionally.

“About as much as I trust you,” she answers, and he wrinkles his nose at her, like he knows what she means. “Trusting people is overrated. Getting info isn’t.”

She taps the car, and it sputters in response.

He rubs his face, a surprisingly human motion, shutting his eyes.

“So we can go in now, without the information we might need, but with just the two of us knowing,” she summarizes. “Or we find a hotel room nearby and wait. Or we go back to your house and teleport back in thirty six hours. Your choice.”

It burns in her to give that over.

“There’s an anti-teleportation alarm we passed about eighteen miles back,” he says, because of course there is. “Or else I’d just have teleported next door.”

“Right, because the whole ‘never been there before' is a lie, isn’t it?” Chloe asks, then throws the car into reverse. “Guy said there was a chop shop eight miles down the road, chop shops mean cheap motels. This is bullshit.”

He scowls at her, looking strikingly like the other demon, Melekai, that Chloe almost laughs in his face.

CHLOE (12:32 PM): We’ll wait for the info one town over.
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Chloe was half wrong. There’s no cheap motel, but there is an incredibly weird one less than a hundred feet away from the chop shop, with a fountain of a wolf head and an actual roller coaster that winds around the building. The tracks of the coaster are coated in rust, cobwebs everywhere, and the fountain is a toxic sort of greenish brown, foaming out of the wolf’s mouth.

It’s still about an hour away from the base, but Chloe sits in the car as Killian spools out his power, picking through the rooms with a scan that feels like someone's pushing on her chest, before he nods at her.

“No traps,” he confirms, and Chloe shivers to get rid of the overwhelming power creeping over her. “Eighteen humans currently in the building, last time a Wight stepped foot inside was about four months ago, no demons in years.”

“Not surprising,” Chloe says, chewing on her lip and staring at the fountain. “One, it’s hideous, and two, that anti-teleport trap. How fast can you make it safe?”

He gives her an honest to god dirty look.

“I mean you can stay wherever you want, I just want someplace to wait and not draw attention,” Chloe says. “My research stays with me.”
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Of course Killian follows her in, trailing behind her like a scowling specter, as she checks in, getting a room.

It’s a far bigger hotel than his eighteen human count would suggest, faux wooden beams on the ceiling and a very real stuffed grizzly bear in the corner, next to a felt approximation of forest trees and a plushie gift shop. The bored clerk at the front desk has wolf ears sloppily glued to his ballcap and a bright green polo shirt as he glumly tells her the hours of the buffet and the pool before handing her the key card.

There’s a kid’s climbing wall, a miniature museum of wolf facts, and a twenty-four-hour access ice cream machine, and Chloe gets the distinct feeling that this place would be overrun with families if it was summer and not the ass-crack of frozen winter.

As it is, despite them being the only people in the foyer, Killian shies close to her, glaring daggers at the clerk who has absolutely no idea, before following a step too near as she walks up the two sets of stairs to the room.

“He was staring at your cleavage,” Killian announces, the moment she closes the door behind herself. “And wrote his phone number on the back of the receipt.”

“Gross,” Chloe says, turning it over anyways. “He’s like a decade younger than me.”

The room is, unsurprisingly, forest green and dark wood, with a garish painting of three wolves over the bed, all howling at a hilariously large moon. Silhouettes of trees adorn the walls, sketched on by hand, the quilt has snowflakes stitched into the hems. The sheets and curtains are camo print edged in neon orange, perfect for disguising stains and discolorations.

If the situation had been less dire and the demon less interested in warding the door, Chloe would love it. The preteen Chloe from the middle of corn fields in Ohio would’ve gone feral over it.

She flops onto the bed, and there’s a souvenir T-shirt rolled up on the pillow, watching as Killian sketches rune after rune on the doorframe. A rune to wake them up if someone touched the knob, a rune to stop people from sneaking in, a rune to stop other demons from arriving unannounced, and even more that she’s never seen before.

It’s exhausting to watch.

“So, your kid,” Chloe starts, after a good forty-five minutes of silence, and he jumps, like he forgot she’s laying there. “How is she caught up in all of this?”

“I’m not telling you,” he replies gruffly.

“Okay,” Chloe says, staring up at the painted wooden beams on the ceiling, like they could solve the boredom. “Why were you last here?”

“Are you trying to start a conversation because you’re bored or because you want to know?” he asks, shaking out his hand after setting another rune in place along the light switch.

“Yes,” Chloe says, and she doesn’t have to be looking at him to know he’s rolling his eyes. “It’s intel, at the very least.”

“Why would any demon be near here?” he says instead, skating around the answer, before crossing the small room in three strides and starting the runes on the window, pushing aside the camo curtains.

“We’re on the third floor, is that necessary?” Chloe asks and gets a dirty look in return. “I doubt the college will use drones to get at us.”

“You’re the one who asked for protection,” he responds, sketching a few runes along the cold glass. “I’d do the whole hotel, but it’s…a fair bit bigger than I can do while camouflaging our existence.”

She nods. Ambra’s said as much.

“When were you here?” Chloe asks, and he sighs, stepping away from the window and evaluating his work. “That at least could give us a time frame on what to expect for changes.”

“Four years ago,” he says, his tone a warning against additional questions, a warning she’s absolutely going to ignore. “Just long enough for tests.”

Chloe levels a look at him, and he meets it, crossing his arms.

“So just for tests and you thought you could swing in and take it down, got it,” she says, and she knows she’s probably being unfair, that there’s almost certainly some sort of trauma inherent in his time at the base.

Chloe certainly had nightmares for the three weeks after they took down Toronto, and Ambra flinches whenever they mention some of the bases she was held at, even if she doesn’t think she does.

His lips thin.

“I’m just saying, we should plan better than that,” she continues, softening her voice to go against the harshness of the knot in her chest. “Brute force will only get you so far.”

He points a finger at her. “Brute force can get you pretty damn far.”

“Sure, for you,” Chloe says, then sighs, staring up at the blessedly empty ceiling, before hauling herself up to the ubiquitous closet safe. “So you can’t teleport at all right now or is it just teleport in and out?”

He says nothing, so she ignores him, digging out her set of plain lockpicks from her bag.

“Wanna bet I can get this open in thirty seconds with no magic?” she says, weighing her picks in her hand. “Locks like this usually have sloppy tolerance.”

His gaze lays heavy against her shoulders, so she flashes the lockpicks to him, like a circus performer with cards.

“Go ahead, pick one,” she says, and he crosses his arms, leaning back. “Or don’t, I’m just trying to entertain myself.”

“By picking a safe?” he asks, skeptical. “A safe that would be easy for you to transform the walls into cardboard?”

“That’s not fun, though,” Chloe says, picking up her tension bar and the rake instead. With a few seconds thought, she closes the safe and engages the electronic lock, then steps back, showing him her hands.

He’s flatly unamused.

So she rolls her eyes, then inserts the tension bar, and pops the lock open with a few seconds of the rake.

This, at least, makes him raise his eyebrows in a flash, almost impressed.

“See,” Chloe replies, trying and failing to not be smug. “Easy.”

“And that’s just a skill you have? Not alchemy?” He would know, she’s one hundred percent sure he can tell when she’s using power. “Just for fun?”

“Had it before the college found me, certainly wasn’t gonna let that skill go away,” Chloe says, then closes the safe again, repeating the process. “I was not, as you say, a well-behaved child.”

He makes a sound suspiciously like a laugh, and she quirks an eyebrow at him, not even watching her hands as she pops the safe open a third time.

“Locks make sense,” she says, instead of anything else, closing the safe again, and nobody would be able to tell if it had ever been tampered with. “Most are laughably simple, and the ones that aren’t still have cool logic behind them.”

He doesn’t say anything, settling back against the chair, just observing her steadily. It’s obvious, not the sort of undercover surveillance she felt at the compound, like he’s not even hiding it.

“Would you be able to open it?” Chloe asks, gesturing to it. “Without destroying it or rendering it unusable?”

“Most likely not,” he responds finally. “Most of my peers don’t occupy themselves with preserving the usability of human items.”

“That sounds like an understatement,” Chloe says, and his lips almost twitch up, like he’s about to smile but finds it a poor idea.

Before he sits up straight, his spine ramrod stiff, and his eyes flash red at her.

Chloe jerks back, almost instinctively, her heart jumping in her chest.

And nothing happens.

She waits, breathing as quietly as she can, but the air remains still, without a mote of dust dancing in the cheap lights. His eyes don’t change, but slowly, he nods, gesturing her over.

Every part of him thrums with power, and it sticks in Chloe’s throat as she creeps closer to where he sits, until his hand closes over hers, gentle.

He holds her palm as if she’s delicate, as if he’s worried about breaking her into many, many pieces, and she marvels about it for a few seconds.

Until the room floods with power.

She flinches, but his hand holds her tight, his eyes flashing. The power’s not from him, it flows through the hotel, twisting down the hallways and infiltrating each room. It creeps from under the door before swirling around their ankles, seeping out in the cracks from the windows.

He keeps her hand in his until the last bit of magic drains from the room before he releases it, slumping back in the chair.

Chloe clutches her hand to her chest, heart pounding.

“What was that?” she whispers, finally, when nothing else moves.

“Roving scan,” he answers grimly, rubbing his face. It’s such a human motion, at odds with the double appearance. “Randomized blanket scans to dig up any visiting magician or creature they don’t know about.”

She inhales, before forcing it back out.

“I disguised us,” he says, matter of factly, as if that was the easiest thing in the world. “I almost didn’t feel it coming, but it tripped on a rune I laid in the foyer. Got a warning.”

“Wow,” Chloe says out of a lack of anything else. “Not a good scan if you can camouflage yourself.”

“Most demons aren’t as paranoid as me,” he mutters. “Most demons don’t attempt to do…that.”

“Good job?” Chloe asks, then shakes out her hand, as if that could help the disquiet growing in her. “Can you teach me how?”

His lips part, just a hair, before he shakes his head firmly. “It’s not human defense magic.”

“Aww,” Chloe says flippantly, even though her heart still pounds too hard and her hand tingles. “That seems useful.”

For a few moments, she thinks he’s about to smile, but it slips away before she can get it.

“There are alarms you can learn,” he starts, which is way more of a spellweaver’s skill set than hers, “runes you can write to mask yourself, but not like that.”

“How often do the scans go out?” she asks, sitting on the bed, cross legged. “What’s the safety for going out of this room between them.”

“Less safe than staying in,” he says, which isn’t great. “Not prohibitively dangerous, I can keep my feelers out, it’ll just take…concentration.”

“Concentration, got it,” Chloe says, shifting on the bed, the itch already getting underneath her skin. The itch to move, to leave, to get someplace outside of a watchful eye. “Would they pick me up or just you?”

To this, he tilts his head, evaluating obviously, and his slow careful consideration prickles at the back of her neck.

“What do you think the likelihood that they’ve already found a way to track those who have been brought back by Necromancers?” he asks, and his voice is honestly curious, not judgmental. “And do you think it’s trackable to them based on which Necromancer, or would it be a blanket track?”

“Oooh, good question,” Chloe responds, and he wrinkles his nose at her. “Even with enhanced view of demons and other things, I couldn’t tell the others who’ve been raised from normal people.”

“Do you know for certain that they’ve never experimented on the others?” he asks, almost gently. “Has any of the others disappeared for any amount of time, to your knowledge?”

Chloe opens her mouth, then closes it. “Look, it’s just me, a spellweaver who’s dating a Wight, the first Necromancer's little bro, her boyfriend, and her cat.” He raises an eyebrow at her. “And the second Necromancer's boyfriend and the boyfriend’s mom. I think.”

“Are you talking about Alette?” he asks, way too sharp. “Or is there another?”

It sits uneasily with her that he knows that much already, so she shifts on the bed.

“That Necromancer is very well protected,” he says, crossing his arms. “I’m not so stupid that I’m planning an attack on her, she’s killed at least three demons.”

Chloe only knows of two of them, but she’s not going to quibble on that.

“Yes, Alette,” Chloe says, instead of commenting on that.

“So no one on that list would go unnoticed if they were captured, is what you’re saying,” he says, then looks away, snaking out a little bit of his power towards the window, like he’s checking his work almost unconsciously. “Then they probably won’t be able to scan you. Unless it’s just generic ‘all magicians.’”

The very air in the room seems to shimmer with some unspoken tension, and it’s not his power, not this time, but it settles poorly in Chloe’s stomach.

“So what do you want to do right now?” Chloe asks, as brightly as she can, but her voice wobbles. “We have thirty-six hours, wanna watch a movie? This hotel probably has HBO.”
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It’s a few hours later, when Killian almost seems to doze in the chair, and Chloe flips through the TV and settles on a generic action movie, before her phone beeps again.

GURLIEN (3:02 PM): Where are you?

Chloe inhales at the text.

CHLOE (3:02 PM): Code.

GURLIEN (3:02 PM): Ida grove.

CHLOE (3:03 PM): Charter Oak. I’m in Minnesota, why?

GURLIEN (3:04 PM): Attacks on the Atlanta base, the Fairbanks base, and a small one in North Dakota.

Chloe worries her lip, stealing a glance over at Killian, whose head rests unmoving against the back of the chair.

CHLOE (3:05 PM): All at once?

GURLIEN (3:06 PM): Coordinated.

Chloe stares down at the clinical tone, her heart pounding.

GURLIEN (3:07 PM): T stopped one at the compound.

Chloe can’t help herself, some sort of choked off noise comes from her throat, and Killian startles awake, eyes blazing.

GURLIEN (3:07 PM): No injuries, they got away, they have a teleporter.

CHLOE (3:11 PM): Are you okay? Like, beyond the no injuries, are you okay?

Three dots appear, then disappear, and that query goes unanswered.

“What is it?” Killian demands, and his power floods the room again, filling it until the very air thrums with it.

She holds up her hands, dropping her phone onto the bed with a thump, and he abruptly cuts off the flow of power.

He stares at her, wild-eyed, and she gingerly lowers her hands.

“Sorry, bad news,” Chloe says, and her voice is small, even to her own ears. “About friends.”

If anything, his eyes sharpen, and he leans forward, a sudden intensity of self that sends Chloe scrambling back on the bed. “What news?”

Her phone beeps again, but she doesn’t dare look at it.

“Someone tried to attack my friends,” she responds, and her heart pounds all the same. “I got scared, we’re not in danger here, I just…”

He doesn’t sit back, but some of the sudden fierceness of focus wanes, leaving the room a bit more breathable.

“And someone attacked a bunch of bases,” she continues, when he doesn’t say anything. “So my friend was checking in on me.”

This settles him more, but his eyes still reflect all the light in the room, the shadow face shifting behind the human one.

Carefully, Chloe reaches for her phone, making no sudden motions, as if that could pacify the suddenly terrifying demon in front of her.

AMBRA (3:09 PM): Wherever you are, we can’t teleport to you.

Chloe nods to herself, ever aware of Killian’s gaze.

CHLOE (3:14 PM): I know. Are you okay?

AMBRA (3:14 PM): They were expecting just Alette. They got more than that.

It’s a deflection if Chloe’s ever heard one, and she very much so doubts that she’d get an honest answer from Ambra on how she’s feeling.

Probably terrified.

CHLOE (3:15 PM): I’m sorry I wasn’t there.

AMBRA (3:15 PM): I’m taking Gurlien somewhere safe.

It’s expected, and Chloe swallows, glancing back up at Killian.

“Their security is going to be worse,” he says, his voice something awful, devoid of any warmth that had snuck in over the last day. “It’s going to be worse and it’s going to be harder.”

Logical conclusion, and Chloe nods, before he stands, abrupt, pacing to the window and tracing along the wards, dipping more power into them.

“Did they harm your friends?” he asks, strangely formal.

“No,” Chloe responds, and he ties more power into the ward, so much that the very building creaks around them, stealing the air from her throat.

“I don’t like this,” he says, understated.

“Me neither,” Chloe responds, letting her phone drop back onto the bed, her mind scrambling.

Of course, her first instinct is to run. Flee. Find someplace safe and huddle there until nobody else can find her. It’s an instinct that has served her well, an instinct that’s gotten her out of so many bad situations, an instinct that’s saved her life more than once.

She could call Ambra, drive back out of the teleportation hole, get picked up within an hour or so. She could transform a bunch of cash and buy a plane ticket to anywhere, disappear and craft a new life once again.

Abandoning the spirit fox once more.

Chloe flops over on the bed, ignoring Killian’s alarmed jerk.

“So what are the options?” she asks, and her own voice is remote to her ears.

He makes a sound, deep in the back of his throat, and she squeezes her eyes shut.

“I mean, the base is going to be worse, right?” she asks the still air of the room. “Is it even within our capabilities—”

“Have you ever seen the damage a full demon can do?” he asks, his voice low.

The answer to that is no, surprisingly few people have. Ambra’s bemoaned the fact that she isn’t at full power several times, and Maison’s grasp on the demon side of him is tenuous at best.

“There’s a reason they ward their bases against us.”

Finally, she opens her eyes, tilting her head on the quilt to watch him.

There’s still the panic, ever lurking behind his eyes, some ingrained instinct that nothing can chase away. But beneath it there’s something hard, a determination coated with fear but not conquered by it.

“Is every demon a drama queen?” she asks, and he ruins the expression by rolling his eyes. “I’m just saying, everyone I’ve talked to has been pretty dramatic with very little provocation.”

“Says the little alchemist flopped on the bed out of despair,” he shoots back. “If the attacks were human based, then they’re warding off humans. Not me.”

Chloe’s hand closes over the phone again.

CHLOE (3:23 PM): Were the coordinated attacks human?

She texted Gurlien, but Ambra’s communication lights up instead.

AMBRA (3:23 PM): Mostly.

“Mostly’s not useful,” she mutters, showing him the text.

“That’s plenty useful,” he challenges. “That means if they had any demons, they were so tightly controlled they would be close to useless against me.”

Chloe blinks at him. Ambra had destroyed the bar pretty easily, back when they first met her, and the only reason why she hadn’t won is Delina doing an insane Necromancy thing that made no sense that killed her handler.

Though if Ambra had wanted to, after that, she absolutely could have destroyed them all, even without Korhonen’s compulsion. They were just lucky enough that she didn’t want to.

“Do you think any controlled demon would want to fight us?”

He tilts his head at her, and it’s an achingly familiar motion, now that she’s been around more demons. “Depends on how they’re controlled, what they have over them.”

Also not a good thought.

“And how they were captured,” he continues. “What they put in place around them. Where they were kept.”

“So demons are just complicated,” she says, and it almost helps distract from the uncertainty brewing inside of her. “How were you captured?”

He stills once more, his power flooding through the room, and her breath hitches.

“I can tell when you do that,” she murmurs, and it abruptly cuts off.

He leans forward, temporarily burrowing his head in his hands, clenching at the ever so slightly curling hair.

It’s silent, the only sound the ever-present buzzing of the lights and the whisper quiet thrum of the far away street.

“Humans aren’t supposed to feel that,” he says, voice muffled in his hands.

“Neat,” she says, though the words are dry in her mouth.

He straightens and his face is completely neutral, stiff like a mask.

“I only ask because it could be applicable,” she says, and it doesn’t soften him. “If it can affect how they ward against demons, it could affect the traps I will have to break.”

Still, no answer, before he abruptly stands, turning on his heel and walking through the door itself.

Chloe breathes out, raising an eyebrow.

“I am right,” she mutters, before she flops back onto the bed.
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Sleep evades her still, drowsiness threatening to overwhelm her but never taking her fully under, stranding her in the half-awake state of discomfort. She’s not alert, very few people would be after laying on a bed staring at nothing for hours, but she’s stubbornly…not asleep.

It’s awful.

She could reach out to Alette, see how long the sleeplessness kept around. Maison didn’t complain about anything, but then again, she’s not sure she’s ever complained, even with all the shit he’s had in his life, but something stops her from texting to ask. That there is some reason to not reveal to them about the weakness, about the side effect she’s experiencing.

Which is pretty ridiculous.

But the silence and the emptiness of the room stretches on, blurring the hours into boredom, until the faintest click of the door pulls her back to awareness.

She blinks her eyes back open into slits but remains still on the bed. There’s a pebble and a battery in her pocket, she can do a lot with that, resting her hand over her clothes.

The light doesn’t change.

Inhaling, she sits up as quietly as she can, the blankets pooling around her, before the door clicks again, and Killian steps inside, not even bothering to open the door.

He pauses, as if she caught him doing something he shouldn’t, and they stare at each other for a long second, before Chloe rubs her eyes to clear them.

“You weren’t actually sleeping,” he says, guarded.

“Nope,” Chloe says, then clears her throat, feeling about as disoriented as if she did take a nap.

Some people can nap without issue, and Chloe isn’t one of them on a good day.

“You should,” he says, still cautious.

“Probably,” Chloe agrees, then stretches, popping her back.

He skirts his way inside, like she’s about to attack him, as if the power balance wasn’t massively tilted in his favor by his very existence.

It’s moments like this that Chloe hates. Where the insecurity of if she should apologize, if she should demand an answer to her question, all roils up underneath her thoughts.

And he’s silent, checking on the runes. They’re the exact same strength as they were, even the weakest of runes don’t degrade that fast, but still, he’s obsessive, pausing by each one and checking, laying a finger on it and getting some feedback she could only dream of.

The quiet stretches, enveloping her just as much as any flex of power would.

“What I should do is eat,” Chloe says finally, and he quirks an eyebrow at her words, not fully looking at her. “Is room service safe? Does this place even have room service?”

“Doubt it,” he says, just as wary, as if he’s not trusting the brief peace among them. “I saw the kitchens, they didn’t look up to food safety standards.”

“You know food safety standards?” Chloe asks, honestly curious, and gets the barest glimpses in return. “You don’t eat human food, why would you look at that?”

He mumbles something, too quiet for her to catch.

“What?” Chloe asks, and this nonsense conversation has her more alert from the not-nap than anything probably ever has.

“It’s for…the child,” he says, begrudgingly. “Her father kept her in a horrid house with a horrid kitchen that wasn’t ever cleaned.”

“Ew,” Chloe says helpfully, before swinging her way up to standing.

“I made sure her school’s cafeteria was up to standards,” he says, almost defensive, which is strangely charming. “And her mother doesn’t have a kitchen, just a microwave.”

It’s painting a deeper picture of neglect than he probably wants, but she shrugs through it.

“Wanna find a place outside to grab a bite?” she asks, and he blinks owlishly at her. “I mean for me, so you can do the ward thing if needed.”

Still nothing.

“Or I can go by myself,” Chloe says, shoving her feet into her shoes and cursing her own awkwardness. After living a year with Gurlien, she had almost forgotten how utterly socially weird she can be if she’s not careful. “No pressure, I just thought for the sake of being under the radar, you’d prefer…”

He sighs, cutting her off. “You should be safe by yourself,” he says, but he steps away from the runes, following her out as she grabs her backpack and ventures into the hallway. “There is no way that car will start,” he says, as they stride down the hall, towards the rickety stairs. “But I saw three serviceable restaurants within a few blocks.”

So he went and walked around when he needed the space, because Chloe dove headfirst into something he’s sensitive about.

“Any Thai?” Chloe asks, but given that they’re in the middle of nowhere Minnesota, she’s not terribly crushed when he shakes his head. “Well, lead on.”

A man walking down the hall in the other direction gives her an odd look. Right. Speaking to someone that other people can’t see.

Killian’s lips quirk, ever so slightly, at that, and he pushes past her, the edge of his sleeve grazing her jacket.

The cold hits her like a slap, but she shrugs herself deeper into the warmth of her jacket, quick transforming the lining into something that keeps her body heat closer to her skin.

It helps a bit, but Killian glances back at her with a raised eyebrow.

“I got cold,” she responds before he can say anything. “Clothing is easy.”

“Sure,” he says, before gently guiding her towards the sidewalk, some sort of strange chivalry in his actions.

She glances up at him as they walk, shrugging deeper into her jacket. His face is calm as he surveys the sidewalk, his glowing gaze dropping onto each person they encounter before dismissing them, a sort of brutal self-confidence, even underneath the fear.

Even the shadow self underneath his face is still, like the walk calms him down.

“Do you feel contact on your human skin or your demon self?” Chloe whispers, just quiet and just casual enough that the passing man pays her no attention.

His eyes flicker over to her, and there’s almost a smile in the gaze. “Depends.”

“Not helpful,” she mutters, scuffing her feet against the cracked pavement past the chop shop.

“Most things I encounter through the human skin,” he answers, shrugging his shoulders, completely unimpacted by the cold. “Human nerve endings, human touch, human impact. A filter to observe the solid world.”

They pass a broken and blacked out window, with a faded “Going out of business” sign hanging crooked from the door.

“Anything magic touched,” he starts, tapping her on the shoulder, gentling her out of her thoughts. “Through my real self. When you were pulled back from death, something inside of you changed. I feel this—” his hand falls to cup at her elbow “—it’s as if you’re made of the living spirit of the world itself.”

It’s a nice bit of poetry, as they pass an empty homeless encampment. Tarps still drape over a chair, a sleeping bag still crumpled underneath it with a dusty backpack and a small plastic bag of paper, but nobody sleeps within.

It doesn’t take longer than a three-minute walk to get to the center of the small town, made up of only a few apartment buildings with shops on the bottom floor, the ramshackle hotel, and the chop shop. The sidewalks are chipped and dirty, like it’s been years since they’ve been power washed, and dead weeds lay wilted in the cracks, between chunks of dirty ice and slush.

Just enough people mill around, going between the shops, that Chloe can’t easily chatter at Killian, and the awkwardness stretches even more now that they’re in open air.

Before he shivers, a full-body shudder, and grips her shoulder, almost yanking her backwards.

She twists, staring up at him, stopping stock still in the middle of the sidewalk, and his eyes reflect the light back at her, some sort of warning.

Before the very street floods with the same power as before, warping along the trees and swirling around the cracked pavement.

Nobody else notices, puttering along their way, their jackets pulled up against the chill. The breeze flutters the dead leaves on the road, stirring the gravel.

Killian’s fingers tighten ever so slightly, until the magic drains away, seeping into the drains and filling the stores down the boulevard.

“Eight hours apart,” he says grimly, and he’s still holding her shoulder, like she’s the one grounding him. “To the second.”

Chloe blinks up at him, and she knows she must look odd, standing in the middle of the sidewalk, but nobody pays her attention. Slowly, she digs her phone out of her pocket, holding it against her ear. “That’s useful to know. That’s plannable.” Numbly, she punches in an alarm for her phone for seven hours and fifty-eight minutes. “Let's get a bit of a warning next time.”

His eyebrows briefly, ever so briefly, flash upwards.

“That way we don’t have to rely on internal clocks?” Chloe supplies. “Get out ahead, in case either of us are sleeping?”

“You think of the most human solution to our problems,” he comments, and she’s not quite sure if that’s an insult or not. “My internal clock is impeccable.”

Chloe’s heard Lyra tease Melekai about something similar with timing, that he could keep track of things down to the seconds.

Chloe cradles the phone against her chin. “Though that can’t be a good use of power when compared to the reward,” she says, still watching him. “That’s a lot to do just for the off chance.”

“There’s a reason they ward their bases,” Killian says grimly, and there are lines around the eyes of the human face, matched by the stress of the demon one.

“And we’re sure there’s not a better path to follow?” Chloe murmurs into her phone, and with the simple prop nobody pays her any attention. “Another way to find my friend?”

This gets his attention. “You’re the one with the research.”

The answer to that is, if there had been another way to track it, Chloe would’ve found it in the last five years. Would have already done this entire thing without needing to wait for her research to be broken out of prison.

“Fuck,” she mutters, and the lines around his eyes relax, ever so slightly, before he gestures for her to continue ahead.

Everything’s a bad idea.

“If there had been a way to track this easily, I would have found it a month and a half ago,” Killian says, and it’s almost a glimpse into his process that she throws him a glance as she walks. “They have made this deliberately difficult.”

“Wonder why,” Chloe says dryly, then cradles the phone against her shoulder as she pushes her way into the first restaurant, a homey little diner with plastic chairs and scratched linoleum. A few families sit along one side, so Chloe skirts to the other edge of the room, tucking herself into a booth.

Killian follows her in, sitting next to her instead of across, forcing her deeper against the wall.

If Chloe hadn’t seen a month of Ambra almost unconsciously corralling Gurlien in how they sit, she’d think it’s a lot weirder, but it’s amusing how much of the body language and mannerisms translate across the different demons.

“They horde power,” Killian says, as if it’s not the most obvious answer, the same time a waitress approaches.

“Hey, honey, just you?” she says, before Killian continues.

“—and anything that could cause someone else to gain more power must be controlled, even if they can’t do anything with it,” he says, ignoring as the waitress slips a menu past him to Chloe’s hands.

“Yeah,” Chloe answers the waitress.

“And they realized ages ago that demons could use this, that humans could use, this, and that Wights—”

“Can I get you anything to drink?” the waitress says, their voices overlapping. “We have milkshakes and a soda fountain and a coffee bar.”

“And Wights would be dangerous, actually dangerous, if they chose to, with this,” Killian continues, too fast, and Chloe presses her knee against his, something, to shut him up.

His mouth clicks shut.

“Just water, please,” Chloe says with a smile, and the waitress returns it before stepping away, allowing Chloe to pick the phone back up. “Oh my god, when you talk when I’m being talked to I can’t keep track.”

He scowls at her. “I don’t have to obsess myself with human niceties,” he says loftily, and Chloe’s heard the same thing from Ambra several times.

“I do,” Chloe says, then flips open the menu, scanning it, but her entire body is aware of the demon sitting right next to her, practically thrumming with power. “I need to get a headset for this phone.”

“You mean you can’t just alchemy it together?”

She shoots him a glance, but it’s curiosity, not derision, in his tone.

“They’re a bit complicated to make,” she answers, deliberately slowing her tone. “Electronics aren’t my strong suite.”

He settles back again, but they’re still touching at the knee, and he’s making no movement to shift away from it. “And yet you bespelled your phone so much already.”

“I got taught that,” Chloe replies. “By someone who might as well be an electronics master.”

He hmms in the back of his throat. “I’ve not seen many alchemists who were able to do that at all.”

She’s not sure what he’s getting at, so she returns her attention to the menu. It’s a standard diner fare, with little creativity in it, the menu old and the plastic edges fraying.

“For being so close to a college base, they sure don’t put any economic infrastructure here,” Chloe mutters.

Around many other bases, the college spends enough money that the area at least appears affluent, with quality restaurants and stores for luxury goods, because they are nothing if not snobs.

Part of the reason why Chloe never meshed with a lot of them. People who grew up around wealth can generally tell when one didn’t.

“There’s a town twenty minutes away from it that made itself through its mysterious ability to grow wine grapes despite the overall climate,” Killian responds, wrinkling his nose. “It’s mediocre wine at best.”

“That’ll do it,” Chloe replies, scanning the menu, then flashing her best smile at the waitress dropping off her water. “Just the regular burger with fries, no cheese.”

Thankfully, the waitress takes the order without any additional chatter, and Chloe falls back into silence, idly poking at her phone, and the demon next to her lets his attention flit meticulously across the room, checking every window and visible crack in the wall.

She knows that Ambra does something similar when she’s in a new place, but has never been so viciously aware of it. With every surge of power used, all of it goes directly towards the room, testing it.

“What would happen if you found a weak point with that?” Chloe mutters, and he startles. “Would you push open the wall? Slip up and get something exploded?”

“I have more control than that,” he replies, affronted, which was half the goal. “I notice it and then move along.”

This time Chloe just shrugs, poking in her phone over to her text messages.

CHLOE (5:02 PM): Where did Ambra take you?

No response, though it ticks over to read, and Killian’s obviously reading over her shoulder.

“One of the abominations,” Chloe whispers, almost sarcastically. “She got spooked when their home was attacked.”

Killian’s eyes narrow.

“What?” Chloe asks, almost exasperated.

“I’m trying to figure out which one you’re referring to,” he says, leaning against the table, propping his head up on his hand. “I know only one is in a male body, so it’s unlikely Ambra is that one.”

“You all really don’t exchange names,” Chloe mumbles. “I’m not going to betray a friend.”

“Intellectual exercise,” he drawls. “I’m not interested in sabotaging your social group, especially if you have access to a Necromancer who has killed people like me.”

“I like that demons are scared of them,” Chloe replies, and he surprises her by giving her a grin. “Less likely they’ll die by them.”

“Some of my kind forget how powerful they can be, especially as adults,” he says, and there’s some strange relaxation in him, in this tiny little diner with cracks in the walls, that she hasn’t quite seen elsewhere. “They focus too much on the temptation of the power, not enough on the risks involved.” Another half-smile. “Is Ambra the one in love with her handler?”

And that’s a complicated question, near as Chloe can tell, because if you squint at it, the answer could probably be considered yes, but only in a very reductive sense, and he’s definitely not a handler anymore.

“Or is she the one tied by the leashes?” he continues, and again, could also be considered yes, especially if Killian had known of her before. “I don’t think she’s the one imprisoned in Bolivia, I don’t believe that one has been released yet.”

Which somewhat suggests that he’s not including Terese the human in his numbers, which means at least two more that her group doesn’t know about.

Which has startling connotations, and with that information she knows, just knows, that some of her group will want to track them down. Give them the freedom needed.

“She keeps her secrets,” Chloe says finally, and gets another little hint of relaxation. Like her unwillingness to tell him is good, despite his curiosity. “But you know of more than I do, obviously.”

He smiles at her, all teeth. “Good.”

“Are you protective of them?” Chloe asks, almost impulsively, and his brows flash up. “Look, I know d…people like you get protective, all of the ones I met do, and you’re already trending in that direction because of the kid.”

He crosses his arms, still smiling, and she gets a quick idea that this is him amused. “I’m not used to humans understanding our psychology, just after our power.”

“I have friends, remember?” Chloe takes an obnoxious drink from the water to gather her thoughts. “I meant friends. Someone I hang out with, someone I like to spend time with. People I go to for gossip, to get a drink with. Not someone to exploit for whatever gains or politics.”

Unbidden by her, the words come out with bitterness.

“Rare,” he murmurs, almost to himself. “But no. Not in the sense of protecting…the child.”

“So that’s more of a bond,” Chloe supplies, trying to shake off the very real and very familiar surge of anger at the college, for how they train people.

“Oh, you really know things,” he says, and pauses as the waitress drops off a perfectly serviceable burger and fries, his eyes skittering off of her. “Not like that.”

Chloe shrugs, scowling at the burger.

“I’m surprised they would tell you that, most demons won’t.” He watches, expectantly, until she begins to eat. “I’m surprised they’re not after the fox, to get a fraction of their old power back.”

Her neck prickles at the mention.

“Or that they would let someone they would choose to spend time with get killed,” he says, gesturing at her. “I would’ve heard if an abomination killed a massive amount of people in revenge, now that Boltiex is dead.”

Ah, there’s the best indicator that he knows who Ambra is, if he’s willing to drop that name around, and Chloe swallows.

“That was a month and a half ago, though,” he says, almost laconic, “and you died much more recently than that.”

Chloe just gives him a thumbs up and takes another bite to avoid saying anything.

The motion catches the eye of a woman across the restaurant, who then leans over and whispers something to her male companion. Chloe doesn’t recognize any of them, their faces don’t strike any little bit of wariness in her, but Chloe quickly averts her gaze, flipping her phone to the notes and tapping out:

COUPLE ACROSS THE RESTAURANT. THEY’RE LOOKING. ANY DANGER?

Killian’s head immediately swivels to them, and Chloe keeps her eyes down on her burger. He’s invisible, he can’t be seen, he can investigate for her.

“They’re certainly keeping an eye on you now,” he murmurs, voice so low she can feel it in the contact between them. “They aren’t doing any scans, they aren’t reaching out unconsciously, but they are looking.”

Great. Chloe takes a deep breath, then forces herself to exhale.

“We should leave,” he says, and all tension is back in his body, practically vibrating from it. “Get out of here before they realize you’re not supposed to be here.”

She taps out a note again.

I’M GONNA MOVE SLOWLY. GET A TAKE-OUT BOX AND PAY THE BILL. LIKE I DIDN’T SEE ANYTHING UNUSUAL.

“No,” he says, immediate, before she’s even finished tapping it out.

YES, she types. LEAVING FAST IS SUSPICIOUS.

He glances down at her, his eyes meeting hers in the reflection of the phone, as she takes another bite of the burger.

“The moment one of them tries something, I’m pulling you out,” he says, and it’s not quite a threat, not quite a reassurance.

And Chloe has her doubts, in this trap with no teleporting, but she nods, neutral, taking an obnoxious bite from her burger.

JUST KEEP AN EYE OUT ON THEM.

“Obviously,” he mutters, one long line of tension, and fingers drum against the table, some odd motion of anxiety. “One on the left is a spellweaver, I can’t tell what the woman is.”

She swallows at that casual confirmation. They’re not anyone she recognizes, but she’s been out for long enough that people age, people change in appearances.

“He has a needle hidden in the case of his phone,” Killian continues, voice low. “It’s copper, not gold, but it’s well worn.”

Chloe nods as minutely as she can.

“The one on the right has a knife in her pocket, a real one,” he says. “It’s been bespelled to be not found by law enforcement.”

Chloe taps on her phone.

USEFUL INFORMATION.

“Is the gun in your bag?”

YES.

“Good.” He settles back, just a bit, deeper into the chair, as she flags down the waitress and requests the bill and a take-out box, avoiding looking over at the couple.

They need to wait until their information gets there, they need to make sure they have a map of the base, a way to what they need, they can’t just blow up the diner and then charge into the base, as much as she may want.

Even out of the corner of her eyes, she can tell the woman leaning over to the man, whispering something in his ear, their faces still turned towards her. It’s the worst sort of foreboding, that she is the topic of conversation, but she can’t tell how it’s progressing.

Killian pushes himself to stand, and Chloe squashes down a startle.

“Stay here,” he commands, and she shivers at his tone, before he strides in their direction, and she has to continue to look at her phone to not acknowledge what he’s doing.

She tilts the surface of her phone until it reflects the room as a whole, stretched out and imprecise, and she can’t see Killian in it at all. Can’t see his movement, can’t see how close he’s getting to the couple, just see the tilt in their bodies, the direction they’re glancing.

They’re still looking over at her. The man has dark hair closely cropped to his head, and the woman’s eye makeup almost hides the shape, leaving them still completely unknowable.

So she lays her phone flat on the table instead, concentrating on breathing normally. The burger is dry in her mouth, fully unpalatable now, and even the water can’t shock herself into feeling better.

“Here you go, hun!” the waitress says, a bit loud, plopping the Styrofoam box onto the table with a clatter, and Chloe jumps. “Pity you have to leave so soon, we have a killer brownie a la mode.”

“Thanks,” Chloe says weakly, and thankfully she pre-transformed some money, so she puts down a fifty on the bill.

Across the room, she hears the man scoff. Like he could tell.

Dread grows, as she methodically puts the burger into the to-go box, her hands very carefully not shaking. If she gets captured here, if she goes back into the prison, how could she go out? Is this base even equipped to hold humans? Would they just ship her to Atlanta? How—

Killian strides back into view. “You need to leave,” he says, fast, and Chloe stands, clutching the box to her. “They know something’s up, they know something’s off, we need to get you back to the room.”

She yanks up her backpack, and he’s practically blocking her from leaving the table, but she pushes past him, her hair falling free from the haphazard bun, shrugging on her coat as she walks and not letting her eyes turn back.

The previously tiny diner stretches on forever, her footsteps paced on the linoleum tile, and all time slows down as she tries to hold her breath even, holding her shoulders like nothing’s wrong.

It’s not helped by Killian a half step behind her, heat radiating off of him like rage. Rage at her, rage at them, she can’t know.

She can’t know, she can’t know anything, and to even let on that she might think something is wrong might doom her back into their prisons. Might doom her from ever finding her friend, from ever being free, from ever getting back—

Her hands hit the glass door, pushing it open into the chilled air, and her fingertips tremble with the control of not slamming it out of her way, letting it close normally behind her.

She catches a bare glimpse of the couple, still watching her, as she begins to stride away, before she turns the corner into the little alley way, gulping in air.

Killian immediately rounds on her.

“Don’t stop here, you need to get back to the protections, you get back and they can’t get to you,” he says.

“I’m…” Chloe manages out, then has to take another big mouthful of cold, dry air. “Give me a second, I’m…”

He scowls down at her as she sags against the brick wall.

“They said your name,” he says, and the vice closes around her chest again. “They didn’t know if it was you, but they said your name.”

“Fuck,” Chloe spits out, pressing the heels of her palms to her eyes. “Fuck, I need to leave, I need…”

His hand closes over her wrist, ever gentle, and she startles. “You need to get back to the room.”

She looks up to him, and there’s a moment of…something. Of some strange understanding, of some immediate kinship, his eyes reflecting the dim light of the winter afternoon sun. His face is serious, but not panicked like before, all of his attention focused down on her, every line in his body pointed towards her.

Her mouth dry, she nods. “Yeah. The room.”

He nods back, but keeps his hand closed over her wrist as she takes another gulp of air, then presses onwards down the street.
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They’re almost back to the hotel with the wolf fountain and the rusted shell of a roller coaster, when he tenses again, his fingers tightening against the fragile skin on her wrist.

“What,” Chloe breathes, her heart jumping. The sun has set around them, the street lights flickering on above them, indecisive.

He says nothing, glancing up at the rickety hotel, then over at the chop shop.

Chloe throws a glance behind her, and just far enough away to be not suspicious, the man with the close-cropped hair idles, investigating a dark storefront like it’s the most interesting thing in the world.

Their eyes meet in the reflection of the glass.

“Wait—” Killian starts, then inhales, yanking Chloe closer, flashing a golden shield up around them.

Chloe’s seen demon shields before, seen what Maison could do to defend Delina, but the wholeness of this one takes her breath away. She has but just a spare moment to marvel at the golden warping bubble, at the individual threads around her, before something solid rocks against the shield.

Killian grunts, clutching Chloe close, the shield constricting around the two of them, and a string of spell weaving snaps at them, clattering against the shield and falling to the ground.

The spellweaver doesn’t give them a chance to recover, snapping out something towards Chloe’s feet, skating around the edge of the shield.

Which, unless he’s stupid, he knows exactly what a demon bubble looks like and knows exactly that that sort of attack would do nothing. They’re educated almost as soon as they get into the college to identify that sort of defense, he would have no excuse.

“Chloe?” the man says, and his voice is just familiar enough that it plays on the edge of her memory. “Chloe, what the hell?”

He drops his hands down, like he’s no longer going to attack her, like she couldn’t see the magic twisted in the needle held loosely between his fingers.

The woman behind him steps up, eyes focused directly onto Chloe.

“You have me mistaken for someone else,” Chloe bluffs, and Killian’s hands tighten around her, and she spares a thought for how odd that must look to the outside. Where here she is, inside a demon bubble, invisible arms clutching at her, creasing her clothing.

The woman remains silent, her eyes glittering with the reflection of the shield.

“And what is…that?” the man says, gesturing wildly at the shield. “They say you escaped Toronto, did you steal demon tech or something?”

Slowly, Killian releases her, straightening himself behind her, and Chloe doesn’t dare look back.

“No,” Chloe says, and her voice is small despite herself. “I’m nobody, you have me mistaken, leave me alone.”

“Some sort of portable shield, something to stop random people, why are you here—”

The woman shifts, almost minute, and there’s a battery gripped in her fingers.

Chloe inhales as the woman spins the battery towards her. It blurs in midair, shifting to—

It crashes against the shield, exploding, shattering the perfect wall of warping threads, sparking up into Chloe’s face.

She has a split second to flinch, a split second to throw her hand up to protect her face, before Killian jerks forward.

In one smooth motion he grips Chloe by the collar, yanking her back, and flexing power out, flooding the space between them all.

The streetlights flash out, glass cracking, and both the magicians in front of them, both the spellweaver and the must-be alchemist jerk.

And all at once, their necks twist, snapping abruptly, before they drop to the dirty pavement.

Chloe flinches, but Killian keeps a grip on her collar, and the very air tastes of demon magic, bitter and bright.

“I should’ve done that at the restaurant,” Killian says, voice low, before he glances up at the hotel, at the lights glittering within, before with another flex of power, all electricity on the block snaps out.

Chloe gasps, an almost small cut off of air, and Killian releases her, dusting off his hands.

She staggers away, and there are now two dead bodies on the pavement. Sure it’s dark out, sure the sidewalks are abandoned, but now she’s around two dead bodies and—

Killian’s eyes are on her.

“We should get you inside,” he murmurs, flickering his gaze up to the darkened hotel. “I took out the security cameras, it’s dark enough they won’t connect you if you move fast enough.”

Her heart still pounds.

“They might send someone to check out the burst,” he says, and his voice tilts upwards in urgency. “If you get inside, you’ll be camouflaged, and—” He gestures towards the bodies, vicious, and they…

Shatter apart, like they’re made of stone. Where once were rapidly cooling bodies, where the blood was stilling, now are just separated chunks of human body parts, crystalline as if frozen.

Chloe jerks back again, and he reaches out, gently gripping her wrist.

“Chloe,” he says, voice dipping down low, like she’s an animal to be soothed. “Chloe, you need to get inside now. I’ll clean this up.”

She swallows, and his hand is tender against her wrist, and she nods.

“I’ll be up there soon,” he says. “I’ll reinforce the wards, nobody will find you.”

Gingerly, he releases her, and Chloe clutches her wrist to her chest, before turning on her heels and striding, fast, to the hotel.

And even without looking back, she can tell that he’s watching her.

She lets her hands push the door open to the darkened room, where the dismayed clerk flashes his phone light at the room.

“Our power’s out, the entire block—” he starts, and Chloe blows past him, digging into her pocket for her own battery and flipping it to a penlight without a thought. “All rooms are out!”

“I know, I have a flashlight,” Chloe calls back in return, and her throat is tight around the words, and she doesn’t look back until she’s at the stairs, until she’s at her floor, until she’s at the door to the room.

Even without the penlight, the wards shimmer, casting a warm glow across the quilt, but Chloe rushes to the window, staring down.

The entire block is dark, one of the streetlamps sparking, but the warping black and red of Killian’s power draws her eye down to him, illuminating him against the darkness.

Her breath hitches, and he almost radiates with power.

What the hell had she gotten into, that he could kill so easily.

Sure, she knew that demons had the ability, everyone does, and she’s seen Ambra do it a few times, but not so…instant. Precise.

She shivers, still wearing her alchemied coat.

It’s far beyond what she saw with Maison, completely different from what Terese had demonstrated.

No wonder Ambra didn’t ever want to go into conflict with another demon in her state.

On the street below, he tilts his head towards the window, spotting her, and his gaze lingers.
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Chloe’s re-downloaded the college’s old textbook on demon combat onto her phone and already two chapters deep by the time he phases back through the door.

“Bodies are disposed of and no security cameras caught anything,” he says in lieu of a greeting, then eyes her critically. “You weren’t injured.”

There’s almost a question in his voice, almost.

“No,” Chloe says, and he shines bright in the dark room, practically lit from all the power he’s sending out, dwarfing the dim glow from her phone. “Were you?”

His brows flash up. “Do I look injured to you?”

“Well,” Chloe starts, and she sets her phone down on the bed, letting the screen turn off. “I have been told several times that demons don’t show injuries in ways that humans normally understand?”

He regards her, then sighs, flexing his power again, and all lights crackle back on.

Something down the hallway pops, and someone gives a muffled yell, but the streetlights on the sidewalks flicker on, except for the broken sparking one.

Chloe rubs her eyes, then gives him a thumbs up. “Nifty trick.”

“Amatur trick,” he counters, then, in a surprisingly human move, flops over on the bed next to her. “The hard part was not making it so obvious it brings down the entire college on our spot.”

“I believe that,” Chloe says warily, not scooting away from her cross-legged seat on the bed. If he wants to be weird about this, she’s going to let him. “Do we know if they made a report?”

Not moving from his place, he digs into his pocket and tosses two cell phones at her, causing her brain to hiccup. What can he pick up, what is he incorporeal towards, can he control that?

Still she pokes at the phones. They’re dead, as if all of the battery had been zapped in one flash.

“Check those,” he says, voice muffled a bit. “I didn’t see them use them at all since they saw you, but I can’t work them.”

So no obvious check in, no obvious communication, but she wouldn’t put it past the alchemist to have a hidden signal button in it.

“I also got this,” he says, then tosses the folding knife onto the bed. “It won’t trigger alarms. Wear it.”

“Neither will my gun,” Chloe says, but still shoves it into the pocket of her jeans. “Are you okay?”

He tilts his head to look at her, wrinkling his brow.

“Look, you did some high-volume combat magic—”

“—that wasn’t high volume,” he interrupts.

“—then did something to the bodies, knocked out power for an entire city block.”

“—it’s barely a town.”

“—and then collapsed onto the bed,” Chloe finishes, and he makes a face at her. “So yeah, are you okay? That was impressive and all, very spooky, but now it’s weird.”

He sighs, and she doesn’t quite understand the whole breathing in a dead body thing, but it’s a lot better than if he wasn’t. “None of your abominations have the same energy levels, I’m going to venture a guess,” he says. “It’s not the volume of the energy, it’s the amount I have to pay attention to small details.” He rolls over, so he’s staring up at the ceiling, and gestures, vague. “If I was just killing them and breaking their bodies, no problem. But I had to do it at a minimum of power, without teleporting, without drawing attention, without also killing you, without dropping the wards up here, and without causing major infrastructure damage.”

It paints a pretty clear picture, one similar to what Terese talks about. That letting go of all the energy is infinitely easier than meticulously targeting things.

And ironically, out of all of them, Terese is the one with the closest power set to full demons.

“So once we get into the base, once we get the readings, we should just have you unleash yourself?” Chloe asks, and he blinks at her, startled. “We get everything we need, then you can destroy it?”

He narrows his eyes at her. “You want me to destroy it?”

“You said they keep people captive, right?” Chloe says, pulling her knees up to her chest, and her heart is still pounding from the fight outside, from the shield. “They kept you captive. They kept my friend captive. Let’s tear it down.”

“You really have an anarchist streak in you, little alchemist,” he says, and underneath all the exhaustion, there’s a hint of amusement, almost something fond, and a thrill goes down her back. “You don’t think that would draw their attention down upon us?”

It’s definitely something to consider, and Chloe opens her mouth to answer, before he tenses, his eyes blazing red.

She freezes.

He stays there, then relaxes again. “It’s just the front desk clerk.”

“What?” Chloe asks, before the moment is interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Hello?” the clerk says, voice muffled by the door.

Chloe unfolds her legs, standing as quietly as she can. “Yes?”

Killian raises an eyebrow at her.

“Doing a status check, can I come in?” he asks, and the door must be very very thin if she’s able to hear so clearly. “The electricity is weird.”

Killian nods at her, but he’s still not getting up.

“One sec,” Chloe says, then crosses to the door. “Everything’s working in here.”

It’s the same store clerk with the fake wolf ears on top of the hat, and he blinks at her, as if he wasn’t expecting her to be the one to come to the door.

“I have to…” He gestures with the instrument in his hand, some sort of electric meter, still not meeting her eyes. “Look, this building’s old, I have to check for shorts in the walls whenever we lose power.”

From the bed, Killian coughs out a laugh.

“Sure,” Chloe says, stepping out of his way. Besides the gun in her bag, there’s nothing weird in there, and the clerk gives another forlorn glance at her cleavage before moving into the bathroom, checking the outlets.

“I didn’t short out this room,” Killian says, almost languid. “Can’t say the same for the kitchen.”

“Right,” Chloe whispers, and it’s awkward. Everything is awkward, the demon lounging on the bed is awkward, she’s awkward, and exhaustion blurs her vision.

“Did you say anything?” the clerk calls from the bathroom, and this time, Killian grins at her, almost cheekily.

“Just talking to myself,” Chloe answers, sitting on the edge of the bed, out of a lack of anything else to do, and standing in the middle of the room is way worse.

And after the battle, after the deaths on Killian’s hands, everything is shaded with enough unreal that her skin prickles with the awareness of it. The clerk in the bathroom flicks the lights on and off, the electric meter beeping merrily, and Chloe's hands begin to shake.

On the bed next to her, Killian sits up, alarmed. “What is it?” he demands.

Chloe turns to him, uncomprehending, and he grabs her by her wrist.

“Something happened, you’re affected, did something hit you?” he asks, peering down at her hand, like he can discern things from that alone. His hand is gentle against hers, like she’s something delicate, and nobody’s treated her like that in years.

She shakes her head, quick, with an obvious jerk of her head to the bathroom, but her fingertips still tremble.

She doesn’t want to have to explain coming down from a shock to a demon. Ambra’s different, Ambra’s in a human body and experiences them herself.

Killian’s brows draw up, both the human face in front of her and the shifting one underneath.

“I’m okay,” she breathes out, as quiet as she can make it, as the electric meter beeps again. “I’m fine.”

He squints at her but releases her hand as the clerk putters into the main room, pressing the meter against the wall and watching the display. Chloe swallows, leaning back just a bit, but Killian still holds her gaze.

“A lot of rooms having issues?” Chloe asks, voice fake and bright, and Killian wrinkles his nose at her, like he can see through her attempts at being put together.

“Not a lot, but enough,” the clerk mutters. “The electrician is coming from Minneapolis tomorrow, but it’s too late for him to come out today; we’re too far apparently.”

“Do you pretend to be cheerful so people don’t notice something’s wrong?” Killian asks, voice low. “Or do you pretend it because you think that’s what people want?”

Chloe scowls at him, then pulls her hands back, folding them in her lap to hide the shaking.

The clerk casts her another forlorn look. “Are you in town for a long time?”

“Lie,” Killian whispers.

“Oh yeah,” Chloe immediately responds, she doesn’t need a demon to know to do that. “Meeting some friends in a few days, gonna drive around and see all the sights, find a bunch of snow and throw it at each other, find a lake to skate in.” She throws him a smile, and he startles. “I got here early.”

“We’re in Minnesota,” he blurts out. “Why would you intentionally come here in winter?”

“Halfway point from my friends and I,” Chloe lies, as the clerk checks the lamp next to the bed, then the other. “We didn’t want the big city this time, we do this every other year.”

“Do you need to reserve more rooms for your friends?” the clerk asks, hopeful, casting a glance to the single bed that’s in the room. “I can reserve them.”

Chloe can’t quite pick up on that subtext, whatever it may be, but she’s acutely aware that she’s missing it. “They’ll do it when they drive in?”

As if sensing her disquiet, Killian shifts, until his knee presses against hers, a strange parallel to her sitting in the booth with the burger.

Right before he killed two people.

The clerk gives her a rather pathetic smile, then pockets the sensor, standing awkwardly. “If you need anything, I stay in room 104 during the weekends,” he says, and his voice breaks. “Knock on the door if I’m not at the desk, I’ll be able to help.”

Chloe gives him a thumbs up, and he waits for an agonizing moment, before shuffling out the door, letting it close behind him with a click.

The moment he’s out, Killian gently grabs her wrist again. “What happened?”

Chloe strongly considers shaking him off. “Can’t I be a bit weary after seeing some people die?” She snips back. “I’m not really a battle mage or anything like that.”

“They were attacking you,” Killian replies gently. “They were attacking you and some of those were kill shots.”

“Yeah, well…” Chloe trails off, as he turns her hand in his, still inspecting her, like he can tell something from that touch. “Still weird to see someone die.”

He’s still silent for a long moment, before he swipes his fingers across the thin skin at her wrist.

“Nothing hit me, I would have said something,” Chloe says, mullish.

“I can tell that now,” Killian replies, almost disgruntled. “What do you usually do when you’ve seen someone die?”

Like she has a routine. Like it’s so common that she would have a go-to thing to do.

“Run,” Chloe says, and it’s almost a bit too honest. “I’m good at getting out of things.”

He quirks a brow at her, then settles back against the bed, like she’s given him something to think about.

And Chloe really wishes Gurlien and Ambra were there. Someone more knowledgeable, someone able to decipher all of the body language and odd intentions of the demon in front of her.

Someone able to decipher all of the awkwardness inside of her.

Not speaking, he just regards her, his eyes flickering over her face like he can read her like a book and is finding something compelling.

She’s not used to that attention from a demon.

But instead of saying something further, she just picks up the phones still on the bed, running a quick scan on them.

One of them, the one that tingles with spell weaving, is almost completely normal, the only enhancements to elongate battery life and prevent damage from dropping. Chloe’s able to pop open the back with a snap of alchemy and crush the SIM card without any real issue.

The other one…

“This’ll be a problem,” Chloe mutters, poking it through a bedsheet as Killian watches her with lidded eyes. “It’s going to notify someone—I can’t tell who—if it doesn’t have a passcode entered at a certain time.”

“I need to get one of those for…the child,” Killian murmurs, raising a brow in interest.

“Yeah, well, it’ll also explode if I try to brute force it open,” Chloe says, still using the bedsheet to touch against the slick glass surface. “It’ll send a location ping—like the one I put on mine for teleporting—to whoever’s on the other line and let them know something happened.”

His eyes flicker up to hers, then back down to the phone. “I’ll walk it to the other side of town and destroy it,” he offers. “The explosion won’t hurt me, it’ll send them in the wrong direction from us.”

“They’ll still know something happened,” Chloe says, then rubs her eyes. “Sure. Go ahead. Or hide it under a rock or something. Put it in a store like he dropped it. Let them do a search somewhere else.”

She’s tired. It pulls at her skin and at her eyes, seeping underneath her bones to something deeper. Something worse.

He palms it again, frowning at it, then gives her a wry smile. “All I could tell is it had been altered.”

Makes sense that the demon wouldn’t have the same fluency in it.

Still, he stands, and the bed shifts without him there. “I’ll take it as far away as logical. Stay here, in case they send someone else.”

Chloe swallows down the sudden fear that they might.

“Please,” he protests, seeing her face. “My wards are better than that.”

“Stay safe,” Chloe says, and her own voice is small once more.
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Chloe tries to sleep, she really does, but her mind is still woefully conscious, buoying above anything resembling rest. Her thoughts spin around the idea of someone spotting her, someone recognizing her; around the walls of the small hotel closing around her, the ward shining bright even when she closes her eyes; around the odd loneliness of being where she is.

She’s been alone, of course, spent months without living with another person several times in her life. Had avoided people who actually knew about her for years after breaking out of prison, and hadn’t really had a stable roommate until she sorta adopted Gurlien and he found them the cabin.

But these few hours, with the lights flicked off and a hotel that creaks more than it should, eat at her, opening up a pit of something she can’t quite see across.

And somehow this bed, the exact same size as her bed back at the cabin, is an overwhelming expanse.

It’s bullshit.

She flips the battery in her hand, flicking it between the penlight and back, casting shadows onto the patterned wallpaper, but it does little to soothe herself, and only pulls at the exhaustion in her mind even further.

She once spent an entire week in an apartment and didn’t see a single other person, and these few hours are almost torture.

She considers texting people, striking up a conversation with her friends, see how Delina and Maison are dealing with the attack, but frustration stays her hand in that as well. Stops her from attempting to reach out. It’s so late where she is that it’s now late back in Northern Washington, late enough at the compound that any sane person would be asleep even there.

She flops over in the bed, right as a scraping sound hits the lock, barely on the edge of her hearing, and she grasps the battery tighter before Killian steps through the door, not even turning on the light.

His footsteps fall quietly on the carpet, like he’s sneaking back in, before he huffs out a breath.

“I was gone for four hours,” he says, still not turning on the light, but crossing over to the window, tracing a finger along the wards. “There isn’t a reason why you shouldn’t be asleep.”

“Don’t knock me out,” Chloe preempts, and she can only see his silhouette against the dim streetlamps shining from the street below.

“Did the necromancy change you that much?”

It’s a weighty, meaty sentence, the sort that people only say when they want to end an argument on a bad note.

“How should I know?” Chloe grumbles, watching his profile in the shadows. It’s a strong profile, one that would flip her heart in other situations.

He hmms in the back of his throat, then twitches the curtains closed again, some small magic flowing from his fingertips in the action, and the room grows even dimmer.

Chloe flicks the battery into a penlight again, and he squints, but she gets an awful sense he’s evaluating her.

“How protective are your abomination friends?” he asks, instead of anything she thought he’d say, sitting back down on the bed next to her. “I’m not talking friendship, have any tried to initiate bonds with you?”

“Not like that,” Chloe replies cautiously. “That’s not ominous, not at all.”

“Good, because I don’t want them territorial over this,” he declares, and the bed dips down next to her. He’s not touching her, just…existing very close.

“Still ominous,” she tells him, before flicking the penlight back into the battery and setting it on the side table.

He scoffs, and it’s at least a not-so serious sound. “I just want to sleep in a comfortable place without another demon vowing to battle me.”

“Yeah, no battle,” Chloe replies, and it’s almost amusing. “No, they’re all…paired up.”

He makes a small sound, something between a judgment and a sigh.

“They’re all happy, they all have people who count on them, everyone is…everyone is perfectly happy.”

It’s a shade too honest, so she huffs out a breath herself.

He sighs again, and she glances over, right as he rubs his face, surprisingly human.

“Your friends will give us the information tomorrow, yes?” he asks, and there’s a weariness in his tone, something buried deep. “So we can move on with this, destroy the base, and be done?”

“That’s the hope,” Chloe speaks up to the dark room. His silhouette is dimly outlined with the light from the window, a bare suggestion of the cheekbones and chin of the body, and none of the second face underneath shines through.

Though the power bristling out from him forbids her from ever thinking otherwise.

“Good,” he says, voice low, and if she hadn’t spent that last little while exclusively speaking to just him, she would’ve taken it as a threat. “The faster I get away from this, the better.”

Despite the awkwardness, despite the inherent weirdness of sharing a bed with an actual demon, Chloe turns to him, propping her head up on her arm.

“Will destruction be instantaneous when I take down the wards?” she asks, and he quirks an eyebrow at her. “Or will it be a ‘after everything is done?’”

In the filtered moonlight, she catches a glimpse of him baring his teeth. “Depends on how good you are.”

“Great, thanks, that’s not creepy, not at all,” Chloe says, sarcastic, and this time he smiles, actually genuine. “Depends on how bad the wards are, I had to take down enough to get the Half Demon through Toronto.”

“And then out,” he says dryly. “Out is harder.”

It is, theoretically, but she just shrugs against the bed.

“But we didn’t trip any alarms until after we released the stasis chambers, and I think that has a little to do with my skill.”

It’s strange to boast like this. Everyone in her life either knows all of it already or would sell her back to the college if they found out.

“Just a little,” he echoes back sarcastically, before turning again so he’s facing the ceiling in the dark. “Sleep this time, Chloe.”

“Yeah, sure,” Chloe grumbles, rolling herself over to face the cameo wall instead of him, with the shadows from outside barely reflecting back flickers.

Still, he watches the shadows play across the ceiling, and at the angle she can see the brown of his eyes beneath the reflection of light, flicking with the movement.

“Thank you,” she says, tentatively, and he tilts his head towards her. “That would’ve been significantly worse without you.”

He doesn’t smile, but the line creases next to his eyes, something almost familiar, almost wanted. “You think you could’ve gotten out?” he asks, his voice low.

She props herself up on her elbows, and in the shadows, she can imagine a friendlier face, someone who wants her to be there, someone who cares intrinsically.

“I’ve gotten good at staying out of trouble,” she says, a strange sort of bravery inside of her, something a bit odd in her stomach. “I’ve been out for ten years. I don’t do that by luck. It’d be hard without…without killing them.”

“Have you killed someone?” he asks, turning so his entire body is pointed towards her. “Most humans view that as a step.”

Chloe swallows, and in the darkness, he grins at her.

“Besides the demon in the cage,” he continues, languid. “I’ll give you that one, it shouldn’t count.”

That’s a little bit nice.

It absolutely counts.

“Not directly,” she replies. “There are absolutely situations I’ve created, traps I’ve broken, things undone, that means people have died.”

The air is perfectly still, such a contrast to the swirling power that had surrounded them during the battle on the street, not even the puff of a heater.

“That’s almost noble,” Killian says, and somehow, it’s perfectly sincere. “That you recognize it. That creating a situation counts.”

“Of course it does,” Chloe says, surprising herself with the force behind her voice. “They created the situation that made me. They created the situations that led to Terese. To Ambra. Even if they didn’t control what happened after, the blood is still on their hands.”

The words hang between them, and, almost tentatively, he reaches out a hand and barely touches her elbow, a soft contact that’s almost a caress.

“I’m a wrecking ball when it comes to defenses,” Chloe continues, quieter, like his touch stole the volume. “And I know enough to know that sometimes the defenses are there for reasons when I rip through them.”

The base in Toronto is a perfect example. When taking down the stasis…some of those released immediately killed those around them.

“Alchemists usually don’t think that way,” he murmurs.

“I do,” Chloe replies, so quiet that she can barely hear herself, just above breathing. “Them not thinking that way is why the college is that way. If they just for a few seconds, for a few minutes, took the break to think of all the implications, all the damage they have wrought—”

He swipes his thumb over the skin along her elbow, and it derails her thoughts, just enough for her to catch her breath.

“I agree with you,” he says, gentle.

“Thanks,” she whispers.

If they had thought for just longer than it took to make the orders, she would’ve never broken their rules, would’ve never felt backed into the corner, have never been arrested. Would have never been taken away from her friends, from everything she wanted in her life.

“The child,” he starts, like he’s trading her a secret, the same staged whisper. “Would’ve been taken care of by a stable father if someone stopped him from going mad with power. If someone thought to pull him back before he went too deep, before he sacrificed all his common sense just for control.”

Chloe’s heard that happening before. Of children of magicians having stunted childhoods, barely surviving starving to death because of neglect. Of entering the college before they can read, half feral.

“He kept her instead in a house with dangerous creatures, with traps everywhere, and just enough food for her to remain alive. I wasn’t the only demon she walked freely around with no guardrails.”

The hair on the back of Chloe’s neck raises.

It’s stereotyping, of course, but demons aren’t known for sparing humans. Even Ambra had no real difficulty cutting through people in her way once threatened.

He swipes his thumb over her elbow again, playing with the texture of her skin, and goosebumps raise on her arms in the dark.

It fits into the picture she’s putting together of him. Of someone wronged, of someone held just like her. Of someone who saw a child and crafted a place so safe all aspects were considered.

“She’s lucky you were there, then,” Chloe says, at length, and he shudders, full body.

“I killed her father,” he says, and she’s not terribly surprised, knowing what she knew about demons and from his battle out before. “An abomination broke the traps, I killed her father and then ran.”

His tone is boasting, but the words are as if a confession for Chloe to receive, to absolve him of.

Demons have no religion. Why would they, when they are the things that every religion warns about.

But she’s seen guilt and regret in Ambra’s eyes, seen the fear in Melekai’s when watching his Necromancer do anything. Seen both of them get stuck in emotions, in the negative view of the past, almost unable to pull themselves out without help.

“Sounds like he set up a system that he should’ve thought about,” Chloe drawls, surprising a huff of laughter from him.

The hand stills against her elbow, but not in a warning way. Like the idle motion is finally coming to rest.

“Or, you know, received psychological help once in his life,” Chloe says. “How many problems in the world could’ve been solved by some of these people getting an evaluation and, you know, therapy.”

“Too bad that doesn’t exist for demons,” he says dryly. “I know a few who could use it.”

“Yeah, we tried to find psychology books for Ambra. It wasn’t terribly helpful,” Chloe says, and his smile is soft in the darkness.

“The fact that you tried…” he trails off, and for a moment the shadows in the room are peaceful.

She’s exhausted. There was battle that day, her eyes drag with each blink, but she can’t imagine stopping the conversation, doesn’t want his words to cease, these spoken confessions in the middle of the night. The tiny touch against her arm, not born out of any desperation or battle, but out of the actual want for contact.

People don’t do that to her.

So instead, she reaches her hand out, resting it against his arm as well, on the faded Henley he still wears.

It feels like any other piece of clothing. Like she’s lying next to anyone she might meet at a bar, anyone she might take home for a night of fun, as if she was a normal person who could do those things with abandon. As if she had a normal life and normal encounters and a normal risk assessment of strangers. As if she could normally rent out a hotel and bring someone back, just for the sake of contact.

He inhales, sudden and sharp, but she doesn’t move her hand.

“Chloe,” he starts, an undercurrent of warning in his voice, before he audibly swallows, the bed dipping with his movement. “Think of what you’re doing.”

She’s not doing anything he’s not doing, with his hand still against her elbow. Against her bare skin, she might add, where the warmth of him bleeds over into the contact, where his thumb gently caressed.

But she has no time to put these into words, to organize her thoughts into something that’s smart to say back, before he shifts close, his other hand drifting to her chin.

Her breath catches then at the sudden danger of it. At the hand that killed those people just a few short hours ago now touching the skin of her cheek.

Before he tilts her chin up towards him and, in the dim light from just the broken streetlamps outside, presses his lips against hers.

For a moment, she marvels at it. At the heat from his lips, the subtle shifting of the demon face underneath the human. At the stubble still against his cheek, the innate normality of the contact.

At how she hasn’t been kissed in far, far too long.

It’s not smart. It’s not intelligent. It’s not anything she’d even remotely call a good idea, but before she can stop herself, she presses back against him. Abandoned the small touch on his arm to wrap herself around him, deepening the kiss.

Opening her lips against his, swallowing down his breath, for all that he doesn’t need it.

He makes a small sound in the back of his throat, halfway between shock and satisfaction, and grips her chin harder.

Like he owns her. Like he owns the interaction, owns all the fallout and conflict and stupidity that comes with it. Like he can see all of her neurosis, all of the parts of her that are impractical, flighty, prone to run.

And wants this anyways.

A hand slips to her hip, gripping her tight like a brand, and even outside of her control she presses deeper against him, against the hard strength of this body, against the stubble and the broad shoulders and the bad decisions.

For a split second, he gentles the kiss, like it’s a thing to be savored and cherished, before he pulls back, pulls away from her grip, leaving her lips stinging.

His eyes reflect the dim light back at her as they blink at each other, Chloe’s pulse jumping in her throat.

His hand still holds her chin in place, commanding.

“Be careful, little alchemist,” he whispers, his voice a low gravel. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“I think I might,” Chloe breathes back, even though that, too, is unintelligent to even say.

He hmms in the back of his throat, before letting his hand fall, shifting away from her.

It feels like an end of a conversation.

He makes a soft sound, something halfway between a chuckle and a sigh, and she can feel the weight in the bed, in the pull of the blankets, but he says no more.
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Chloe’s phone yanks her to awareness, blasting loud, and she jerks upright, flailing. Her heart pounds, her blood thrums, and for a split second, her eyes see nothing.

Until she blinks, and the world slams into focus.

Daylight streams in through the curtains, casting soft shadows onto the camo patterned walls, and Killian’s asleep, both the human and the demon face slack on the pillows next to her.

And her phone is ringing.

Chloe scrambles to cram her glasses on her face, then picks up the phone, blearily recognizing it as Alette calling.

“Yeah?” She croaks out, and her mouth is dry, far drier than it should be after just a night’s sleep.

A night’s sleep.

She eyes Killian, unsure if he knocked her out or not.

“I’m in the parking lot,” Alette chirps through the phone, because she is always a morning person. “Which room are you in?”

“I’m…” Chloe swings her legs over to the side of the bed, standing up, and Killian jolts awake. “I’ll come down and get you.”

He blinks owlishly at her, the demon face just as uncomprehending as the human.

“No,” he orders, bleary, “don’t leave the room.”

“Or I won’t,” Chloe says with a sigh, flicking the light on in the room. “Why not?”

Killian rubs his face, a startlingly human reaction. “Make sure it’s someone you trust before you leave,” he replies, still sounding half asleep. “Someone could impersonate voices.”

“Okay,” Chloe says, then back to the phone. “Confirm you’re you?”

Alette scoffs through the phone.

“Security, you know, confirm you’re you and not someone trying to pretend they’re you?” Chloe says, then makes a face at the word salad she just said.

“How would I…” Alette trails off, her sigh audible through the phone. “You made me buy that book when you first moved into my house.”

“Good enough for me,” Chloe replies, forcing her feet into her shoes and giving Killian a quelling glare. “Go into the lobby, I’ll meet you there.”

“You shouldn’t,” Killian grumbles, before he rolls to his feet, bouncing slightly.

It’s a little amusing to see a demon so clearly sleep logged.

Chloe clicks off her phone, then runs a hand through her black hair, quickly throwing it into a messy bun. “We know someone was coming, she knew about the book, we’re fine.”

“What book?” Killian asks idly, as Chloe grabs her keycard and stomps her way out of the room.

He follows, of course he does, a step too close in the hallway, but she ignores that.

“Book on cult recovery,” Chloe snips. “I recommend it to everyone who gets away from them, it’s way more useful than any psychology textbook or religious tract.”

She also bullied Alette and Axel into reading it when she first showed up, out of hope they’d accept Gurlien afterwards.

Killian evaluates it, then shrugs contemplatively. “I guess I could see that.”

Another person passes them in the hall, giving Chloe an odd look at talking to herself, and Chloe gives her a thin-lipped smile.

“But wouldn’t it be more analogous to getting out of the drafted American military?” he continues. “Forced conscription, near brainwashing, us versus them combat training and uncontrollable deployment?”

Chleo’s definitely not going to answer that one while in a rural hotel predominantly decorated in camo.

“You can even make the argument that most Americans who end up in the army were conditioned to accept the viewpoints long before they actually began their training,” he says, and she really wishes he wouldn’t. “I would put it closer to that.”

Chloe shrugs her jacket up closer to her ears. “Sure,” she mutters, clattering down the stairs, and she can hear his footsteps behind her, which boggles her mind all the more. That he could make and produce noise, even while not even existing to most people.

She doesn’t understand the physics of it, not one bit, and she doesn't know if she wants to ask Alette or Lyra or anyone to actually explain it to her.

Ambra might have an answer, Terese most definitely wouldn’t, and she doubts she could get Melekai to tell her anything.

The lobby is way more bustling in the morning than it had been any other time she’s been there, kids streaming in between an ice cream machine and the stuffed animals in the museum and exhausted parents trying to check out.

Nobody who might send a scan her way. Nobody watching from the shadows, nobody who might mean them ill.

Killian catches up to her, gripping her by the shoulder. “That was foolish,” he mutters.

“Why?” Chloe asks sunnily, and he wrinkles his nose. “Nobody would expect me, a non-combat mage, to actually go and confront them.”

“Or they might be trying to flush someone out,” he grumbles, and doesn’t exactly let her go but gentles his hand, like he’s keeping contact with her to reassure her.

Before something catches Chloe’s eye, lulling her attention like a fishhook in the cheek.

A glimmer of gold, a flicker of power, right outside the door, before Alette breezes in.

As always, Alette commands attention, with her beautiful black braid and arresting poise, and half the lobby turns and stares at her.

And magic practically drips off of her, glistening on her fingertips and condensing along the hem of her tailored coat.

Killian makes a sound, deep in the back of his throat, and she can’t tell if it’s a good sound or not.

Alette’s eyes flicker to Chloe, then up at Killian, before she tilts her head towards the meager cafeteria, heading there instead without another glance towards them.

“So that’s who you got to give you plans,” Killian murmurs, close to her ear, and Chloe shivers. “Risky, they absolutely keep track of her, they know she’s in the area.”

And given that there was an attack on her compound, Chloe’s a smidgen impressed Alette’s the deliverer of the documents, but she trails to the table anyways.

Alette pours herself a glass of juice from the free area, and even the kids give her a wide berth, but Chloe just heads straight to her booth, plopping down across from her.

“I thought they’d send Gurlien?” Chloe asks, and Killian squeezes in next to her, just like he did the night before.

Alette’s lips twitch at the motion, and her eyes are sharp on the demon. “Ambra wasn’t about to send him someplace he could be in danger, and she couldn’t escape from. Your friend is…twitchy.”

Because even though they’ve lived at Alette’s compound for over a month, Alette still doesn’t refer to them as her friends.

But Alette tilts her beautiful face up to Killian with a long evaluation, and next to her, Killian shifts.

“Zoel says hello,” Alette says deliberately, and Killian makes an unsettled noise, almost on the edge of Chloe’s hearing. “He’d be here himself, but…”

“Bit outside of his territory,” Killian replies, voice low, almost threatening.

“The teleportation black out was a bigger deterrent,” Alette says, still all calm and collected, and Chloe realizes that if she’s been risen from the dead longer than Chloe, she’s almost certainly encountered demons before, knows how to speak to them. “Michelli and Stella weren’t appreciative of your teleportation to the cabin.”

This time, Killian gives her a blank look.

“Michelli’s the Wight?” Chloe asks. “Stella’s mom?”

Alette inclines her head.

So, that’s cool, Chloe literally traveled across the country to get cryptic messages from the Wight and Alette knew her name before she did.

Killian doesn’t say anything regarding that, just a one shouldered shrug, and if Chloe couldn’t feel the tension bleeding off of him, she’d call him casual.

And Alette studies him right back, her face a mask, and Chloe knows from the last month or so that she won’t be the one to break.

“So…did you bring the schema?” Chloe asks, after a long moment of them not breaking eye contact.

“Yes,” Alette says precisely.

“Can you give them to me?” Chloe asks, leading her on. “Or did you just come here to stare?”

This gets Alette to smile, as Chloe knew it would be, but it’s a little vicious, aimed at Killian. “Depends,” she replies, “on how your demon friend reacts.”

Killian sighs. “What does the Wight want me to do?”

“Agree to not go after the Necromancer, for one,” Alette replies, prompt, and gets barely a flicker of a reaction from Killian. “Immediately report any disruptions of magic on that coast, no matter how small. Agree to not harm our friends…”

“…the abominations?” Killian says, dry.

Alette visibly pauses, and Chloe gives her a tiny nod.

“Yes, them, any of them,” Alette says, strict, like she never had any questions about it. “And don’t draw the college’s attention to any of our Wights, spirits, or protected magicians.”

Killian shrugs again, one shouldered. “Sure.”

Chloe expected that much, but the expression of surprise across Alette’s face still amuses her.

“I have no desire to get ripped apart by a Necromancer, I’ve seen the aftermath of what just one of yours will do,” Killian says, ticking off his fingers and casually displaying the fact that he knows there’s now more than one. “Your coast is far more stable than it was after the demon Terese, Zoel should be less up his own ass about it, everyone knows the sheer amount of work you two put into it, nobody in their right mind would try again. We would suffer, too.”

For some reason, it’s a bit viscerally satisfying to see the slow realization cross Alette’s face, that Killian isn’t someone they need to necessarily worry about. That Chloe isn’t a poor judge of character, despite what they may think of her friendship with Gurlien.

“And the abominations would attract too much that I don’t want,” he continues, still idle. “They venture from destructive to insane to pathetic to sad. I don’t want any of that.”

Chloe can see Alette count, come to the same conclusion as she did.

“Yeah, near as I can tell, he knows about at least one more than we do,” Chloe says, and he gives her the barest hint of a smile in return. “He’s encountered at least one personally—”

“—three,” Killian interrupts. “I’ve encountered three.”

“And didn’t get the names of any of them, so I don’t know who they are,” Chloe finishes, then gives him a hard look, and he smirks, face smug. “It’s really inconvenient that demons don’t exchange names.”

“And you won’t give me identifying details,” he challenges right back.

“Zoel says to make you swear,” Alette interrupts, as Killian crosses his arms like he won an argument. “Oh, and to bring Chloe back unharmed once she’s found her friend.”

Killian’s face drops the smile, like it was never there. “I don’t have any interest in harming her,” he says, voice low and dangerous, and all of the hair on the back of Chloe’s neck raises.

“That’s not what I said,” Alette replies sweetly, the same tone of voice she gave Chloe when she originally refused to go after Ambra and Gurlien, back when they didn’t know it would end so nicely. “We don’t want her hurt, no matter the result of her quest.”

Chloe hated that tone of voice then, too.

“I swear I won’t go after your Necromancers, I won’t cause damage to your coast, and I won’t harm or draw attention to your abominations,” Killian says, and there, there’s the tremor of fear in his voice, the one that had been absent for almost the entire conversation. “And I swear that Chloe won’t come to harm from any of my actions or inactions.”

He sits back, staring hard at Alette.

Alette smiles back, small and competent, like she didn’t just bargain with a creature vastly more powerful than either of them.

“Here,” she says, unfolding a packet of thin papers from her inside pocket. “Frederick and Ambra had both been through there in the last year, and Frederick corroborated with a friend who’s still inside.”

Chloe doesn’t miss that she called Maison by the name the college used for him. Anything to obfuscate.

“Do you trust these people?” Killian asks, voice deep, but it’s directly to Chloe.

“What?” Chloe asks. “Oh yeah, absolutely.”

Alette’s eyebrow twitches at that.

He nods, his jaw tight but his eyes intent, before he tosses his attention back to Alette. “I assume Zoel has other questions for me.”

“He wants me to figure out which demon you are, besides just your name,” Alette replies smoothly. “To see what protections we need to give Chloe once this is all done.”

He dips his chin low, staring at Alette, and to Alette’s credit, she winces at his expression.

“You know that someone’s going after bases, right?” Alette asks, leaning forward and lowering her voice. “They don’t just break out of them, they slaughter them.”

“Slaughter?” Chloe asks, her skin prickling.

“They don’t release any prisoners, they don’t evacuate anyone, just…destroy the whole thing.”

Killian makes a disquieted noise in the back of his throat, but Alette keeps eye contact with Chloe.

“They don’t allow anyone out. No research, no knowledge, no innocents. They destroyed an alt school, one of the ones against the college, too. They took down a safe house of Wights out in Kansas, killed everyone, completely destabilized the lines in the area.”

“I’m sure Zoel would have issue with that.”

“They killed a demon,” Alette challenges him. “There was one living with the Wights, offering protection. They slaughtered her, too.”

Killian stills, his face a frozen mask, and Chloe’s heart jumps. “It’s not easy to kill demons without proper force.”

“And yet they did.” Alette sits back crossing her arms. “It’s not a Necromancer, that’s all we can tell.”

“Well, tell Zoel thanks,” Chloe interrupts, and she knows she’s awkward but this is something else. “Tell him to stop being so cryptic and he might get answers.”

“Frederick is Alerin’s son, correct?” Killian asks instead, and Chloe gets the sudden realization that she never knew Maison’s demon parents’ name. “Does he have a lot of contact with them?”

“Not really,” Chloe says, though once again, she doesn’t know that’s terribly true. “I mean, I know they’ve spoken a few times, but it’s not like he speaks positively about him or anything.”

Killian gives her a smile, a smug smile, despite the fear and frustration she’s picking up from him. “Then I’ve met your Half Demon before, back when he was a young adult. Ask Zoel if that’s enough information.”

“This is…so very vague,” Alette says, and it’s almost a complaint, almost a break from the personality of put togetherness that Alette projects at all time. “But okay, sure. I’ll tell him.”

Killian tilts his head at her, his eyes flat. “Do you have protections against blanket scans in that jacket of yours?”

Alette opens her mouth, then closes it. “What?”

And he sighs, before gripping Chloe’s hand and grabbing Alette’s wrist, and his power floods through them.

Chloe’s at least prepared for this one, breathing out of her nose, leaning into the sensation of suddenly being thrust under water, but Alette gasps, something quick and cut off, before she audibly schools herself.

And this scan is over before it begins, and Killian releases the power and Alette’s wrist, but keeps a hand on Chloe’s.

“You’re welcome,” he replies smugly, then stands, glancing down at Chloe. “How much time do you need with the schema?”

“I’d like at least an hour,” Chloe says, and there’s something so viciously satisfying to see Alette so thrown, so startled. “Maybe more, if it’s hard to interpret.”

As Alette visibly gathers herself, Chloe stands as well, dusting herself off. “That scan is about every eight hours,” she informs her. “You’ll want to be beyond the teleportation bubble before that.”

“Do you know what you're doing?” Alette breathes, and it almost gives Chloe pause.

“Rarely,” Chloe says, not entirely certain what she’s referring to at that specific moment.

Killian settles back in the chair, crossing his arms, as if he’s daring Alette to say something further.

Alette glances, a little bit obviously, to Chloe’s chin, then to her hip, right where Killian gripped her the night before, before releasing her so suddenly.

“I’m not getting involved,” Alette says delicately, which sounds like someone who’s meddling would say, “but text Ambra if you need advice.”

“I always need advice,” Chloe says, then smiles sunnily at her, which always seemed to frustrate Alette.

If Alette was raised from the dead, she can probably see all the same traces of demon that Chloe can.

Chloe just smiles a bit wider at her, aiming to unnerve more than anything else, and it works, Alette swallowing and glancing away.

“Are you going to be safe?” Alette asks. “Going in there?”

“Not at all!” Chloe says, then gives her two thumbs up.
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The moment they’re back in the hotel room, Killian tilts his head at Chloe, like he’s evaluating her.

“Go ahead and say it,” Chloe says, munching on a muffin she swiped from the buffet. “Judge away, she’s not the funnest person to be around.”

“Of course not, she chose to tie herself to Zoel,” Killian says, but he’s standing there, stock still, inhuman. “You know Alerin’s son works for your college, right?”

“Oh yeah, he used to,” Chloe says, plopping herself at the meager hotel desk and spreading out the whisper thin papers across it. “Not by choice, they held his mother captive, that’s the whole reason we took down the Toronto base.”

He just watches her.

“You know about Dr. Frisse, the mad scientist behind the Terese project, yeah?” Chloe says, and he nods. “Alette’s her niece.”

This gets some motion, and he sighs, settling himself to sit on the armchair, still watching her. “Of course Zoel would get her on his side as soon as possible.”

“Near as I can tell, they actually like each other,” Chloe says, smoothing out the papers. Faint pencil marks trace along the architecture, even lines that mean that Maison absolutely had a blast writing them up. “But yeah, if Ma…Frederick gave me these, he wants them absolutely taken down. He hated working for them. So much.”

Another long moment of silence, as Chloe takes in the protections, the runes, the traps, before Killian sighs again.

“How the hell did I not hear about you before,” he complains. “Somehow, you are involved with so many major players, you know the heir apparent to the Frisse knowledge, and you’re friends with the college’s pet Half Demon.”

“Oh, he’d hate being called that,” Chloe says, then peers at the base.

It’s four stories, two of them underground, which is standard for any type of processing base—it’s a far lot easier to keep people captive if their cage is underground. There are eight standard cells, eight stasis—Ambra must’ve been kept there—a cubicle level and a diagnostic level.

Most of the protections are to nullify non-human entities, to stop them from giving off their normal power. Stopping teleportation, stopping free movement, stopping extra senses. One to sever Wights from the natural energies of the land—that’s vicious—and one to make them visible to the naked, unaltered eye. There’s traps to keep Demons in place, of course, tied with all sorts of anti-unravel spells.

Chloe’s hand twitches when she sees them. Those are gonna hurt.

The diagnostic level is the most protected, the wards written in Ambra’s jerky scripts instead of Maison’s. Invasive wards, meant to dissect, to control bleeding, to stop the heart but not kill the brain, wards to peel the skin off but not result in death. Wards to read brain activity underneath all of them, to see how the synapse fire and the nerves react to all of them.

Killian’s still watching her, unblinking, and if she didn’t know better, she would say that he’s being moody.

“You passed through here?” Chloe murmurs, keeping an eye on him surreptitiously. “Nasty stuff.”

“They’ve added to it, apparently,” he drawls, even though he hadn’t been the one hunched over it. “There were only four stasis chambers when I was there four years ago.”

“Were you held in one?” Chloe asks, still pretending to keep her focus on the papers.

“Not there,” he replies, sour.

It’s another hint to his background, but before Chloe can dive into it, her phone bings with a text.

ALETTE (10:02 AM): That is absolutely not enough information for either Maison or Zoel.

CHLOE (10:02 AM): I figured.

ALETTE (10:03 AM): Zoel doesn’t like any of this. He thinks you should run away while you still can.

Chloe glances up at Killian, who’s staring straight at her, a scowl on his face.

“What is the spellweaver telling you?” he asks dryly.

“Normal stuff,” Chloe replies. “She and I don’t get along terribly well, she hates my best friend.”

His eyebrow raises. “This Gurlien? Or Ambra?”

“Gurlien,” Chloe replies, unsettled.

He shrugs, loose, but still scowls at her as her phone beeps again.

This time, it’s Melekai, and Chloe raises an eyebrow that he bothered texting her at all.

MEL (10:05 AM): Tell him if he comes near me or mine, I will kill him.

Chloe sighs, heavy, then rubs her forehead.

CHLOE (10:06 AM): Alette got him to swear.

“Who’s that?” Killian asks, and he’s still sitting across the room, there’s no way he would know that it’s not the same person texting her. “Are you getting threatened?”

“Just my friends making sure I know that they think you’re sketchy,” Chloe replies, before setting her phone upside down on the desk and ignoring the follow up text that came through. “What do you think, diagnostic or stasis levels for the spirit fox?”

He narrows his eyes at her, then deliberately looks out the window, like she insulted him.

“Come on, you’re a demon who kidnapped me and you’re looking for a power source, they’re gonna think you’re dangerous,” Chloe says, almost exasperated. “That’s not something personal, that’s common sense. I got real worried when Ambra kidnapped Gurlien.”

This drags his attention back, and Chloe snaps her mouth shut.

“Really,” he says, deeply skeptical. “Is she the one with red hair?”

She is, but Chloe doesn’t say anything.

“Skinny white boy with glasses and yellow hair? The one who fried himself in a ley line? That’s who you’ve been referring to this entire time?”

“…yes,” Chloe says gingerly.

He glowers at her, then sighs. “Yes, I know your friend ‘Ambra,’ apparently. No, she is not in any danger from me, I owe her a favor.” This is said with a deep grudging, like he can’t believe his luck is so bad again. “Figures.”

“…good?” Chloe says, then shakes her head, to clear her thoughts. “Well, she’s a friend, I’ve been texting her like this entire time, I’m not gonna stop.”

“Of course you’re not,” he says, resigned. “Of course it’s them.”

Her heart pounding for no reason whatsoever, Chloe bends back over the floor print and he continues to stare hard at her.

“What I’m trying to figure out,” he says, slow, voice deep as if he’s controlling it tightly, “is why they would allow you to die.”

“I really don’t think you want the answer for that,” Chloe grumbles, running a fingernail around the line of a wall, traced with care. If they’re accurate, the wards should be weak there, not extending the entire way through the wall.

It’s where most people fail in their defenses. They never take into account how easy it is to blast through walls when the door is locked and warded.

“I think you don’t know what I want,” Killian says, after a long moment of her ignoring him.

“Okay, I think that’s a cryptic as fuck sentence and I don’t like that,” Chloe says, finally sitting back. “I knew I needed to be able to see demons and other creatures to find my friend, I knew that people brought back by Necromancers can see them easily, I knew two Necromancers. Do the math and stop bothering me about it.”

For a split second he doesn’t react, before his chin spasms and the expression of terror crosses his face, quickly smoothed away.

She holds his eye, willing herself to pour all personality into that connection, all force of will, how much it matters to her.

And all of the frustration, all of the difficulties with Gurlien being mad at her and the soft judgment of the Wights of her actions, all the discomfort and the lack of sleep.

He doesn’t glance away, but stands, stalking close to her, and she refuses to be cowed, craning her neck to keep the eye contact, until he looms over her, both his hands braced on the desk around her, leaving her trapped.

Of course she’s trapped.

The silence between them stretches on, twisting and warping into something thick, something weighty, until Chloe can do nothing but taste it.

“And I’m not going to apologize,” she says, voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll do anything to get my friend to safety. Anything.”

“They didn’t warn you?” he whispers back, barely on the edge of hearing. “All those friends, all those connections, and they didn’t warn you away from this?”

There’s something in his tone, something she can’t parse, so she bares her teeth at him in a smile, like how Ambra does when she wants to unsettle or when Mel does when trying to get someone to back off.

“They did. I did it anyways.”

His eyes narrow, ever so minutely, like he’s seeing her once more for the first time. Like she’s once more a stranger to him, once more an enigma.

Before his face splits into a grin, wide, fitting well over the human skin and the demonic presence underneath.

She represses a startle back.

“So, Chloe, the perfectly normal alchemist, who dove underground to save her friend, who willingly faced death, who has befriended now multiple demons…you’re starting to finally make sense,” he says, voice low, but a smile coats his words, like he’s finding glee in this discussion. “How many of them, if you asked, would stop what they’re doing and run to help you?”

Chloe opens her mouth, but he beats her to it.

“We already proved that Zoel would send his girlfriend across the country just to deliver some papers,” he says. “Ambra—she was the one who teleported you in, when we first met, she must’ve been—would help the moment you let her.”

“She doesn’t want to come in the no teleportation zone,” Chloe interjects, weak.

He waves his hand. “And you have a Necromancer friend who’s willing to bring you back on something not critical. Something you volunteered for.” The smug smile is back on his face. “Necromancers are in danger each time they use their power, and this one was willing to go along with your scheme.”

Chloe crosses her arms, keeping her chin up to match his eye contact, and the little wrinkles around his human eyes crinkle up, the demon face beneath it matching.

“Do you have a point?”

The hand on the chair lifts, draping over the back of her neck, and she freezes, like he cast a spell on her.

“Yes,” he says, low and amused. “I think I finally figured you out.”

Chloe shivers a bit, underneath his warm hand. Which is weird, that his hand would be so lifelike, considering he’s in a dead body.

But the physical touch is the same as it would’ve been if anyone else touches her.

“And?” she challenges, after the momentary lapse in the conversation. “You can’t just say that with that lead up.”

He grins at her, sudden and charming, and she just squints further.

“No, that’s not the end of the conversation,” Chloe protests. “That’s not—”

“If you tear down those wards without issue—” he nods back at the maps in front of her, and her neck prickles at the reminder, “then I’ll tell you.”

“Asshole,” Chloe remarks, and again, he grins, even though her heart pounds. “That’s a coward's way out.”

“Sure,” he says, shrugging and casually removing his hand from the back of her neck, leaving her suddenly colder. “I never proclaimed myself to be brave.”

Chloe blinks at that, because nobody without bravery would be attempting what they’re doing, but she turns back to the maps, her mind racing.

“Chances they tracked Alette to us?” she murmurs, desperately trying to focus, but her skin prickles.

“Medium,” he replies, voice matching hers. “She’s a known player but they can’t officially tie anything back to her after the spellweaver who lost his powers. Your Gurlien.”

The fact that he knows them, somehow, and she doesn’t know how, buzzes at the back of her head, but she blinks through it, staring at the onion paper in front of her.

Ambra had written some approximations of descriptions of the wards, of the impressions she got when passing through. Of feeling doused with water, unable to breathe, everything pressing against her skin.

Maison wrote less, just terse words with definitions. Focusing. Shattering. De-powering. The sort of definitions that came from their studies, not from experiences.

Behind her, Killian drapes himself across the back of her chair, leaning against her shoulders and peering at the outlines, a smug sort of confidence in the set of his jaw.

He definitely knows more than she does.
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It takes her an additional hour with a looming demon at her back and more floors than she thought, but she eventually puzzles out the fastest way in and then the best way in.

“Do you want easiest, fastest, closest to target, or least risk?” she asks, and it’s been a bit since she talked and her voice croaks.

“You’ll need food first,” he replies idly.

“That’s not the point,” she says, then sighs, stretching her shoulders. “There are the closest to the diagnostic tables, there’s the way with the least amount of traps and protections, there’s the long way that’ll take us a hell of a lot longer but the least risk, and then there’s just the…” She gestures at him. “Then I take down one ward and we blast our way in.”

He grins at her, still smug, and it drives her nuts.

“I think blasting will happen one way or another,” he replies, drifting over to the bed where her research lays, digging through her backpack.

She straightens. “Hey.”

But he’s unrolling her tracking scroll, the one they had back in the house with the child, spreading it across the cameo comforter, before digging into his pocket, pulling out a simple coin.

She squints at it, and he tosses it to her.

“It’s not your compass,” he says, still way more casual than he has been throughout the entire thing. “But tie it to your research. Make it roll towards the clue if dropped.”

It’s a perfectly featureless coin, like someone had rubbed off the relief of a golden dollar, smoothed it down.

Her neck prickles again.

“It’ll only tie to what you currently know, yes?” he asks, and she nods. “Then that way, if you’re stuck somewhere, I can use that.”

“Oh, you are not leaving me behind,” Chloe protests, and he has the temerity to roll his eyes. “Absolutely not.”

“I can’t even get in there without you,” he reminds her. “And further study would be useless without you. Don’t be sensitive.”

He’s the one who’s been acting odd.

“If we get separated, that way I can still succeed on this part,” he says.

“You swore to Alette, doesn’t that mean some things to demons?” she asks, and everything in her is screaming that this is different, that this is a trap she’s walking into.

“Of course,” he says idly, “then tie it to you.”

“What?”

“Tie it to you. That way, we get separated, I have to get you first.” He gives her a smug smile, like she fell directly into his machinations. “It’ll be inconvenient, it may cost me time, but that’ll work.”

She narrows her eyes even more at him, and wishes that Ambra had come along, so she could actually ask more questions about what all of this behavior means.

“I find it hard to believe that you couldn’t track me already, from what I know,” Chloe says, but twists the structure of the metal, making it into a compass where she is the true north, and it takes so little effort his eyebrows flash up. “It’s twenty minutes away, yes?”

“About.”

And now, Chloe swallows, because there’s a big difference in breaking into an abandoned base and an active, currently under high security one.

“Then let’s go.”
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It takes her a good extra half an hour to get the car back up to running, and Killian bullies her into getting fast food and eating before they hit the highway, but the car pulls alongside the pristine train tracks, the sun bright and cold, and the same fear settles into Chloe’s bones.

It’s different than Toronto. It’s different than the prisons she was held in, it’s different than the cloying bases she had to pass through, time after time again

It’s smaller, for one. Less protected from human influence. Less likely to be hit by someone like her, someone with so much back up. Less likely to be directly attacked by a demon trying to break in, as opposed to one trying to break out.

In short, it’s the perfect target for this. Maximum reward, little risk for a fully manned base.

But the guards are trained to deal with demons.

The rickety car pulls up to the town right before the base, and it practically glowers with wealth. The roads are smooth, the sidewalks glitter with perfectly curated frost, and even the bare trees have glimmers of leaves already started, out of season and gaudy.

Killian wrinkles his nose at them.

“They support a winery here?” Chloe asks, skeptical, staring at the bare branches of the grapevines completely untouched by snow and ice. “That has got to be a waste of energy.”

“It is,” he says, and there’s an underlying tension in his voice. “Though not every magician is talented at practical things.”

“Better than blowing stuff up, I guess,” Chloe says, staring hard at the grapevines. Spells are woven into the base of each one, spells to resist the cold, spells to warm the soil and the leaves, spells to need less sunshine, all carefully sewn together and stitched to further propel their usefulness.

If the town just twenty miles away hadn’t been so impoverished, it’d be beautiful. A good use of energy. something creative instead of destructive, for once.

But the potholes and broken sidewalk stick in her mind.

The base sits on the hill above, nestled into the stone, and Killian shifts in his seat as it does, a frown pulling down his lips.

“I’ve never seen it in the daylight,” he murmurs. “Just outlined in spells against the dark of their cargo trains.”

If Chloe squints, she can see the barest hint of a tunnel opening up underneath the hill, tracks almost shimmering with enough magic to keep them clear of frost.

Must’ve been terrifying for him.

Must’ve been terrifying for the spirit fox, too.

“And Ambra’s been in here, too,” Chloe murmurs, idling the car at a parking spot. Enough of Ambra’s story had been told to her that the very idea of supporting the college turns her stomach even more than it used to, warping her gut and turning her mouth sour.

When Gurlien had brought her to them, shot so critically, when Alette and Axel were stabilizing her, he had wept on Chloe’s shoulder about all of the horrors he had indirectly seen, at the possible guilt he may have had by association.

Killian nods, almost absentmindedly responding to her, still staring up at the building, his eyes glimmering red.

“Do you think we should park here and walk up?”

The plan hinges on them walking in before a train, before the guards come down to the loading area, before the platform crawls with extra hands. In between the trains, only two guards stand at the mouth of the tunnel and one at the elevator.

He tilts his head, his power flexing in the rickety car, so much that Chloe breathes hard out her nose, leaning her head against the cracked plastic of the steering wheel.

“There’s a flat spot in the trees closer,” he says, voice carefully neutral. “Still outside their shields, but only a five-minute walk instead of this.”

“Got it, good, thanks,” Chloe says, the moment his power seeps away from the car, leaving her head swimming, but she pulls the car out of the parking space anyway.

A pedestrian gives her an odd glance, like he too could tell what Killian just sensed.

Killian eyes him as they drive past, but the pedestrian doesn’t seem to notice.

“Probably just noticing how bad this car is,” Chloe says, forcing brightness into her tone. “Everyone else was driving something pretty and this car is not.”

He makes a discomfited noise in the back of his throat, tapping his fingers against his thigh, but gives her the directions she needs, pulling them off the highway, onto gravel roads that grumble into dirt, before she pulls in between two trees on a relatively flat pad of ground, killing her headlights.

Snow lays in grimy piles, which means she’s far from the only person who uses this spot.

“Nobody’s parked here in three days,” Killian supplies, as she opens her mouth to say it. “A magician, one of the scientists, parks here to hike on his breaks, I can feel it.”

It’s perfectly cleared of snow and ice, like the winter didn’t exist out here, and when Chloe cracks the door of the shitty sedan open, the air is warm against her face.

Just outside of the little flat surface, however, snow starts to fall, fluffy in the quickly dimming light. Chloe watches as a snowflake brushes against whatever invisible barrier the magician had placed on the parking spot, and it melts immediately, dripping down to the forest floor.

There’s a small line of ice at the border, too precise to be anything natural.

“Ever think about how many problems we could solve for the world, if only we thought about things besides this?” Chloe murmurs, and Killian arches an eyebrow at her. “How much hunger we could solve, how many people we could defend.”

“They’ve tried that in the past,” Killian replies neutrally, and he’s just in a normal Henley and pants, the cold not bothering him one bit. “It didn’t turn out well.”

“Still,” Chloe says, eyeing the perfect line of ice. “I hate it.”

His other eyebrow raises to match its mate. “So in addition to being insane, you’re also a bleeding heart,” he declares, like it’s fitting more pieces of her into place.

“Hey,” Chloe replies mildly.

“You asked someone to kill you to make your life easier, you don’t get to argue that label,” he says, then grins at her, sudden and wild. “Let's get our next trail and tear this place down.”

His hands flex, and even outside of the car, even outside of any enclosed space, his power floods through her, bolstering her, raising the hair on the back of her neck.

When Chloe had been young, she once broke into a barn two miles off the road, the sort of barn that’s barely visible above the fields of wheat, and found a room full of rusted ammunition. The kind of ammunition only seen in the video games she watched boys play in the rec center, the kind of ammunition she saw in the grim war documentaries her dad watched while drunk.

And in the middle of it was a land mine from some world war or another, spiky, the joints rusted, but something in Chloe’s gut had told her that with the right nudge, the right bit of pressure, it would take out the barn and the wheat field and everything else around them.

The hair on the back of her neck had risen then, just like it does now.

She shifts her weight between her feet, not quite wanting to move but not able to stand still, to watch the bomb go off without her knowledge.

He catches something in her face, stepping closer and tilting his head at her.

“I’m okay,” Chloe breathes, even though her heart pounds. “Just. A thought got me.”

He inclines his head at her, the motion so familiar from both Ambra and Melekai. “You weren’t kept here, correct?”

“Correct,” she says, and her voice is breathy.

“We can always go and destroy those ones after.”

And she realizes it’s an offer. A fulfillment of a favor. That she’s aiding him in this, he can aid her in hers.

That he could offer that power to her whim.

“The main one was Toronto, but thanks,” she says, then nods up at the squat building, barely visible amongst the winter-dead trees.

Towards the tunnel, black in the fading light.

He grins in the dusk, and even behind that grin, even behind the bomb and the whirlwind of power, there’s nerves there. Nerves he’s desperately trying not to show her.

“They’ve stopped nearly all of the wild magic from this entire area,” he says, bouncing lightly on his toes, like that’ll help the energy. “How many Wights and spirits will flood this forest the moment we drop it?”

“Well, Alette told me of the time she dropped all the protections around her compound,” Chloe says, tightening the straps on her backpack so it lays tight against her spine, then dips down and scoops up some gravel for her pocket.

He watches with a sort of half smile.

“Apparently it was dramatic,” Chloe says, then nods back at him. “Let’s do this.”
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The walk there took less than five minutes, but they remain in silence. Chloe camouflages her jacket to fit the forest around them, keeps the orange scarf tucked into the pocket of her overalls, and Killian scans the entire way, microbursts of power into the woods, as if trying to catch someone off guard.

But the black tunnel for the railway shows no more scrutiny than the reports say it should, despite the other attacks on bases.

“Foolish,” Killian mutters, after they watch a guard make a round, completely oblivious.

“Yeah,” Chloe whispers, though the wind rustling the branches is enough to disguise her words and steps, before she nudges at a line in the forest floor.

There, barely visible to even her, is a defense ward, tied into the packed dirt around the railway. To stop bad actors, anyone who may mean them harm who’s not under their control.

The sort of basic defense that one writes into the ground. She's seen this at people’s houses, painted on the underside of welcome mats and embedded into lawns.

Easy work. No alarm attached—alarms are more difficult and would be more draining on resources—and stuff she’s made for.

She crouches amongst the dirty ice, teasing her fingers into the line of the ward, ignoring Killian’s inhale.

They trained her to take down these sort of wards when she was barely fourteen, and this one takes less than ten seconds for her to nullify.

The released power ripples through the forest around them, the needles of the evergreens trembling as if in a strong wind. Tendrils of Chloe’s hair escape from her bun, flicking around her face.

“Oh, you are good at that,” Killian murmurs appreciatively when she stands, brushing the dirty frost off her fingertips.

“What, like you couldn’t destroy that easily,” Chloe challenges, and her hand doesn’t even tingle with it.

He shrugs, one shouldered, though some of the anxiety’s eased away from his face. “Not that silently.”

They have three layers of wards before the tunnel, and that’s just the simplest.

The next one’s meant for dampening unless you carried a counter spell crafted by the rune maker, the sort of ward found in a lot of schools when children are still learning control. The teachers could have it written on the back of their badges, and the kids wouldn’t be able to blow things up.

Also good for stopping prison breaks.

It’s reinforced from the inside so that someone couldn’t break out of it from within, layers of overlapping magic that can’t be pressed out from. Meant to contain, not defend.

Chloe broke one of these when she was sixteen, on a dare.

Killian watches her as she sits, cross legged on the ground, all but looming.

“Everyone without a badge will feel this immediately,” Chloe warns, “what do we think the chances are someone will alert their guards?”

He bares his teeth at her. “Why would someone tell their captors they have more power now?”

“I dunno, to brag?” Chloe says, then focuses on the ward.

It’s written deep into the ground, many years ago, reinforced several times, but the original writing is deep beneath a few inches of pine needles and frozen dirt.

“Think of a perfect glass dome,” Chloe murmurs. “No matter how much you push out, you can’t defeat the structural integrity.”

But from the outside…

This one takes more effort, scraping at the frozen ground, before Chloe can grasp it in the palm of her hand and rip it apart.

This one clatters out with a snap, unraveling, ripping up from the frozen ground in a perfect circle around the entirety of the base.

“Someone will notice that,” Killian murmurs.

“If they know what they’re looking at,” Chloe says, standing again. The next ward is the alarm system, the most tricky one to release without them noticing, the most complicated out of the three.

The one after that is in the tunnel, under the mountain itself, buried deep between the foundation and the tracks.

And that’s the one that will unleash Killian.

And whatever else is in the cages.

Alette’s packet didn’t contain a roster of creatures currently there, and Chloe has to believe that at least one of them would be hostile to her, if only for the fact that she’s a human in a facility run by humans hurting others.

Chloe stills herself, but any wind disguises any words of alarm they might be able to catch.

With a soft hand to her elbow, Killian guides her forward, like he’s worried she’ll stand there forever.

Before they’re right in front of the tunnel, hewn smoothly from dark stone, and a voice calls out.

The ward is written into the stone before the tunnel, solidified by the very structure they’re built into, and Chloe presses her palm against the cold rock.

“Who’s there?”

Chloe freezes, but Killian smiles.

“How long will it take you to break this one?” he murmurs softly, like he’s confessing love instead of battle plans.

“Without anyone knowing?” Chloe breathes, and he nods. “Ten minutes.”

“Did you hear anything?” the voice says from inside the tunnel, echoing slightly, and Chloe flattens herself against the stone, as if that would do anything to stop someone from spotting her if they poked their head out.

“Dude, I think it was the wind,” a second voice says, slow and deeply uninterested.

“Start,” Killian says, low, even though Chloe’s instincts are to run, to hide into the forest until the danger has passed.

There’s a beep of a walkie talkie, closer to the mouth of the tunnel, and Chloe squeezes her eyes shut.

Before she reaches with her palm to the ward and starts piecing it apart.

It’s a complicated one, one created by several people all at once, etched into the very crystalline nature of the stone, and all at once Chloe knows why they chose to build the base here.

The stone, Quartzite buried deep into Granite, lays in the same pattern as the wards, reinforcing and buttressing it.

Chloe would bet that all further wards are tied into the same structure.

Her eyes pop open, staring up at the giant mountain of granite, at the structure ahead of her.

The entire thing was built to contain.

Killian watches her, his eyes reflecting back the dimming light at her. “Chloe…” he trails off, tilting his head at her.

She nods instead, twisting her mind deeper into the structure.

There are alarms built into it if the stones crack. There are alarms built in if someone removes a piece of the ward, even an animal carrying it away. Even the smallest of pebbles would be noticed if it disappeared.

It’s a redundancy of a redundancy.

It also means they would be used to false alarms. Of the alarms going off because of small natural occurrences. The guards would be tired of it, be annoyed to go check it.

Chloe flicks her eyes to Killian, then to the trees, jerking her chin. “Make the trees rustle,” she whispers, barely audible. “Make them think it’s the wind.”

He smiles at her, slow, before his power floods around her, shaking the limbs of the trees, creaking the branches, flicking her hair into her eyes.

The footsteps in the tunnel turn back, echoing away.

“Told you,” the second voice says, smug.

“Don’t be an ass,” the first rebuts. “It was a weird wind.”

And as the footsteps fade, Chloe shuts her eyes, stretching her awareness of the stone further away, racing through impurities and rebar hammered into place and chunks of sandstone left behind from years of sediment, to the other side of the alarm ward.

Somewhere, remote, she hears Killian inhale.

Then, far away, where the ward ties back on the opposite side of the base, Chloe fixes her mind to the stones. To the cellular structure of the quartzite, of the granite around it.

And…shifts it.

Just slightly, switching from quartzite to pure quartz, but it’s enough. The alarm ward breaks, shattering apart from that spot so far away, and sirens peal through the air.

Killian jumps, gripping Chloe’s arm, and she opens her eyes to stare up at him before returning the stone back to quartzite.

The alarms still blare.

“Jesus Christ!” the first voice yells from inside. “It’s a goddamn rock alarm from the goddamn other side of this goddamn mountain.”

“Shut it off!” the second calls, and just like that, the rune ward evaporates, the sirens cutting off.

The footsteps disappear deeper down the hallway, both of them muttering.

Chloe removes her palm from the wall and wobbles.

“Did you just change the stone of the mountain itself?” Killian murmurs, catching her by the elbow and stabilizing her as she blinks through it.

“Yeah, a bit,” Chloe mumbles, and Killian’s already pulling her backpack off of her, unzipping it.

And there, in the middle of the forest, with him all but gaping at her, she cracks a smile at him.

His brows flash up.

“Yeah, I’m impressive sometimes,” she says, and his face creases into a smile, like he can’t believe her.

And suddenly, as fast as if it hit her, she wants to see that smile again.

She’s already a bit delirious, already a bit lightheaded, but this, with the breeze and the crunchy dirty snow and the stones against her hands, suddenly she’s alive.

She wants to see him smile. She wants to see him look at her, with a wild joy and amazement in his eyes, all the time.

It’s a rush, brilliant, and it takes her breath away.

And she’s only realizing it now, when they stand at the door of an enemy base, faced with more danger and enemies than she cares to admit.

Hell of a time to get a crush. Hell of a time to suddenly decide to latch herself onto a mystical being who could eliminate her with barely a thought. Hell of a time to look at this person next to her, this demon so enraptured with fear that he’s breaking in someplace violent to gain more power, and decide that yes, this is what she wants.

And he turns the smile on her again, his eyes alight, like her small action has given him hope.

She wants to be that person who brings him hope.

“I was just going to kill them,” he says, pulling out a Five Hour Energy shot and passing it to her. “You just made them take down the entire alarm because of annoyance.”

Chloe twists open the shot and downs it in one go, then coughs at the taste. “They built it into stone,” she says, pulling out a fruit leather and biting into it. “Stone that’s exposed to the elements. A bird drops a seed on it and chips off a sand is gonna set it off.”

The fruit leather is flavorless in her mouth, which means that she really needs it.

“They must have a dozen false alarms a week,” Chloe continues, after pulling a glug of water from her canteen. “The ward must constantly be going down, then flipping up, then going down.”

He watches her, a funny expression on his face, something halfway between a smile and a blank face.

“It’ll be down until they get over there and put it back,” Chloe says, finishing the fruit leather, then jerks her head towards the door to the tunnel. “Let’s go?”

The expression doesn’t leave him, but his eyes crease into a smile.
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The moment her footsteps pass over the thread hold of the tunnel, her ears pop and warm air spills over her arms, suffocating after the brisk cold of the forest.

Chloe shivers, once, then sheds her jacket, twisting it into something smaller and storing it into the backpack.

The back of Chloe’s mind tickles at walking into a trap - it always did. Even if she was fully meaning to walk into a trap, her mind tells her otherwise.

When one’s entire self is attuned to traps, attuned to locks and snares, it becomes impossible to ignore them. Impossible to not see them, to not be aware. They nestle under the skin, a pebble in the shoe, a flickering lightbulb in the corner of the eye.

Chloe wishes she could ignore them, just sometimes. Not in life and death situations, not when she has to achieve something, but when she’s walking somewhere and someone put a snare to tell how many people strode over a certain tile…she could use a chance to do so without her nervous system dumping a week's worth of adrenaline into her body.

The tunnel stretches on, black, lit only by spare runes sketched into the wall itself, but Killian steps lightly in front of her, one arm holding her behind him.

He flicks his hand towards a single security camera, and the glass cracks, falling down with a merry sort of tinkle to the tunnel floor.

The tracks gleam in the dim light.

“Is that how you broke through the locking pits?” Killian asks, his voice startlingly loud in the tunnel. “You changed them so they couldn’t work?”

That would’ve taken way more energy than Chloe could’ve ever had, especially without laying a hand against them, so she just shakes her head, squinting at the protections along the wall.

She doesn’t know their protocol for the alarm going down, they might’ve implemented something until it’s reinstated, but now they’re beyond the basic levels of security.

“I broke into the wall and climbed through it,” Chloe murmurs, staring at the perfectly slick stone, at the small crease where the elevator opens up. There’s a lock and key, obviously meant for the guards. “Less protection in the wall.”

Again, the funny sort of smile.

It’s a simple lock, the sort found in elevators around the country meant for firemen in rescue. Chloe’s seen hundreds of them.

There’s a ward to stop alchemy from changing it, from magic from brute forcing it open, so Chloe grabs at her lockpicks, even though her fingertips still tremble.

Killian’s eyes are heavy on that, as she spreads the picks in her hands, like a carpenter evaluating which sort of nail to use.

“I just need you to break the demon barrier, that’s what else I need you for,” he says, almost cajoling. “Get that and I can do everything else.”

She’s not going to let him do all the research gathering, but she gets what he’s saying.

“I’m okay,” she says, then flicks her eyes up to the camera down the tunnel, pointed in the other direction, and before she even completes the thought, he waves his hand, cracking that glass, too.

Convenient.

The lock is so simple she just flicks to the wiggle key, and it pops open in under ten seconds without magic, revealing the control panel.

It’s more of a deterrent to errant teenagers than any actual security.

“How have you not taken down all of their bases?” Killian asks, leaning casually against the wall, staring down at her as she ponders the control panel. “Go in, break the defenses, break everyone out, leave. You said you’ve been out for years.”

“What, with no backup?” Chloe asks, before keying the elevator down to them.

It’s a risk, of course, but no other stairs are available. The elevator whirs up, quiet in the stone, though Killian leans away from the wall as it does, twisting his face as if it’s distasteful.

“Did you just hide?” he asks, as the elevator beeps down to them. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Thanks,” Chloe mutters sarcastically, before the door whooshes open.

Revealing a demon trap painted onto the tile in ink.

For a split second, Killian recoils back, before getting himself under control.

Chloe strides into it, before breaking it with a jerk, pain ricocheting up her palm.

“Easy,” she says, and Killian flicks to the security camera in the elevator, cracking the glass in two, before edging his way into the elevator, like he thinks the remnants of the trap will bite him, too.

His breathing hitches the moment the elevator doors slick shut, but instead of staring out at the door, he turns to her, sudden and intense.

“I saw these doors too many times,” he murmurs, a now-familiar hand coming up and cradling her chin. “I have no wish to see them again.”

Chloe wouldn’t want to see the doors to her prison, either. Would much rather stare into the face of someone so striking as Killian, as the double self in front of her.

The doors whoosh closed, and he scrambles to grab her hand, peering at it.

“I’m fine,” Chloe says.

“It hurt you,” he replies, deeply skeptical. “Don’t think I’m not aware of that.”

“Weird,” Chloe says, the elevator whirring upwards, her ears popping. “Lots of wards hurt.”

The look he gives her is withering, but she’s dealt with Ambra for a while now.

“This’ll just happen,” she says, then wriggles her fingers at him, showing him just how unharmed she is. “Lots of people like to put snaps in their wards.”

Her entire hand had been bleeding when they finished with Toronto, everything she touched turning slick with blood.

He briefly, ever so briefly, tightens his grip on her hand, before releasing her hand. “They shouldn’t.”

Considering all the protections she had seen around his house with the kid, she didn’t think he was one to talk.

There are silencing spells on the elevator, closing in on all the sound, so their words fall flat in the space, and no other peep makes its way in. There could be alarms going, the entire base could be mobilized, they would have no way of knowing, until…

Just as fast as she could breathe, they pass through the giant demon ward, and Killian sucks in a sudden inhale.

“I got it,” Chloe says, then snags the magic before it’s out of reach.

There’s no time for finesse in this one, no time for her to sus out the easiest, sneakiest way to dismantle it, so she rips it apart, vicious.

Wards like this live because they’re hard for normal humans to detect. Most magicians, if they don’t physically see them, have no idea of their existence.

But Chloe, with her training, and Chloe, brought back from the dead, they stand out as vivid as if carved from neon.

Pinpricks of pain dance across her fingertips, and single droplets of blood well up against the dust.

She’ll have to disinfect that later.

“Got it,” Chloe says, shaking out her hand, before glancing up at Killian.

The human face staring back at her is blank, neutral, but the demon face underneath is a rictus of fear.

“Woah,” Chloe says, leaning back, her heart pounding, and it snaps his attention to her, his eyes wide.

He’s terrified.

Whatever he faced here before, even with all of his abilities, terrified him. Scarred him to the point where even beneath all the bluster, he can barely breathe.

“Hey,” Chloe whispers, as the elevator whisks ever upwards, reaching out and touching his arm. “We’re okay.”

He turns his head to stare directly at where her hand touches the sleeve of his shirt, human face still impassive.

Before he exhales, and his power floods through the tiny elevator, bitter and vivid and so much more than it was in just the forest.

“I can teleport you out, now,” he says, his voice still half choked. “I can do the rest if you want to run.”

Which she does, she always wants to run, but she shakes her head, a lump in her throat.

He nods, a flicker of relief across his face, before his expressions return, the analytical light back on his eyes, though she can still see the jump of his pulse in his neck.

“There are four other demons here,” he says, staring hard against the elevator wall. “Two in stasis, one in a lab, one in dissection.”

“Dissection?” Chloe blurts out, but before he can answer, the elevator jerks to a stop.

Immediately, he swings her behind him, gripping her arm tight, a golden bubble blooming around them, encompassing her.

Chloe gasps, her black hair fluttering in front of her face, the gold shimmering in the small elevator.

But the door doesn’t open, remaining just as fully shut.

“This isn’t the correct level,” Killian murmurs, his voice so tight Chloe could balance across it. “This isn’t even close.”

Even the edges of Chloe’s jacket lift, as if from a stiff breeze, flicking in the wind, and her eyes sting.

She reaches out, grips the back of his Henley, fisting the fabric in her hand, as the elevator jerks, almost knocking her off balance.

They could trap them here, keep them stuck in the elevator. Gas them out, suffocate them, and…

His eyes flick back towards her, before he softens his stance, still not letting her go.

“You’re safe,” he says, voice low and thrumming with power. “They’re not going to strike you.”

“Thanks,” Chloe breathes, her eyes tracing to the corners of the elevator. The edges of the walls crease easily into the ceiling, no obvious opening. There’s an air filter, but it just goes to a narrow vent, not big enough to crawl through.

Though dismantling it…she might be able to break the joint to the vent, opening up the wall, and…

And then they’d be in an elevator shaft, and near as she can tell, Demons can’t actually fly.

“Has the layout of the building changed too much for you to teleport?” she asks, and her voice squeaks, high.

Being in a demon bubble is terrifying.

She’s heard her whole life how they’re deadly, how they’re a harbinger of being completely out of your depth, to turn and run when you see one, and being inside one…

The threads of power warp, coarse, around her, like she’s an accepted part of the bubble.

He’s silent, for a moment, no sound meeting her ears except for the ragged sandpaper of her breath, before he exhales, gentling his hand on her arm, but still holding her close. “Unfortunately,” he says, clipped and controlled. “What I can teleport to is…not ideal.”

The elevator jerks again, and she stumbles into his back, but he doesn’t move.

And Chloe’s broken out of so many things.

“Can you teleport to something in line of sight?” she asks, and this time, her voice is steady. No squeaking.

He doesn’t respond, just tilting his head back towards her.

So the twists, staring at the back wall, the one facing away from the door, still keeping an arm awkwardly behind her to keep a hand on him.

Who knows if the demon bubble will kill her if she lets go.

Or what pain she would face.

Exhaling past that, she places her free palm onto the slick metal of the elevator wall. Condensation drips across her hand, colder than the air, but she squeezes her eyes shut.

And focuses.

It’s a normal metal elevator, made of steel and aluminum, an easy enough metal to change.

The floor jerks beneath them, and Killian’s warm hand tightens around her arm again.

“Chloe…” he starts, before the door splits open in front of him.

With a flinch of his hand, a shield—warping and red—flashes around them, before something strikes him, rocking him back.

And Chloe’s not a combat mage.

Her hand still against the metal wall, she shoves, fluxing it immediately into putty. It wobbles out, before tearing apart, revealing a perfectly normal elevator shaft, the sort found in office buildings around the country.

Another blast of something, so vicious it knocks Killian against Chloe, and she pulls him towards the back of the elevator, her heart in her throat, before a splash of black blood splatters against the wall in front of her.

Chloe stumbles, her breath almost squeaking away from her, stumbling towards the open wall.

There’s a gasp, a fragment of a motion, before Killian twists, wrapping his arms around her, shoving her into the elevator shaft.

Her feet meet the air, hanging in perfect crystalline stasis for one moment, before—
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With another jerk, she clatters to a floor, the tile slick, Killian falling heavy over her, and her ears ring.

They’re somewhere else, the lights bright and blinding, and Chloe’s ears ring.

She scrambles up from underneath him, and he slumps to the floor.

“Killian?” She gasps, and her voice is tinny in the space. “Killian, are you…”

His head jerks up, his eyes flashing red at her, before…

He…

Separates.

The body, the human body, flops empty to the floor, still half draped on her, the eyes open and unseeing and a perfectly normal human brown.

And Killian…
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Chloe’s now seen a demon without a dead body, separated from it, but Killian crouches, looming over her, eyes sunken.

The fluorescent light streams over him.

She freezes, staring up at him, the demon’s face half familiar, the hands more like claws, her heart jackhammering in her chest. He’s still, just as much as she is, as if frozen under the weight of her reaction.

“Killian?” she whispers to the fluorescent light and the slick tiles of the room. “Killian.” And he blinks at her, dazed. “Killian, are you okay?”

She’s not sure what she’d do if he wasn’t.

Slowly, he nods.

Black blood drips from the wound in his shoulder, somehow despite the physical form being on the ground, and Chloe reaches out to him, grazing his arm.

He reels back, and her fingertips come away wet.

Her eyes fall back down to the dead body, now so still, before she scrambles back, pushing it off her legs, before he reaches out a clawed hand, flicking it away like one would old clothes.

“Where—”

He holds a finger to his lips—he looks so, so different without a body—before he stands, pulling himself up to his full height.

It’s taller than the body.

Taller and practically thrumming with power.

He inhales, his chest rising and falling, his eyes wholly inhuman, and the power in the room flexes. Glass shatters from a camera in the corner, the tile denting, underneath him.

And one of the walls is just a glass observation wall.

Chloe cranes her neck, staring out at the glass, but it just reflects her back to herself.

Her black hair wisps around her face, her jacket is raggedy, and her Carhartts have seen better days. A splash of demon blood has soaked into one of the sleeves of her flannel, and grit from the rock dust colors the other.

And all she can see in the reflection is the dead body where Killian once was. Not him.

She snaps her attention back to him, to the somewhat incorporeal form, and even without the human body, he seems dazed, blinking rapidly, like he’s struggling to come to grips with something, struggling to understand.

The room is small, barely big enough to pace through, and it’s too similar to the stasis chamber they found Ambra in.

“Was this your cell?” Chloe whispers, and his face spasms, and at least that is familiar. “Killian, are we—”

Fluid, he snaps a shield around her, before jerking a fist up, and the glass wall shatters around them.

Chloe throws up her arms to protect her face, but the glass crashes harmlessly off the shield, warping and black, before Killian grabs her by the arm, hauling her upright.

“We’ll deal with that later,” he replies, grim, his voice just as deep as it was before, and relief surges through Chloe. It shouldn’t, she should be fine, but—

Gunshots snap out at them, sparking harmlessly off a shield, before Killian drags her through the broken glass of the wall, stepping confidently past the wreckage.

It’s the sort of hallway Chloe’s seen in a hundred bases, the sort of hallway she was dragged through, barely conscious, before they threw her in her own prison cell. It’s the sort of hallway they found Ambra in, the sort of hallway with Stella the Wight, the sort of hallway—

She cranes her head and stares at the dead body they left there, the dead body with brown eyes that, startlingly, she never knew.

That moment doesn’t last.

Killian releases her just long enough to sweep his arm down the line of cells, past the observation walls, and fling a snap of demon power into all of them.

And all of them, every single glass wall separating whatever monsters or spirits or prisoners, shatters.

Chloe’s ears pop, the tang of demon power so thick she bites her tongue, before Killian closes his hand around her arm again, pulling her forward.

His claws aren’t digging in, not like the other demon.

Another spat of gunfire, and he yanks Chloe behind him, the bullets striking him harmlessly, not even drawing blood.

And Chloe’s just letting herself be pulled through all of this, letting herself be carried like dead weight.

She jerks her arm away, grabbing at the handful of gravel in her pocket, and Killian spares her just once glance before he advances, her keeping pace with him.

They stride by the cells, and various beings, various creatures, all stir, like they’ve been woken by a deep sleep.

At the end of the tunnel, three guard stand, assault rifles pointed at them.

One of the guards' hands shakes around the trigger.

“Who are you?” one calls out, voice brash. Chloe can’t see his expression past the helmet, past the protective shield over his face, warping and flickering with wards.

Chloe’d bet money that one of those let them see demons.

Maybe not without a dead body.

Killian growls, a deep sound that sends the hair on the back of Chloe’s neck raising.

But the guard, with a brash voice, just flips up the shield, staring dumbly at Chloe. “Who the hell are you?”

“Shit,” the other says, and their voice is far higher than it should be. “That’s Chloe tombbreaker.”

The first one tightens his grip on his trigger, and a spat of gunfire ricochets down the hall, before Killian warps a shield around Chloe, all of the bullets falling back into place.

“Shit,” the one repeats. “Shit.”

“Tombbreaker?” Killian mutters, his voice low, with just a glint of a glance to Chloe.

She shrugs.

Killian just steps forward, the set of his shoulders the same as it was in the body, before he jerks his hand and a wall to their side cracks, splitting open.

Inside, Chloe catches a glimpse of a child, a boy barely older than four. He blinks up at her, eyes perfectly round and inhuman, something Chloe’s never seen before.

A building block set of toys hover in the air in front of him.

“How the hell did you do that,” the brash voice guard says, snapping his gun up and pointing it at the kid.

“You, you put it back,” the first guard says, pointing at Chloe. “Put it back, it can’t get out, don’t—”

The child tilts his head at them all, evaluating, before babbling like a toddler.

“Shit,” the first guard breathes, the one with the high-pitched voice, and the toys tumble in midair, never hitting the ground. “Shoot it, shoot it before—”

“Wait, no—” Chloe starts, but the guard aims the gun, snapping out fire.

The kid flinches.

Killian clenches his fist, and the same shield warps around the child, the bullets bouncing.

“Shoot it!” the first guard repeats, and the brash one fires again, and—

Killian makes a gesture, something, demon power flooding, and the brash guard flicks backwards, head snapping back with a sickening crack.

The first guard recoils away as the brash voiced one flops backwards, neck at the wrong angle, everything at the wrong angle, and—

Killian lets go of Chloe, steps forwards, and vanishes.

Chloe gasps, but the kid just blinks away from them, going back to playing with the toys, plopping back to sitting with all of the grace of a toddler.

The brash guard straightens back to standing, jerking his neck back into place, his hand loose on the gun. The bones crack again, coming back into contact, rippling through the room.

“Fuck,” the one with the trembling finger says, and her voice is high, far higher pitched than Chloe would ever imagine.

Chloe has a split second to wonder, to contemplate that they might actually think it’s her doing all of this, all of the insane actions, before the brash guard drops the gun, clenches his fist, and the first guard slams headfirst into the wall.

Leaving sudden silence.

Chloe stands there, her heart pounding, before the guard flips up his visor, and his eyes gleam red.

“This is easier to do in a body,” he says, and his voice, smoother than before, still holds Killian’s signature growl at the bottom of it.

The kid blinks back up to them again, before turning back to the toys.

And Chloe did basically nothing in all of it, and now the hallway is full of ruin, glass shattered everywhere, blood splashed on the slick tile, and there’s a child, an actual child, sitting in one of the cells and barely fazed by any of it.

“Killian?” Chloe asks, and her voice squeaks.

“Yes?” the brash guard—Killian now—responds, before he takes off the helmet, shaking out curly black-brown hair. He tosses the helmet aside, and underneath the new human face, with high cheekbones and a ridiculously defined jaw, is Killian, a wary expression on his face. “You’re not hurt, I would be able to tell.”

“No, I’m…” She doesn’t know what she is, and her mouth is foul. “You just killed him, and—”

“He shot at the kid,” Killian says, which is fair, but he unclasps the bullet proof vest with wards etched into the very ceramics, shaking himself out of it. “These clothes are the worst.” He flings the gloves off as if they’re offensive, and they fall to the tile without a sound.

He stalks towards her, every line of the motion familiar, before handing her the bulletproof vest.

It’s several sizes too large for Chloe, but that’s never stopped her.

Changing clothing with such magic already written in isn’t exactly the easiest, but Chloe flicks some power into it, shrinking it down to toddler size, and crouching to look at the kid.

The toddler blinks at her, eyes perfectly round, then babbles something. If the guards were so willing to shoot a kid, barely older than a baby, then…

“I meant that for you,” Killian replies, disgruntled, and the voice coming from the mouth is just different enough that it throws her off, but he takes it from her, clasping it around the toddler, before scooping him up in his arms. “Stay here,” he orders Chloe, like she had anywhere else to go, before he vanishes.

Leaving her with the broken glass, the other dead body of the guard, and a hallway full of cells that once held people in them.

Including Killian himself.

“Ooookay,” Chloe breathes, her heart hammering in her chest, even though she did practically nothing in that entire fight.

It’s like those first few hours with Ambra, when Chloe was suddenly massively overpowered, and all of her senses told her to run.

Slow, Chloe swings her backpack back around, taking out another protein bar, her hands shaking.

A sound behind her, and she whirls around, her boots sliding on the slick tile, but she’s met with the stillness of another person, barely poking his head out of the cell.

Her senses tell her the person is human, but once more, eyes reflect back the light at her.

“Who are you?” Chloe asks, but the person—barely a young adult—shakes his head, before sliding out of the cell, backing up down the hall, away from the door and the dead guards.

He grips at magic the same way that Maison has his entire life.

“You’re a Half Demon?” Chloe asks, and he freezes, like she caught him doing something he shouldn’t. “It’s okay, one of my friends is a Half Demon, you’re safe.”

He stares at her, then mouths, ‘Tombbreaker.’

Behind her, without even needing to look, she’s suddenly aware of Killian teleporting back, his power filling the area.

The young man’s eyes flick behind her, and he pales, scrambling back.

“I took the hybrid to a friend, he’ll be safe,” Killian says, low, just to Chloe. “Don’t worry.”

The Half Demon scrambles at the door in the back of the hallway, flinging it open and fleeing.

Killian touches Chloe’s elbow, gentle, but the calluses on his hand are different now. “Let him go, he won’t harm us.”

“Jesus Christ,” Chloe says, after all of that, completely out of things to say, before giving Killian a hard look.

This body is less tall—still taller than Chloe of course, that’s not hard—and a bit more slender in the shoulders. The eyes, in the brief glimpses behind the reflecting of the light, are a completely normal hazel, and his face is prettier than the last.

The guard must’ve been an absolute asshole, if he looked like that while existing in the college.

And Killian searches through her face, as if attempting to find something as well.

“Did you know this body? Is this weird for you? I could take the other,” he says, gesturing at the other dead guard. “Both will work for a while, it’s no big deal.”

“No,” Chloe says, her voice a bit higher. “Just uh…startled?”

It’s a wholly inadequate way of describing things.

Killian shrugs, one shouldered, and that is at least familiar. “The dissection level is three stories up,” he says, serious, and Chloe needs to get her brain back on track, get her mind back where it needs to be. “The cage will be up there.”

Someone else pokes their head out of the cell but vanishes before Chloe can get a good look at them.

They were also young.

“And you were kept here?” Chloe blurts out, before she can stop herself.

Killian’s jaw tightens, a familiar action in an unfamiliar body, before he consciously relaxes. He pushes forward, waving the brash guard’s fist and peeling open the wall behind them.

“That floor has anti-teleportation again,” he says, frustration sanding down the unfamiliar timber of his voice. “Or else I’d just hop over there and hop back.”

“Makes sense,” Chloe says, shaking out her hands and craning a look behind herself.

Nobody else is poking their head out of their cages. She can only hope that it means there’s nobody else that needs to run.

“It’s new, too,” he says, with an undertone she can’t quite interpret yet. “They just put it up. Less than 10 minutes ago.”

Oh.

Which means they know they’re coming

They know someone’s coming.

Chloe swings the bag around again, then straps the gun to her hip, rolling the pebbles in her hand. They’re a good sort of pebble, just enough quartz to be easy to transform into something, just enough leftover carbon from some ancient fossil that she can make something truly horrendous.

Killian pokes his head into the wall, and she briefly, ever so briefly, wonders about if the height difference in this body bothers him. “I can get us to that beam,” he says, pointing, and Chloe cranes her neck up as well.

It’s barely a ledge.

“It’ll be a three meter climb up to that,” he says, pointing at the internal edging of a floor.

This entire building wouldn’t stand if it wasn't for the magic.

“I can do it,” Chloe says, staring hard into the threads of magic woven into each wooden beam, into each bit of metal scaffolding, and finds nothing in them that would prevent her from making them larger. Some absolutely preventing them from getting shrunk down or bent, but nothing going in the other direction. “How much partner work have you done with alchemists?”

He tilts his head at her. “Just you, in any depth.”

Figures.

“Then what I need you to do is make sure I don’t fall.”

“Don’t fall,” he repeats flatly.

“I can get us up the rest of the way, just make sure I don’t fall.”

After a beat, he nods curtly, then grabs her tight around her waist, a hand pressing in the small of her back, prompting her to choke back a squeak as they’re suddenly really, really close.

“I won’t drop you,” he says smugly, and the butt of her gun must be poking him in the side, before he teleports them to the barely-there metal ledge.

Immediately, Chloe almost flails, instead pressing her hand into the metal sheet, warping it outward into hand grips she can cling to, and Killian presses her back firmly closer to the wall.

The metal creaks underneath their sudden weight.

He’s not having any balance issues, of course, standing lightly on his tiptoes on the metal beam.

“Show off,” Chloe mutters, then drops her mind into her feet, stretching the ledge longer, until she can comfortably set her heels down, no longer teetering on the edge.

“Who’s showing off now?” he taunts back, still holding her in place.

“Some of us would die if they fell,” she replies, though her heart pounds as she cranes her neck upwards.

Three meters. A little less than ten feet. A sheet of metal, steel girders, and an odd pipe leading through the shaft.

And Killian’s hand is still at the small of her back.

“How tall is that body?” Chloe murmurs, because she’s a horrible judge of that, being all of five foot two. “Will following my handholds be a detriment.”

Still on the small ledge, he rolls his shoulders back, almost distractedly evaluating. “We can see,” he says neutrally, blinking upwards. “They’re reinforcing their demon wards, they don’t want someone getting up there.”

“Or someone escaping,” Chloe murmurs, and she’s watching his face just close enough to see the fast spasm of fear cross his eyes before he controls it.

But she’s not going to bring that up.

Taking a deep breath, she reaches up, palming the metal, twisting the interior structure of it to mold to her hand, crafting a divot and hauling herself up.

Similarly, she digs the toe of her boot into the side, quickly using alchemy to make the metal shift and protrude into a stable foothold.

And then, not daring to look down, she heaves herself up. Then again, her fingertips dripping with sweat, both at the effort of holding herself up and the real time effort of creation.

The metal warps, wobbling underneath her, as Killian begins his climb after her.

In the locking pits, the wall was made of wood, with wooden scaffolding and framing, and she barely had to do any work besides support her own body through the frames. It basically created its own ladder, for anyone as naturally able to fit there.

Her grip slips, and she instinctively pulls the metal further out, scrabbling to keep herself stable.

And, sudden as a gale in the storm, Killian’s power surges around her, forcing her against the wall, as solid as his hand had just been.

Chloe swallows, her breath caught in her throat.

“I said I wasn’t going to let you fall,” Killian says, disgruntled below her, and when she glances down, he’s also using his power, warping and red, to hold himself up, pressed against the metal wall. “You create the footholds, I’ll stop you from slipping. Trust me.”

Trust him.

Chloe nods, and though her heart pounds, before she hauls herself up, her arms shaking with the effort, until she can pull herself up onto the thin ledge of the next floor.

Even from the hollow of the metal wall, the tang of the demon ward fouls her mouth, but she can’t quite reach it.

So instead, she just backs up so that Killian can shift onto the edge of the floor, the guards’ boots hitting it lightly.

There’s still the same fear underneath the natural smugness of the guard’s face.

“How does the girl deal with you showing up with a different face all the time?” Chloe whispers, running her fingers along the seam of the wall. It’s metal with sheet rock on the other side, reinforced with concrete in between.

Definitely made to withstand some blasts.

He shoots her a look.

“Just asking,” Chloe whispers again, and they did a better job of protecting this wall than the last. Anti alchemy spells are poured into the concrete, keeping it static, and even a few spellweaver catches are on the other side of the Sheetrock. “This is gonna be a problem.”

His hand comes down to the small of her back again, right underneath her research backpack, keeping her steady, as he too evaluates it.

“This won’t be quiet,” he says, and they haven’t been quiet for a while. “And I can’t teleport us out until you break the ward, but I can get us in.”

“How many people are there?” Chloe murmurs, because she has to keep her voice down even if he doesn’t. “So I know how many to neutralize, obviously.”

His eyes flash red, reflecting the dim light back to her. “Five. Three humans, one abomination, one demon.”

The demon would absolutely know they were there. Absolutely know that right on the other side of the wall are two people, just waiting to burst in.

“Not if they have it in stasis,” Killian says, as if he read her mind. “You can’t sense a thing in stasis.”

“How…” Chloe starts, then shakes her head as he shoots her a smug look.

She’ll deal with the ramifications of weird demon things once they’re out with the clue.

And there, his hand pressing her against the wall, he stares down at her in that new body, with new skin and new hair and new lips.

Quick as a flash, he grips her chin and kisses her, a brief shock of contact and possession and fierceness, leaving her breathless

“Okay,” she whispers. “Let’s go loud.”
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He grins, for a split second, then places his free hand against the wall and…blasts.

Instinctively, Chloe throws her arms up in front of her face, but a shield, fluid and fluent, already bounces the debris away from her, before she ducks her head and charges through the hole.

Four things are immediately obvious.

One, a human man holds down a screaming body onto a metal lab table, black and red blood smearing all over the bare skin.

Two, two young women, barely into adulthood, cringe away from the sudden explosion, scalpels in their gloved hands.

Three, the demon isn’t in a cage, isn’t in a stasis chamber, but holds down the shoulders of the body on the table, hands covered in viscera. She’s in a strikingly beautiful dead body, a lab coat over casual clothes, and her eyes flash off of Chloe and fix onto Killian instead.

Four, a fox sized cage sits unused in the corner, paw sized shackles and a metal muzzle chained to the bars.

There’s a moment, a breath, before the demon releases the screaming body and snaps out a flash of power at Killian, singeing Chloe’s cheek as it flies past her.

Killian shoves her out of the way, absorbing it into a shield, as the tile cracks and the floor dents.

Chloe scrambles away, blindly grabbing a chunk of the metal from the wall, before transforming it into a simple knife and flinging it at the scientist holding the screaming body.

It slashes across the scientist's arm, red blood spraying over the white of his lab coat, and he yelps, jerking away to slap a hand over the wound.

And the screaming body jolts upright, still screaming, blood pouring from his eyes and mouth.

It’s too much chaos.

The two assistants slap their hands over their ears, as if that could do absolutely anything to block out the shriek.

And the other demon grins, wide, showing her teeth, at Killian.

“Here I thought you’d never come back here,” she says, and her voice is low and sweet, all the more vicious for it.

Killian doesn’t say anything, just his lips thin as he wraps his hands around the power of the room, twisting and choking all the air away.

With a bored flick of her eyes, the demon shrugs. “Fine.”

And the tile shatters around her, the entire room shakes, before everything…explodes.

Killian and the other demon exchange invisible blows, tile and debris flying through the room as if a hurricane, the male scientist scrambles for the door, and the body—it’s alive, it’s a person, it’s a demon, it’s all confusing—clenches his fists, arching his back out of pain, and the lab table dents from whatever power he’s grabbing.

And the cage is still in the corner of the room.

One of the young women screams, high pitched, before chucking the scalpel at Chloe. It bounces off Killian’s shield, snapping the other demon’s attention to Chloe.

“You brought a pet?” the demon says, her voice delighted, before flicking a strand of power at Chloe, easily repelled by Killian’s shield. “I didn’t know you kept pet humans, Killian.”

The body stops screaming, cut off suddenly, sagging to the table, though his eyes still blink up at the ceiling, wondering.

Killian doesn’t even look at Chloe, doesn’t look at the body on the table, just keeps his eyes on the other demon, his shoulders down.

“Well, this is just delightful,” the demon says, smiling, and smiling rests easy on the face of the dead body she’s in. Like the lips were made to smile, to bring joy to someone, and here they are stretched over the visage of a demon.

The air stills, sudden, all the power swirling around abruptly ceasing, and the scientist recoils back even more, throwing his hands up to shelter his face.

“What happened to that kid, though?” the demon asks, and the body on the table blinks, like he heard that, like he comprehended that. “The mad scientist's child. I heard you kidnapped her.”

Killian doesn’t respond, just staring up at the other demon, hands loose around his side, eyes tracking every micro movement of power that the other demon twitches around herself.

The body on the table turns his head, staring dully up at the other demon. Tear tracks of blood streak down his face, and globs of tissue trail down from his ears.

Chloe had seen that once from Terese, seen the picture they took when a demon was mid-process of possessing her again, back when she first seeked out help from Axel and Alette.

It’s even more gory in person, more wrong.

Killian had been right. There was another abomination, another attempt at the Terese project up here, and his eyes flicker down to Chloe, both staring through her soul and fully unseeing.

The other demon smiles again, like she’s already triumphed, and she had been helping. She had been betraying her own kind, hurting someone so deeply, helping the side who only aimed to control them.

Before all the air in the room goes tight.

Immediately, Chloe gags, hands coming up to scrabble at her throat, and the two young women in the back collapse to the floor, eyes rolling back, choking.

The scientist recoils further, stumbling into another lab table before clattering to the floor.

Only the body on the table takes even breaths, like whatever is being done has no effect.

“Stop.” Chloe wheezes out, and the demon doesn’t even look at her, just keeps smiling at Killian, who whips out another line of power at the demon. “Stop—”

And Chloe has her gun.

Her head going light, her hands falter as she tries to tug it out of the holster, fumbling with the straps. The scientist chokes, writhing on the ground, his face going purple.

And Chloe’s already died once, she doesn’t want to die again.

All her actions slow, like she’s struggling through a vat of jelly, she fumbles for the holster, black spots crowding around her vision.

She’s been choked before, but never like this. Never without someone’s hands willfully trying to stop her from breathing, but this, with just the air unwilling to work with her lungs, is far, far worse.

Popping the leather strap loose, Chloe pulls the gun out and aims.

Her fingers, slick with sweat, slip twice off the trigger, the metal biting rough into her palm, but she forces herself to still, to control her hands even though her vision goes dim and her head goes light, and pulls again.

“Oh, guns won’t hurt me,” the demon scoffs, “you should know that—”

This time, the gun fires.

Black blood blooms across the other demon’s chest, and she staggers back against the metal lab table, a stunned expression on her face.

She touches her hand to her chest, to the black blood flowing freely, her eyes wide, before her knees buckle. She catches herself on the metal table, clattering on the hard surface, and she’s still breathing, she’s still blinking, and—

Out of the corner of her dim vision, Chloe sees Killian step forward, clenching power in his hand, and the other demon jerks, before falling limp to the ground.

Immediately dead.

All at once, air floods through the room again, and Chloe gasps, immediately light-headed, and curls herself in to put her head through her knees.

Her heart pounds through her skull, blocking out all other noise, until the body on the table whimpers.

Jerking her gaze up, Chloe can only watch as Killian teleports the short distance to the table, the power still clenched in his hands.

“Wait,” she wheezes, as Killian lifts his hand to strike down.

His eyes flicker to her, holding his hand aloft, as she attempts to push herself up, but her arms give up, dumping her back onto the slick tile.

“This is more merciful,” Killian says, his voice eerily smooth. “You would doom him to a life of pain.”

The body doesn’t even register the words, just blinking, his eyelashes gunky with gore.

“Just no,” Chloe blurts out, and slowly, ever so slowly, Killian lowers his hand. “We can figure something out, something else, he could be like Ambra—”

The scientist in the corner lifts his head, eyes bleary and focusing on Chloe.

Without missing a beat, Killian flicks his hand at the three scientists, and his head thunks back down, his pulse still obvious in his throat.

The two women never even stirred.

“We might be able to help, we might be able to reverse it or something or…” Chloe trails off, as the body blinks over to her, and his eyes reflect red. “Ambra told me what they did to her to get her to that point, she didn’t deserve it, he doesn’t deserve—”

“You really don’t know that,” Killian immediately challenges. “You’re dooming them to pain and possible insanity.” Thankfully, he stalks closer to Chloe, away from the body laying listlessly against the metal. “Do you want to doom the world to another Terese?”

“We know how to deal with that now,” Chloe says, getting her feet underneath her and wobbling to standing.

Killian grabs her by her elbow, stabilizing her despite the scowl on his face.

“And we can help prevent that,” Chloe says, then forces herself to take a deep breath, to clear the black splotches from her eyes, before focusing back on the cage.

Unlike the last two, this one isn’t covered in rust. The metal still gleams with attention, freshly sterilized, and the muzzle is clean despite its obvious disuse of time.

Killian follows her glance. “Clear the anti-teleportation trap on this floor first,” he mutters, and Chloe gets the distinct feeling that she won some sort of argument. “I want to be able to leave the moment we get the data.”

Chloe nods in return, shoving her hair out of her face, though her eyes stray back to the body on the table, at the blood streaming from his mouth and ears.

“It’s an easy unravel,” she says, and her voice quivers out of her throat, like the air that had been stolen from her left its own indelible mark. “Give me…”

She exhales again, taking a deliberate step back across the grating floor, around the dead body left behind by the demon, to the edge of the room, feeling along the tasseled circle of the trap. It’s more complex as woven, more aspects to it that would’ve taken time and knowledge and preparation for emergencies such as this, then folded and stored for deployment when needed.

It takes a clever Magician to store wards like this, one who specializes in traps and wards. A spellweaver, the sort with a giant loom and no care what their creations were used for, just that they got to create. Chloe had a teacher like that, one who would spin up elaborate traps just for the sheer joy of the act, of the satisfaction that comes with the precision of their abilities. The teacher would stay up all night so they could make something so perfect, just to have Chloe undo it the next day.

Unraveling is far more simple.

Chloe palms the edge of the trap, and it almost feels like a rug in her hand, the different layers of magic so tangible they’re almost as soft as yarn. It’s been stored for years, just to be taken out and used for them.

Killian watches her, sharp behind the new eyes, and she swallows, before ripping it in two.

It unspools with a snap, the magic crackling in the air, flashing bright before vanishing, and Chloe tastes metal in her mouth.

Straightening the narrow shoulders of the body, Killian inhales, as if the weight of the trap had been holding him down, before he nods at Chloe.

“You’re far too good at that,” he says, and it almost sounds like an olive branch.

“They trained me well,” Chloe replies, and the bitterness on her tongue doesn’t fade. They trained her well, then turned around and imprisoned her exactly like they imprisoned everyone else in the base, like they imprisoned the poor person slash maybe demon on the metal table, like they imprisoned the spirit fox.

Swinging her backpack around, she fumbles for the zipper, unrolling her tracking scroll. The paper crackles against her fingertips, and small traces of blood smear on the outside.

Easy to remove once they’re out, but Killian’s attention lays heavy on the marks.

“You can’t argue that you’re not injured this time,” Killian says, his voice low.

“I’ve had worse,” Chloe replies, then approaches the cage, skirting wide around the metal table, where the body listlessly shifts, back to staring up at the ceiling.

At least he’s not screaming anymore.

Her legs shake as she crouches next to the cage on the floor, and Killian smoothly sits next to her, a hand on her back, like he’s able to provide moral support for this.

Chloe spreads the scroll down on the grating floor—it must be grating so they could wash it off from the gore and the blood that would remain after their dissections—and grabs the perfectly cleaned metal muzzle.

Immediately, the grains of sand on the scroll tremble, attuning to the residue left on the steel, impossible to clean off by normal human means.

If they kept the cage here, too, did they try to dissect her friend? To cut her open while still alive?

“Whatever you’re thinking, stop,” Killian murmurs, low, the hand hot through the fabric of her jacket. “Focus on this.”

Like she could do anything else.

Of course, someone else had scanned the muzzle, and it sparks against her fingertips. Someone else had gotten there—or already had access—and slipped into the room to do the same tracking work they’re doing.

Killian inhales, like he’s seeing it too.

“Recent?” he asks, like he’s confirming it.

Chloe nods, still leaning against him.

She can’t quite confirm that it’s the same as the first set of cuffs, but it feels like it. Feels like the same energy symbol, the same person as before.

She pulls out the compass and her blood slicks on that, too, before she holds it against the gleaming muzzle, tying it together.

The compass whirs in her hand, the needle spinning dizzying around the room, before pointing almost due west.

Killian rubs against the small of her back, almost soothing, and even though Chloe is cuddly with her friends, even though she’s the sort to try to lean against them on the couch and hug them whenever possible, it’s been a while since someone gave her the same little bit of comfort back.

It’s almost nice, in the room stained with so much blood, where the very air had been stolen from her and the body of the demon still lay.

She smoothes out the scroll again, the sands of magic vibrating as they absorb the trails from the metal, creasing in the tiny folds of the thin paper, before settling into place.

There. Tied.

Chloe’s eyes blur together, and she sits back on her heels, letting her head lean against Killian’s new shoulder.

She should eat, consume some more of the food in her bag, get the energy back. They did something monumental, with too much power spent by her, too much energy, and now…

Now her friend was next held in the west.

The base would maybe never be functional again, with the protections ripped apart, with the prison cells so broken. With a demon they were actively working with in a Terese project killed.

There’s a shift from the metal bed, a creak of polished hinges, and both their heads snap up over to it.

The body, the person slash maybe demon, sits up, his arms visibly shaking at the effort, and he stares at them, his shoulders hunched in on himself, like he expects to be struck.

Next to her, Killian tenses, the hand against her back clenching into a fist.

The body opens his mouth to talk, despite the blood trailing from each side of his lips, then closes it. Tilts his head.

Then vanishes.

Killian exhales, explosive, before gentling the hand on Chloe’s back.

“That’ll be a problem,” he says, a growl deep beneath his voice.

“But not for right now,” Chloe says, and even she can hear the lethargy in her voice as she rolls up the scrolls. Rolls up their evidence, fits it back in her backpack—there’s demon blood on the backpack again, she’ll have to clean it—and zips it closed in only two tries.

Killian’s lips thin as he watches her actions, before he settles his arm around her, halfway between a hug and gathering her up.

Keeping her tightly against him, he lifts his head. Stares out at the room with the metal grating and the dented table and the dead body of the demon.

Before he swings his glance back to her. “Hold on to me,” he warns, like she could do anything else, but she loops her arm around her backpack, then grips his shirt.

It’s the basic uniform shirt of the college, rough and basic and Cotton.

He hauls her up, and she wobbles. “You did too much today,” he murmurs, before he stiffens, craning his neck.

A whisper of power to Chloe’s dulled senses drifts around them, and deeper within the building, someone screams.

“Someone else is here,” he murmurs, and gently, ever so gently, rests his cheek against the top of her head, a demon bubble almost kindly popping up around them, before…

The room around them shatters.

Chloe flinches, even with such little energy she has left, but nothing reaches her as the very building creaks, foundation crackling, metal warping, and then—

And before Chloe can even blink, they’re back in the small house in the snow.
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Chloe staggers away from him, all but collapsing onto the same bed she woke up from only a few days earlier.

Just a few days earlier.

Too many things had happened.

She’s grimy, she’s covered in blood and dust—not a small bit her own—and too much sweat for the winter.

And she had killed another demon.

Chloe has just a moment of despair, while still staring up at Killian’s new face, before the door to the room slams open and a small form all but throws herself into Killian for a hug.

Killian only barely reacts, like he’s still stunned by something she can’t see, just half turning and getting his arms above her grip.

“You’re back!” the small voice—too small, too young—says, high pitched and excited and…happy? “Gracie and Johnathan moved away, and they said I can visit them and that they are going to California! And Mrs. J said that people can bring their pets to school on Friday, and—”

“Slow down?” Killian asks, and it must be the weary tone in his voice, but the child pulls away, eyes suddenly shuttering to caution.

“You changed bodies again,” the kid says, immediately all joy seeping out of her tone as she pulls further away, giving him a critical glance. “You changed bodies and…”

Her eyes, a normal human blue, trail over to Chloe, who’s sitting half slumped on the bed, black and red blood all over her and dust on top of that.

Chloe is not supposed to see her, that’s for sure, with how much Killian protected her last time, but Killian didn’t immediately teleport away when she burst into the room.

“Hi,” Chloe says warily.

Gently pulling away, Killian nods to Chloe. “Chloe, this is Seanna.”

There’s an odd weight to the trust, there, and Seanna blinks wildly at Killian, before letting her gaze sit on Chloe, less than friendly.

“I’m not telling you my last name,” she says, almost accusatory.

“That’s fair.”

“Did you make him change bodies?” the girl asks, but it’s not accusatory, not quite, more of a testing for answers. It shows an interesting understanding of demons, but an even different understanding of interpersonal relationships.

“It was an injury,” Killian says, shaking himself loose and running a hand through the curls, shaking out dust. “Had to take another one at short notice.”

The girl looks over to Chloe again, and she’s a young looking twelve-year-old, too young to know about demons and powers of destruction.

“It wasn’t her,” Killian says, almost exasperated.

“She’s the one that shot you?” the girl shoots back, too fast.

“Sorry,” Chloe says, the exhaustion bleeding into amusement. “But not this time.” Tentatively, she stretches out her legs, trying to evaluate how much she could stand in a shower to get all the grime off of her.

Probably.

“This time she helped me,” Killian says, then shoots Chloe a coded look, one that’s hilariously different in the new body but still readable.

A somewhat calculating expression crosses the girl’s face, and she tentatively reaches her hand out to Chloe.

Only for Killian to make a harsh noise in the back of his throat, and Seanna snatches her hand back.

“I wasn’t gonna do anything bad,” she protests, as Chloe raises an eyebrow.

So Chloe stands, only wobbling a bit, then nods to the shower, and the girl scowls at her until she awkwardly stumbles out of the room, closing the door behind her.

The shower does little to combat the overall feeling of grime, even when her skin is scrubbed free from all the blood and she’s disinfected her hands, but Chloe takes a few extra moments to comb her hair out of her face until the hurried whispers outside the door calm down.

Once again, she’s an intrusion. After all the small bits of affection, after the battle and the brutality and the tying of the magic, she’s an intrusion.

It hurts a bit more than it should.

But she takes a deep breath, squeezes her eyes shut, before opening the door back up.

It’s just Killian, all but slouched in the armchair by the bed, and even in the new body there are lines of exhaustion around his eyes.

He takes one glance at her, before he nods to the little table. “Eat.”

Somehow, there’s a box of pizza, steaming, and unless the kid knows how to order pizza, then Killian left while she was in the shower and stole it.

Chloe’s not entirely sure which one is worse.

Her scrolls are spread out on the bed, the fabric of the nylon bag carefully cleaned, like he studied them while she was just in the other room.

“I couldn’t make them work,” he says, almost gentle, “don’t worry.”

“Right,” Chloe says, still unsteady, then grabs the plate from the meager kitchen.

The kid stands in the doorway of her room, watching her cautiously, her mouth hard, before sliding back and closing the door with a click.

“Is she okay?” Chloe asks, and thankfully there are already a few pieces of pizza missing, so the kid already got to eat.

“She gets upset when I’m injured,” he says casually, like it’s the most obvious and normal thing. “Worries she’ll be left here with just her mother.”

Makes sense.

“I made sure she’ll never want for money, she has a bank account that’ll get five thousand dollars deposited every month, and the protections here will stay when I’m dead,” he says, like it’s almost an accusation. “But she gets scared.”

“She’s twelve, of course she would,” Chloe says, plopping the pizza—pineapple and pepperoni, by the look of it—onto her plate and then sitting cross legged on the bed, staring blankly at the scrolls.

The lines blur with each blink.

“Your hands are still hurting,” Killian says, softer still. “And I missed a bruise to your ribs, I don’t know when.”

Chloe touches her hand to her side. It’s tender, of course, and it could’ve happened at any point in the last day.

There’s something awful across Killian’s face, something she can’t quite read, something beyond her.

And now she has to process the last day, over the slice of pizza with the demon staring at her, something between dread and anger in his eyes.

Numb, she pulls her cell phone out of its protected pouch on the backpack.

“I should probably…”

“Warn your friends?” he finishes for her. “Let them know you’re still alive? Tell them not to worry about the base falling? Tell them another abomination is out there, and we don’t know his mental stability?”

“Yeah,” Chloe says, then rubs her eyes, forcing herself to take a bite of the pizza. “All of that.”

He sighs, and that’s a different sound in the new body.

“Are you okay?” she asks, instead, setting her phone next to the scrolls, and his brow twitches. “You had way more—”

“I’m fine,” he interrupts, and that’s almost certainly a lie, she can instantly tell, with a sudden drop of knowledge in her gut.

“Okay, no,” Chloe says, and she barely has energy to eat, but she points at him anyway. “If I can’t hide my injuries from you, you don’t get to lie that everything’s peachy.”

His eyebrow twitches, which she can’t remember his previous body doing at all, and there must be a new quirk in the new one. “Why?”

Which is rude.

“Because there has to be some sort of balance in this,” Chloe says, pointing in between them. “You don’t get to be all knowing and leave me in the dark, I hate that.”

There’s a long moment of him staring at her, the pizza going cool in her hand.

“She tried to compress my chest, to force me into injury from this body,” he says finally. “It’s a rude tactic, like she thought I was stupid to fall from it.”

“She knew you?” Chloe says, already knowing the answer. “She knew about…” She points towards the other room, and Killin’s scowl deepens. “And knew you wouldn’t want to go back there.”

“And now she’s dead,” he says, almost a snarl behind his voice. “She was kept there the same as me, in the same row of prison cells, and she stayed there and helped.”

It’s not something Chloe had heard of, of other demons helping the college, but it shouldn’t surprise her.

Ambra would’ve eviscerated them. Tore them apart, made them suffer.

“If it’s any consolation, I’ve been told that the gunshot wounds are rather painful,” Chloe says, and that breaks the fury on his face, just enough for a bit of incredulousness to cross the new features. “Ambra got shot by it, it nearly killed her.”

“I had to get another body from it,” he replies, indignant, like she forgot that she also shot him across the arm. “Yes, they are rather painful!”

“So it wasn’t a good death,” she finishes, and the expression calms, just a bit. “She caused so much pain, she died in pain.”

This mollifies him, his gaze going inwards, and she uses the silence to eat more of the pizza, even though each swallow hurts her throat.

“I’ll recover,” he says, slowly, and she nods at him. “In about a day I’ll be fine. It’s not that difficult for me to heal.”

“Good,” Chloe replies, and a knot she didn’t know existed unravels inside her chest, even as he stares at her, visibly disquieted in the small room.

It’s a wholly complex amalgam of emotions hanging in the air, and she knows, she just knows, that she’ll have to untangle it somehow, but with the exhaustion she can’t.

It’s dark outside, wherever they are, and the moment she sets the plate onto the meager side table, her eyes drag.

“She also hurt you,” Killian says, finally, after a long silence. “She got around my shields and almost killed you and all the humans in the room.”

Chloe nods, unable to piece out the emotions, but her gut tells her that she should be far more careful than she actually is.

“I cannot fully take away your pain,” he murmurs into the dark, “but I might be able to help.”

Chloe breathes out, blinking. “Do you mean taking my soul? Like…Necromancers?”

“Yes,” he whispers, and she shivers. “Just enough to grant you relief.”

Chloe stills herself, and his hand is hot against her ribs.

“You won’t be in danger of dying,” he says, low, “only Necromancers truly tempt us to that point. This…” he hesitates, like weighing his words, “would only take a small part of your soul, easy to grow back. You wouldn’t miss it.”

“You know what, I don’t think I’m there yet,” Chloe says frankly, and he huffs out a small laugh at the sudden break in tension, his hand gentling. “I can deal with some discomfort, I’ve had far worse.”

“Fair,” he says, humor coating his voice. “You’re the one who broke out of Toronto, shame on me to think you couldn’t handle some bruises.”

“Thanks,” Chloe says, then sighs, her eyes gritty.

“You need sleep,” he whispers, when she doesn’t respond beyond that, before he shifts from his chair, rolling up the nearest scroll to him.

“Don’t knock me out,” Chloe attempts as a joke, but it falls flat.

He doesn’t smile.


27




[image: ]


Hours after she crawled into the bed, after he teleports to the other room, her mind still willfully awake, the bed dips next to her.

The new body is an unfamiliar weight, but she doesn’t need to open her eyes to know it’s Killian all the same.

“You should absolutely be asleep,” he mutters, like that’s the pressing issue of the day.

As if Chloe hadn’t been cursing herself with her continued consciousness, her eyes hurting, her head pounding, her limbs like angry lead.

“I don’t know how long this lasts,” she confesses instead, and her throat still aches from the temporary lack of air, from the choking. “They said some sleeplessness, I don’t know how long it’ll be here.”

He makes a disgruntled noise, somewhere in the back of his throat, before he shifts closer, closer still, but not touching. So close the air between them is charged with the possibility, of the potential of closeness.

“Wait, don’t you have your own bed?” Chloe asks, turning in the bed and blinking up at him.

This time, there are no streetlamps to illuminate him, just the blinking light from the microwave muted from the other room.

“You’re in it,” he replies instead, and at least this time he’s almost amused. “Why would I have a guest bedroom here?”

“Do you need me to…” Chloe trails off at the ridiculousness of what she was about to say. Does he need her to sleep on the chair, after they’ve shared a bed for the last few nights? After the battle, where soreness still struggles with exhaustion and sleeping in a chair would make it infinitely worse.

After they had that stolen kiss, the one that still pounds in Chloe’s heart.

“Demons don’t have the same awkwardness humans do,” he replies loftily, in the exact tone both Melekai and Ambra use when they are, in fact, feeling awkward. “If I wanted you someplace else, I’d put you there.”

That last sentence is quieter. Almost hushed.

“I guess this house is the most secure place in the world right now,” Chloe muses, and he exhales something between a laugh and a sigh of relief, that she’s not fighting him on it. She turns in the bed again, curling up away from him, resuming the exact position she was in before he joined her.

If he’s going to insist it’s not awkward, then she’s going to do her damndest to make it as normal as possible.

“Only because you’re not trying to take down the protections,” he murmurs, and tentatively, ever so tentatively, rests his hand near to the small of her back, spreading his fingers on the comforter between them, close enough the tension of the blankets change.

Chloe’s breath hitches before she makes herself exhale.

“I don’t like that she injured you,” he whispers to the air.

So they are talking about this.

“I don’t like that they did something that forced you from your other body, so we’re even,” Chloe says, blinking out towards the dark window.

“You’re not understanding,” he says, and she can feel the tension in his voice, as he shifts in the bed. Closer. “No other demon gets to hurt you.”

Chloe swallows.

She’s been around the other demons long enough to know where this train is going, and she doesn’t know how to feel, how to think, not when he’s this close and there are mere centimeters between his hand and her back.

Of course she knows about demons and their protectiveness. The college intentionally manipulated Maison’s nature for their use with Delina, causing him so much heartbreak. Ambra’s so wrapped up in the idea that Gurlien could get hurt that she would jump and run to protect him at all costs, even at her own detriment. Terese, for all that she is human, fought off another demon possession for her love.

Melekai even died—albeit for a short time—for his Necromancer.

Chloe breathes out, controlled, her skin prickling.

She’s known Killian a hell of a lot less time than any of those pairs, and it sits, afraid, deep in her stomach.

Is she, once more, getting herself into something too deep, too dangerous, just by embarking on this quest with another person? Is she risking more than her life?

But then, there’s a little graze of contact from his hand, so soft it’s tentative, like he too can’t quite comprehend what is happening, and Chloe’s back unwinds. Relaxes.

Like just that little touch brings some safety. Some contentment, outside of her control. Some sense that despite all her worries, despite everything else, she’ll be okay. Just fine. Alright, as long as she stays right here, next to him.

It’s directly at odds with everything else warring inside of her, and she squeezes her eyes shut in the frustration of it.

Chloe’s not immune to the knowledge that her mind contradicts itself sometimes, but this is somewhat beyond the pale.

Next to her, Killian sighs, a quiet movement of air. “You sure you won’t let me knock you out?”

“Absolutely positively not,” Chloe snaps, her heart already racing a bit too much. “I fall asleep as normal or not at all.”

Gingerly, he rests a hand on her ribs, right where the bruise throbs. It’s not enough to hurt it worse, it’s not enough to do anything to trigger any pain, just a slow weight to soothe the discomfort.

And Chloe hates that it works, too.
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Of course she sleeps. Of course.

Of course, after just a few minutes of furiously ignoring him and her heart, she slips away into blissful unconsciousness and doesn’t open her eyes until the weak winter sun shines through the blinds.

Of course.

Of course her body decided, beyond her control, to believe in safety the moment she has an actual fucking demon at her back.

And now the demon breathes, slow and steady, next to her, the barest hint of a rasp of a snore in the sound, his hand still resting lightly on her bruised rib.

Of course.

Moving as slow as she can, Chloe slides out from underneath his touch, and he doesn’t wake.

The handsome face of the dead guard is squished into the pillow next to her, the brown black curls sticking straight up, rumpled and normal.

So normal it almost gives her pause.

Almost.

Chloe slips on her socks, each motion as quiet as she can make it, before padding into the small kitchen.

And directly into the glare of the twelve-year-old.

Chloe freezes, like she’s been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

Seanna stares at her, flat, then pokes her head around to see where Killian still lays, his face smushed into the pillow, before leaning back in. Careful, she lifts a finger to her lips, then taps her hand on a rune carved into the doorjamb.

A silence rune.

All at once, the soft sound of the almost-snore drops out of her hearing, leaving just the noise of the kitchen.

“He thinks that I haven’t figured out how to do that yet,” she says, almost surly, crossing her arms over her chest. “Don’t tell him.”

“Understood,” Chloe says, a little thread of amusement worming its way through the sudden sensation she’s in trouble. She sticks her hand out, giving the twelve-year-old the widest smile she can muster. “Hi, I’m Chloe.”

The girl leans back, openly and hilariously skeptical.

She’s rather normal appearing, with mousy brown hair bundled up in a scrunchie and a neon green shirt that’s a few shades too bright for her complexion.

“Killian doesn’t bring people back, and now you’ve been here twice,” she says instead, ignoring Chloe’s hand and turning to the meager stove. “He doesn’t want me talking to you.”

“I gathered that,” Chloe says, and the twelve-year-old scowls at her, before filling the kettle and placing it on the stove with very little grace, the sort of motions of a child who hasn’t ever been taught, just observed. “To be fair, I had absolutely been arrested twice by the time I was your age.”

Again, with the skeptical look, and Chloe grins with her, propping herself up to sit on the counter.

“He also gets scared when he has to interact with anyone who’s not me, so I don’t know how he could sleep with you all night,” Seanna says, and Chloe barely maintains a straight face at that.

She’s seen him in fear too many times, seen the terror cross his face in those brief moments before he schools his expression.

“And no magician is supposed to know I’m here,” Seanna continues. “So why are you here?”

Chloe glances back to the doorframe, to where Killian still sleeps, oblivious to the conversation.

“If it helps, I’m not part of the college,” Chloe says, and the girl's eyes widen. “I got kicked out almost eight years ago, so I’m not affiliated with them in any way.”

“I thought you couldn’t do magic without being a part of them?” she asks, and there’s something shrewd in her question. Like she already knows the answer and is quizzing Chloe instead.

“They just don’t like it,” Chloe replies, and while dealing with children has never been her strongest suit, this kid’s open skepticism of everything she’s saying tickles her. “But totally possible.”

To prove her point, Chloe grabs the magnet from the side of the fridge and spins just enough energy into it that it pops up, warping shape into a perfect cube.

It’s an easy trick, and Seanna is unimpressed.

“My dad was an experimental demon handler, I’ve seen that before,” the girl drawls, and it’s just enough information that it cements an idea further into Chloe’s mind. “You can’t impress me.”

Which is an awfully bold thing for a twelve-year-old to say, but Chloe’s not going to push it.

“I’m helping Killian with a…project,” Chloe says, circling back to the question earlier. “I have tools to do so, he doesn’t, so we’re…working together.”

“And sleeping in his bed,” Seanna deadpans, “you don’t understand, Killian is scared of everything. Why are you here?”

And the first answer that floats through Chloe’s mind is to bring up the spirit fox, but she stays her tongue at that, instead raising an eyebrow at the kid as the kettle begins to whistle.

“I’m making sure he doesn’t get trapped,” Chloe says, slowly, thinking of all the small places and ways he could’ve been captured in the last few days. “He’s breaking into bases. I’m making sure he can get out.”

She squints at her, then shrugs, obviously attempting to be nonchalant in the way that only preteens can be.

But her lips twist in something resembling worry far beyond her age.

“He’s weak around cages,” the girl mutters instead. “My dad kept him in one for three years.”

Chloe stills her motions, as she pours hot water into a cup of noodles, avoiding her eyes.

There’s not terribly many reasons to keep a demon in a cage for terribly long, not unless you’re trying to do something with them. Ambra had told her enough about that.

And Killian had wanted to kill the Terese project they found.

“Well, we destroyed the absolute shit out of his old cell in this base,” Chloe says, and the girl's eyebrows flash up before she schools them down. “They’re not holding anything there ever again.”

Chloe grabs a box of pop tarts, her mind whirling, as the kid stares hard at the cup of noodles, waiting for it to be ready.

“I can teach you how to break demon traps,” Chloe says, finally, her brain swirling from idea to idea on how to actually teach it.

She knows about wards, she can see demons, knows enough about Killian to know he can switch bodies, but Killian suggested that she hasn’t had formalized training. Her mother was nearby, but the sharpness in the pre-teen features show a longer history of neglect than just that bad situation.

And Killian had killed her father. And the girl doesn’t seem too terribly torn up about that.

The girl’s eyes light up.
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It’s another four hours before Killian wakes up.

Apparently, Seanna has an entire three ring notebook she had dedicated to secret magic things, and Chloe sketches out the bones of a demon trap, with instructions on weak points and where to shred them. On what to look for to identify them when you can see the paint, on how to find them if someone just tells you where they are.

It’s skipping over several layers of trap reading and destruction education, but the girl soaks it up with the same seriousness she stared at the cup of noodles, asking questions when needed and scowling at Chloe until she figures out answers.

Huge gaps of knowledge present themselves to be puzzled over, with highly specific demonology information in between. This preteen, this child, has knowledge of the construction of stasis chambers but can’t identify how to spot a ward written by a human vs a demon.

It’s a staggeringly depressing picture of her background.

So when Killian finally stumbles into the small kitchen and spots them sitting on the table, both bent over a cheap binder, he freezes.

Seanna bolts upright, immediately throwing her arms around Killian again, and he numbly pats her on the top of her head, narrowing his eyes down at Chloe.

They reflect the light, like he’s choosing to do that.

Chloe just settles back in the chair and grins at him, wide.

“Why?” he asks, suspicion coating his voice as he takes in the obvious magical education happening on his own table, as the kid disengages and plops back down into her chair.

“She’s showing me how to break traps!” she says, way more enthusiastic than she had been the entire time.

“It’s a good skill to have,” Chloe adds innocently, and he narrows his eyes further.

“Why aren’t you at school?” he says finally, leaning over and tapping the silence rune, breaking it and flooding the apartment with all the little sounds that had been faded away.

“It’s Sunday,” Seanna says, like it’s immediately obvious, like both Chloe and Killian keep track of things like the day of the week. “Did this body change hurt that bad? You slept for so long!”

Killian’s eyes flicker to Chloe, and for a split second she can swear that his gaze softens. “It was rushed, but I’m fine,” he says.

Rushed is an odd way to put it, at the sudden vicious separation, at the dead body that lay limp against Chloe’s legs.

At the sudden fear of the entity in front of her, without a physical form, disoriented and stunned.

And now the face in front of his is still smoothly handsome, even with the curls sticking up haphazardly.

He leans over Seanna to peer closer at the notebook, and even with the new face, the quirk of an eyebrow is unmistakably him.

“Recognize this one?” he asks her, tapping close—but not on—one of the basic traps, the sort that they teach people as soon as they can write wards.

The same type that Maison got trapped in, back in the little cabin Chloe called home for over a year.

The girl nods, wrinkling her nose. Chloe had drawn out the comment weak points, the places where they get tied into other wards, how to take down those instead.

“Good,” Killian says, voice deep. “Remember that one.”

Before he glances back up at Chloe, then slates his eyes over to the other room.

“I’m going over to Michaela’s house today,” the kid announces, then squints at Killian to see if he’s going to stop her. “Her birthday is on Tuesday, but that’s Tuesday, so we’re gonna go watch movies today.”

“Want a ride?” Killian asks, and Seanna beams at him, standing and offering her hand.

Which he takes, and they immediately disappear, leaving Chloe sitting at the table for a few stunned seconds.

Despite all he said about killing her father, despite how self-serving he made it sound, the obvious affection over the child reads like he’s stepping up. Taking over for the abusive figure.

Providing a childhood, as much as he doesn’t know how.

Chloe barely has time to contemplate that before he appears next to her again, brushing off his hands, then jerking his head to the other room.

Chloe can get a message.

Giving the girl a rather awkward smile, Chloe nods at Killian, striding back into the bedroom.

His bedroom, now that she knows that.

“Before you get upset, she was curious,” Chloe starts in, spinning and facing him abruptly. “I wasn’t going to not teach her how to spring you from a trap.”

He stares down at her, face impassive, before he sighs again. “You’re still hurt.”

Of course she is, a single night sleep isn’t going to solve such a deep bruise on her ribs nor the tiny cuts on her fingertips.

Her phone beeps, and he just looks away.

MAISON (12:35 PM): Heard sources that Chloe Tombbreaker is back as an active player in the world.

Without even looking over her shoulder, Killian raises an eyebrow at her.

CHLOE (12:35 PM): I do hate that nickname.

MAISON (12:36 PM): Heard that two junior level guards in Washington reported you were back, then people dismissed it, until the complete and utter destruction of a base in Minnesota.

CHLOE (12:36 PM): To be fair, I did the breaking in, not the destroying.

MAISON (12:37 PM): Delina is jealous of your adventures and don’t you dare ever bring her in someplace like that.

Chloe quirks a smile at her phone, before deciding that she’s done with the conversation and shoving the phone into her pocket.

“Overprotective, much?” Killian asks blandly, and at some point, she’s going to have to address the fact that he can see through her eyes.

“That’s the Half Demon,” she informs him, “and his n…person.”

“Did you almost say Necromancer?” Killian says dryly. “Is that the one who brought you back?”

She doesn’t like him figuring that out, so she crosses her arms as he squints at her, like he’s trying to figure her out.

“So that’s what they were doing with Alerin’s son this entire time, they turned him into a Necromancer’s bodyguard,” he says, and it’s way too accurate. “And why he would’ve flipped sides, if I had a guess.”

“Are you just guessing or something?” Chloe asks, and there’s almost too much heat in her voice for the moment, so she relents. “They’re very…loyal to each other.”

He takes another long moment, before he shrugs, one shouldered. “Inherited that from his father. Half or not, the demon side comes through.”

It’s too insightful and begs more questions about the demon attachments that she’s not quite sure she wants to deal with at the moment.

But she crosses her arms, raising an eyebrow instead. “Switching bodies hurts so much?”

“It’s not fun,” he challenges right back. “There’s a reason we don’t do it around humans.”

Despite his tone, he reaches towards her and his hand grazes her elbow. Her heart jumps, any words suddenly leaving her brain at such a simple touch.

“You slept well,” he says, gentle and tentative, stating it despite the question.

She doesn’t know if he can tell that from the touch or not.

“And you seem very aware of my physical status,” Chloe shoots, before rubbing her eyes. “Of course I did.”

A small quirk of his lips. “Good.”

“Her father…” Chloe trails off at the sudden shuttering of his expression. “What did he do to you?”

“What do you mean?” he asks, voice so carefully neutral, but his hand tightens ever so slightly.

And Chloe’s too experienced in all of this to be cowed by questions. She’s withstood torture. She’s withstood imprisonment. She’s shot Killian, for heaven's sake, and he’s saved her life.

She’s not going to be scared by him showing some fear.

“A few things she said,” Chloe says, sticking her chin up. It’s unfair that he took a new body and it’s still so much taller than her. “He experimented on you?”

The human face is impassive, perfectly still, but beneath it the demon face spasms as if she hit him.

But he clings to her arm, as if it’s the single thing keeping him there.

“Can you tell me how?” Chloe asks, and her heart pounds. “You were at the Minnesota base. You were kept captive in a cage. You had a cell you knew well enough to teleport to.”

He wanted to kill the Terese project out of some mercy.

And if he wants her trust, if he wants the small physical comforts from her and all that means, she’s going to need some actual answers.

He squeezes his eyes shut, the only change in the expression on the human face, but the second face is a sudden spasm of terror.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Chloe says, softening her words despite her want to know, because she can’t exist without a little gentleness for those around her. “I’ve been around enough of my friends…the Terese projects…to know that they were all affected differently. That their abilities changed, that they were left completely unfamiliar with what they can do. If her father,” Chloe throws a nod towards the kitchen, past the rune, “experimented on demons, there’s only one type of experimentation I know going on right now.”

His jaw flexes, and he stares at her for a long second.

And Chloe stares right back, not backing down, despite her innate want to gentle this conversation.

“They didn’t succeed,” he says, finally, after too long of a moment.

“I can tell that,” Chloe replies, with just a small enough nod that his shoulders relax, just a bit. “Believe me, I can.”

His hand slips away from the tentative touch on her elbow, and he backs up, sitting heavily on the bed.

“Her father tried for years,” he starts, voice heavy, before he runs his hands through his curls, an almost idle motion of anxiety. “He knew there was some key to it, before it was called the Terese project. Before the mad doctor smashed all expectations of what was possible. He saw the theorem around Terese, tried to duplicate it, but it didn't work. He worked with others on…your Ambra…and that worked, but he had to share the control.”

Chloe sucks in a breath, but he forges on.

“Ambra was a unique case, couldn’t duplicate it on me or any other demon, just like how Terese didn’t work. His rival succeeded another time, that one’s still out there, haven’t heard of him in six months, but that was yet another technique.” He opens his arms wide, as if showing off the dead body, showing off the fullness of his power, and the demon magic swirls through the small room, spiraling up her throat. “The last three years he kept me in stasis, then in a cage, waiting until he could figure me out.”

It’s about as much as she could glean from the breadcrumbs dropped all over, but she nods. She can’t say anything that would help, not truly, but she nods.

“And now there’s one other out there, in more pain than you can imagine, completely untraceable, wishing for death,” he says, then rubs his handsome face. “No, they didn’t succeed. Yes, there are tendrils of magic and ties in me that I don’t fully know about. Yes, I still have all my power.” He swallows. “To my knowledge.”

It’s a bit more honest than she anticipated, so she takes a deep breath, deliberately calming herself down.

“Thank you,” she says, and her voice cracks a bit, unexpected. “I just need…”

“What do you need?” he asks, quick, and her heart sticks in her throat at the eagerness of his voice. “Tell me what you need.”

It’s some sort of dangerous precipice, one that she can only tell she’s teetering on the lip of now that she’s there, balancing without any warning.

It’s the sort of moment where she can feel in her bones that she will someday look back on in either fond memory or dread.

Her lips part, at the sudden uncertainty, at her heart pounding in her throat.

“I don’t ever want to be their prisoner again,” she breathes, and it’s not where she thought she was going with that sentence when she started it.

“I won’t let it,” he answers immediately. A vow.

“Yes, I know, but I can’t let it happen,” she says, stumbling over her words and the thrumming in her heart. “All of these secrets, of these half-truths, they’re variables. They’re things that could tip it in one way, things that can surprise me. I can’t…I can’t go into these things without knowing them.”

His lips part, ever so slightly, behind the mask. Where his human face is intently listening, but his true self is reacting.

“I would’ve planned differently if I knew you had a prison cell there,” she continues, and his true self blanches. “I would’ve planned around it, had it in mind as somewhere to run. I would’ve planned differently if…”

If she knew he’d have to take another body.

“If I knew what made demons pick new bodies,” she forges on, and he stands, drawing close to her with a suddenness that made her heart jump. At the reflection of dim sunlight from the snow through the aged curtains on his lips, at the studious way he surveys her, at the sudden sensation that her head is under water and she’s been attempting to tread like she could still breathe.

“That’s a far more complex question than we share with humans,” he warns, which is fair. “Every abomination has shared that in some way.”

Hence why none of them can switch bodies. Hence why they’re all stuck in a living one. Hence the pain.

“I know,” Chloe whispers, and there’s something a bit close to disappointment leeching into her tone, despite her efforts. “That’s just…the things I mean. Not knowing…it places me in danger of getting captured. And that’s…”

That’s the thing she would fear the most.

And by the look on his face as he gazes down at her, it’s the same.

“I can’t go back to being their prisoner.”

There’s a breath, another suddenly underwater moment, where if he waits to speak she’s not sure she’ll ever surface. It’s just them, with his eyes reflecting the light back at her, like he could sear his way into her mind.

“It’s not a set point,” Killian says, and it almost takes her a beat to consider what he’s talking about. “Some of it has to do with damage to the body. Some of it has to do with damage to ourselves. Sometimes, it's as simple as the body decaying in death before we get to it. Some…sometimes, it’s just the magic of the world being so contradictory to our survival that we get forced out.”

“I’m going to guess that’s what the college wants to know,” Chloe murmurs back.

“Well, obviously they succeeded,” Killian says, his mouth twisting. “With the ease of forcing me out they had back there.”

Before she even quite knows what her hand is doing, her fingers curl around his palm, whisper-quiet in the room.

He stares down at her hand, at the point where the two of them connect, like it’s just as puzzling for him.

He had said he feels her through his real self, through his actual skin, not the human one, so she swipes her thumb across the back of his knuckles.

Skin feels like skin to her.

His brows flash up at the contact again.

“Thank you,” she says, and watches it play across his face as he realizes she’s sincere. That she hears the vulnerability in his answer, at the trust he’s placing in her.

His hand twitches in hers, before he folds his fingers over hers, like he’s just now allowing himself the touch.

Once, in a moment that Chloe shouldn’t have overheard, Melekai and his Necromancer were chatting in a hallway, their voices too loud to know anyone was nearby. Lyra had said something funny, Melekai laughed in response—Chloe hadn’t known he could laugh until that point—before he sighed. There had been a shifting of motion, a rustle of clothing, like he had wrapped an arm around her and was leaning in, before he spoke.

Chloe had tucked herself deeper into the corner of the building, suddenly aware that she was intruding on such a small moment, but his words still burned into her mind. “Everything is more real when I touch you. The world, this body, my very self.”

With how Killian’s looking at her hand, those words echo suddenly through Chloe’s mind. At the sudden certainty that Killian, too, isn’t someone who can be touched so easily. That all of this casual contact—the hand holding, the support on her back, the kiss in the bed—just might be more than he’s ever had.

It’s a dizzying amount of power he’s placed in her, just by that little touch.

So. Of course. She pushes for more.

This time, she takes the step closer to him, moving into his space, and his breath hitches.

“For what?” he asks, almost blankly, like his brain is trying to catch between her words and her actions and latching on to the last thing she said instead.

“For answering me,” Chloe says, and, telegraphing her motions this time, giving him the space to pull back if he needs, hooks her other hand on his belt loops, pulling him ever so nearer to her. “I asked a question with significant emotional weight, and you still answered. Thank you.”

His hand settles on her hip, like this is a choreographed dance that he’s never seen but still knows intrinsically, and she can feel the heat of his touch through the fabric of her carhartts, at the small strip of skin where her shirt rides up.

“Careful, little alchemist,” he keeps saying that, but his thumb swipes across that bare sliver of skin, drawing up goosebumps.

“Or what?” Chloe breathes, and the corners of his lips tilt up as he swipes his thumb again, like he’s marveling in the sensation.

He opens his mouth to speak but no words come out.

So she waits, with just that small maddening contact on her hip, watching him. Watching as he visibly debates with himself, watches as his eyes dip from her gaze, to her collarbone, to the hand he has on her, back up to her face.

Before his eyes narrow, sudden with their suspicion, and it’s almost comical.

“You abominations have absolutely told you about this,” he says, almost complaining, like she has an unfair advantage over him. “You’re not distressed by this at all.”

She has a split second to wonder impishly, to delight in the idea that he finds this awkward, before he jerks her towards him, crushing his mouth to hers.

It’s different from the last kiss. The last one, with the tall brunette body and the rougher hands that held her gently, had been sort of a tentative exploration born out of late-night vulnerability. Of a connection both of them too tentative to fully explore, of the night before something huge and insurmountable.

And now, after they climbed the insurmountable task, when they’re both safe and he’s in a new body and she’s merely bruised, he grips her like he knows she can take it.

It’s far better than treating her like she’ll break underneath the slightest touch.

Chloe’s not built like someone tough, she knows this, with her relative short height and overall impression of being tiny, and most dates skate around her, like they’re worried they’ll shatter her apart with barely any contact. Like anything they do would scuff her up, reduce her to something lesser.

Like she didn’t become the best tombbreaker in the world by being pristine and pretty. Like she didn’t break out of Toronto, like she didn’t brute force the locking pits, like she didn’t destroy all semblances of traps in the stasis ward, like she didn’t destroy their flagship prison.

Like she didn’t first pick a lock at the age of seven, destroying her fingernails and developing calluses on each fingertip, the sort that confuse police and profilers.

And now, with him in the new body and her with the bruised ribs, he kisses her like she can take it. Like she can match it, like she can give as good as she gets.

And lord does she.
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Her back hits the windowsill, him rushing into her space, an inexorable force forward, clattering against the glass. The cold bites against her skin, where her shirt rides up and his blisteringly hot hand presses against her bare hip, a delicious contradiction of sensations.

The sort of contradiction she lives for.

She opens her lips to his, less of a welcome and more of a trap, and he takes it like he was born to. Both hands surge into her hair, twisting in her black strands, digging into her scalp, and she gasps against him.

Not in any pain, not in any distress, and he only uses it to press her deeper against the windowsill instead of pulling back.

Excellent.

Chloe lets him, let’s him push her more, instead using the distraction and the effort to grip him by the belt, snapping it open with a practiced click.

All college issued belts work the same, and he jerks in surprise at the actions, but she kisses him instead of breaking the contact, biting down on his lip.

He twists his hand tighter in her hair, almost to the point of pain, and her breath hitches in her throat.

“Oh, you want this,” he murmurs, his lips not leaving hers, and she swallows his words with her breath. “You actually want this.”

“Yes,” she whispers back, despite her heart pounding, despite the cold at her back, before she pulls off his belt in one decisive motion.

Now, she knows, in a remote sort of way, that this is different for demons. That the nerve endings are different, the experience is different, the emotions are different.

But the smolder in his eyes—his true eyes, not the ones in this too-pretty body—shows his want is just the same.

“You’re going to tell me if I do anything wrong,” Chloe orders, and his brows flash up. “I’ve never fucked a demon.”

“And I’ve never fucked a human,” he challenges right back, and the obscenity drips from his words, a threat and a promise.

“Good,” she whispers, and he pulls at the hem of her shirt, hitching it up until he curls his hand around her bare back, touching more of her skin, more of her.

She jerks back, tugging the shirt off completely, tossing the cheap material aside, and his eyes track down her front, like he can’t get enough of what he sees. Like he thinks this won’t last, that this’ll be his only chance to see, that he won’t be able to have this again.

The hand on her back spasms as his lips curl up into a smile.

“This is how you scryed me,” he murmurs, and she caused this smile, she gets to own it. “Stripped down to nothing but this, wide eyed and determined.” His voice dips down, almost to a growl. “And terrified.”

It’s not terror she’s feeling right now.

“It worked,” Chloe replies smugly. “I got my research back.”

Gentle, so gentle she almost aches, he places both hands on her ribcage, soft against the skin.

“I saw these scars, too,” he murmurs, running a thumb along the raised skin, along the strangely numb hypertrophic healing that still marks her. “And I immediately knew you were more than I thought.”

She shivers at his touch. “Well. You know. Toronto.”

He breaks into a grin, moving his to against her bare back, and all of Chloe longs to be touched like that, with that look on his face, with that desire in his eyes.

Oh, this could be fun.

His other hand comes to rest over the frankly purple bruise on her ribs.

“Now you,” he starts, low, “are going to speak up the moment I hurt this.”

“I can take it,” Chloe vows, her blood boiling for more touch, for more contact, for more of this, then, “trust me to tell you before you damage anything.”

It’s almost a plea.

He considers, tilting his head towards her, and it takes too long. Too long, too much thought, and—

He grips her by the hips, fingers digging in, and teleports her the short distance to the bed. Her back hits the same blanket they slept under, his pillow still dented, drawing a gasp from her.

His hand parts her thighs as he presses a kiss against her breastbone.

“Take off your pants,” he rasps, and she’s never done so quicker, her heart pounding with delicious anticipation, until she’s bare in front of him.

Bare, and his breath hitches as he leans back, taking her in. Mapping her out like a puzzle, like he’s forming an angle of attack.

“You too,” she interrupts, and his mind visibly skips, his eyes unfocusing.

She caught him off guard, and it’s delicious.

“You’re going to be the death of me,” he all but growls, but he follows her order, his hands only shaking a little bit, the only trace of his normal fear.

And now she knows what that fear is for. And now she knows what pushes him towards this, towards the power.

But before she can formalize the thought, before she can let herself spiral into new directions, he trails his hand up the bare skin of her thigh, startling a shiver out of her.

“Whatever you’re thinking right now,” he murmurs, “stop.”

And she does.

Grabbing him, she pulls him down against her in a kiss, all skin against skin. This new body is unscarred except for a small mark on his lower abdomen, like before he died he had his appendix removed, and it’s somehow the only blemish on him. No bruises, no signs of the battle the day before, nothing.

She draws her nails up his back, and he shudders at the touch, before he captures her in another kiss, brutal. Pressing. Wanting.

Arching her back against him, he positions himself so deliberately, so wonderfully, and the head of his cock pushes against her opening.

She freezes, blinking up at him, and he does the same, for one long moment.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she whispers, pushing up at him, so he drags against her clit, sending sparks up her back. “Don’t you dare—”

Before she can finish the sentence, before she can even think, his hands close over her wrists, drawing them up over her head, pinning her down, and thrusts inside of her.

She gasps, her entire body clenching all at once, and he groans, low in the back of his throat. He’s big, much bigger than she would’ve thought, and it takes her breath away.

She’s not sure how dick size would change with a new body, but she has no complaints about this one as she shifts against him, almost unable to breathe.

And he holds her down, pinning her wrists, as she squirms to get used to his size, to the sudden invasion.

She could escape.

It hits her, as she breathes through the stretch of him, of that crystal point between pleasure and pain, and she could get out. Could easily extract her wrists from his grip, easily leave. She’s not trapped, she’s not helpless.

She’s just being held.

The air escapes her all in a whoosh, and she relaxes into his grip, drawing a low sound from him, like he’s the one coming to realizations. His fingers spasm against her wrists, like the single point of contact there is keeping him in place instead of her. That the holding is for him, not her, that he’s the one desperately clawing to control of himself by pinning her there.

She clenches around him, and he inhales, sudden, his eyes wild.

“You okay?” she asks, and her voice comes from her high, uncontrolled.

He doesn’t answer, just thrusts inside of her, one strong move again, drawing another gasp from her.

“You,” he starts, almost in a growl, “feel so fucking good.”

He thrusts against her again, starting a brutal pace, sliding between the point of brutality and pleasure with each stroke. Her mind blanks out of all the witty responses, of all the romantic things she usually tries to wring out of her partners. All that remains is the heat between her thighs, his weight above her, and the pleasure blooming inside.
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After, he pries his fingers from her wrists and throws his arm around her, pulling her against his chest as he all but collapses onto the bed next to her.

All of her nerves still alight, Chloe rests her head in the crook of his shoulder, breathing harder than she would care to admit. There’s a thin sheen of sweat against his skin—she didn’t know demons could sweat—and her ribs pang, just a bit.

Not enough to stop her, she wouldn’t shift away from this for all the money in the world, but just a bit.

This close, she can see his pulse fluttering against his skin, his actual skin. See the beating heart of his demon self, ever shifting.

For a few long minutes they cuddle like this, the peace almost fragile above them, like speaking would shatter it into a million pieces, before a sigh rumbles through his chest and he tugs her in a bit tighter.

“I have heard…” he starts, before falling short, burying his face into her hair, but she just waits for him to speak again, to finish what he began. “Other demons have said that the sensation’s muted with humans. Except Necromancers.”

That goes roughly in line with what Chloe’s heard from Melekai.

“You weren’t muted,” he finishes, and she can feel his words more than hear them. “Nothing about you was muted.”

In the dim light, he’s beautiful.

And she doesn’t mean the guard’s face, but the rougher underneath, with the same almost-wrinkles around his eyes and the cut of his jaw.

It wells up in her heart, striking a similar cord of terror.

“Killian,” she asks, almost hating herself for speaking, the words bubbling up out of her. “What are you planning on doing with the spirit fox?”

He blinks at her, lashes casting shadows over his cheeks.

“I need to know,” Chloe says desperately. “I need to know if you’re going to hurt her.”

He props himself up on his elbows, and it’s such a human action that it hurts her heart, but his face is serious.

He’s taking her seriously.

He regards her for a long second, and she refuses to shrink back down. Refuses to feel guilty for the question, refuses to retract it for the sake of peace.

“She’s going to protect her,” Killian says, with a nod towards the other room, despite the fact that the pre-teen is safe over at her friend’s house. “I will tie her power to Seanna, so Seanna will always be safe.”

Chloe exhales, her heart still pounding.

“If I do it right, the spirit fox will be unharmed,” he says, and it’s almost close to a vow. “She will be a guardian, a companion, ever watching over Seanna, and no one will dare hurt her.”

Chloe swallows down the rush of emotion, the unnamed lump in her throat.

Killian reaches out a single finger, tracing a line down her arm, close to the still healing cut from the demon in the cage.

And Chloe has to wrestle with her ideas. Her want to set the fox free, to run wild, do whatever she wants, with the need to see her friend safe. To see her happy, content.

It’s something she’s wrestled with for the years of their separation.

Chloe ducks her head back down against the sheets, against the pillow that’s creased from her weight.

He’s waiting for an answer from her, to a question he hasn’t quite asked.

“Can we make sure she’s happy?” Chloe asks, her voice a bit trembly. “I don’t want her…I don’t want her to be enslaved, I don’t want her drained, I don’t want her captive, I don’t…”

He hmms in the back of his throat, not cutting her off, but she lets her voice trail into silence anyways. He’s calculating, something in his gaze is far away, like he’s running equations and working the probability of something.

She’s seen the same expression across Ambra’s face, when she thinks Gurlien might be doing something dangerous. She’s seen it on Maison’s face, when Delina attempts something, and he thinks nobody can see him. She’s seen it flicker across Terese’s eyes before she agrees to anything.

“I hadn’t…considered…the happiness of the spirit fox,” he says, his voice as gentle as his hands. “It would…” His eyes flicker up to hers, reflecting the meager light back at her, and it’s immediately almost soothing. “Can you help me with it? The happiness?”

Chloe exhales as slow as she can, hope prickling in her chest. “Yes,” she breathes, and there are tears trembling in the corners of her eyes, completely unbidden. “Yes, absolutely.”

He rubs his thumb across her wrist, watching the thin skin there, where it moves over her bones. “Then yes,” he whispers, like he too can’t believe what he’s saying. “I will do whatever I can for happiness.”
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They doze together, entwined, until the sun almost begins to set, the sun turning the snow outside a pastel pink and bruised purple, and Chloe almost feels peace.
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The next base is, for a lack of a better term, not the most impressive thing in the world from the outside.

Chloe’s found herself in many small shacks, many places that the snobs of the world would wrinkle their nose at, many tiny tombs and mausoleums that dot the world with their grim show of grief, but this…this is just somewhat sad.

Sure, not every place can be a shining base of magic with an infrastructure to run a small city and traps bleeding out every pore, but as she peers at the rather afterthought of a protection ward carved over the door of a wooden lean-to, she begins to doubt her research.

Next to her, Killian shifts from foot to foot, an odd little physical quirk, and she can't quite remember if he did it before the body change.

The guard had shifted like that while pointing the gun at her.

There's no other trace of magic, no flutters of power, no dark twists of demon abilities, just a shack against a dirty rock cliff.

And yet, her compass points directly into that little door.

"Can you sense anything deeper than just this?" Chloe asks, and though it feels like they haven’t spoken in hours, he raises his eyebrows at her. She's sweating, underneath her lightest rain slick, the humidity plastering her hair against her face.

He's unaffected, the water not even settling in his curls. They’re somewhere vaguely tropical, somewhere that grows vines thick and mist flows freely between the trees. Chloe didn’t recognize the name of the city closest to the spot delineated by the map, but Killian had been able to get them there pretty easily, only about a two hour tromp through mud and a twilight that never ends.

Killian tilts his head at the door, his eyes focusing on the demon ward hastily painted on the wood tucked under the meager excuse for a roofing.

"Not terribly," he says, crossing his arms, still staring at the ward. "Can you take that down without reaching it?"

She scoffs, drawing a smile from his lips. "It's a zone of effect. Of course I can." The writing's just a marker, not the totality of it. There were harsher wards on the cabin when they first got to it, more complicated traps fucking embroidered into the throw pillows.

It's almost pathetic.

Killian shoots her a grin, something small that makes her stomach turn over on itself, just that she’s able to see that. That he reserved it for her. That he’s smiling with all of him, not just the human skin on top, but the slightly sinister under-self as well.

That she cares about seeing it.

Chloe lets her eyes flutter shut, teasing her fingertips under the door frame, until they rest against the wooden door—they hadn't even bothered to sand down the splinters—and breathes out.

All it takes is a twist of her fingertips, embedding her mind in the sloppy work, and tugging it like a needle through a thread, and it dissolves into a pile of fragments, barely tingling in the palm of her hand.

"That was easy," Killian says, guarded, before stepping up until he's shoulder to shoulder with her, resting his hand next to hers on the door, his palm flattening. Their pinky fingers touch, barely, and Chloe represses the urge to shiver at such a little contact.

There's a few scars along the knuckles, like the guard had gotten into fistfights.

“Two locks, one vault, a small room encased in metal and one cage, very small,” he says, brow furrowing. “Too small.”

Chloe shifts, and he narrows his eyes at her.

“You’re not going to like this,” he warns. “It’s bordering on cruel.”

Like the experimentation and the prison cells before weren’t.

“I’ll like opening a vault,” Chloe says, and that gets a twitch of a smile as she digs out her lock picks, casting a critical eye at the single lock on the front door. “How long do you think this’ll take me?

It even looks like a standard four pin doorknob.

“Under a minute,” Killian says, almost smug.

“That’s insultingly unspecific,” she says, and she doesn’t even have to crouch down to pick it, barely paying any attention before it turns easily in her palm. “Easily under fifteen seconds, am I right?”

“And without any magic,” Killian says, and there’s a soft smile on his face, almost catching her off guard as she swings the door open.

And faces another, even more run down door, the wood splintering around the locking system, a dusty remnant of a decayed ward spray painted on the uneven surface.

“Is it just three doors back-to-back?” Chloe asks, poking at the decayed ward.

It’s no more magical than the rocks of the cliff behind her.

If she wanted to, if she really wanted to, she could just tap against the rusted metal of the lock and transform it into something else, something that would swing open the door, but Killian shifts behind her, like his impatience almost physically pains him.

So instead, she just pushes into the wood, and it creaks with the barest hint of pressure, before crumbling in her hand.

“That’s…” Killian starts, then falls silent, frustratingly so. “Why would this place exist?”

“Good question,” Chloe murmurs, the hair on the back of her neck prickling, as she kicks the door open, the lock system rendered useless. “I’ve seen high schools with more security than this.”

He hmms in the back of his throat, his hand coming down to rest on the curve in the small of her back, and this time she shivers at his touch. “This couldn’t have been more than a halfway spot,” he whispers, twisting something resembling power into his hand on her. “Some place in between travel, before the next one.”

When Chloe had been transported between locations, she had been handcuffed, blindfolded, and given a sedative that wasn’t strong enough to knock her out, just render her useless, and they always dumped her on a hotel bed when they did stop.

The spirit fox would’ve required even less work, when basically a large bespelled pet carrier could work in a pinch.

That’s how they met, as she remembers with a pang. With her drugged out of her mind, handcuffed unceremoniously on a bed, and an all-metal cage all but dropped on a cheap motel quilt next to her. She couldn’t do much, just blink over, and was immediately entranced by the sheen of magic on the fur on the creature next to her, at the scared intelligence in the eyes that stared back inky black. The fox had curled in the corner of the cage, as far away from their captors as possible, which was so close to Chloe that if she had her hands at her disposal she would’ve been able to touch the tip of her tail.

Even then, power flickers from its tail, nestling into the quilt and skittering across the pillow towards Chloe.

Chloe couldn’t react, couldn’t flinch away or embrace it, but it still tingled along her skin and felt like home.

“That makes even less sense,” Chloe says, clearing her throat of the memories.

“A staging area?” Killian suggests. “A place for a few days before something more permanent?”

With a final kick from her boot, she clears the second door, and it’s a few steps to, finally, a large sheet of metal with a single keyhole and no discernible opening method.

“Finally,” Chloe says, tossing him a smile in hopes that he wouldn’t have seen her momentary wallow, but he raises a carefully manicured eyebrow down at her. “You know, a challenge.”

“I’d be okay with a few less challenges,” he says dryly, but his hand remains on the curve of her hip, like her very presence is soothing.

“Finally, something interesting,” she shoots back, and he makes a face at her. “Something that doesn’t make me think it’s a trap.”

“There is nobody I’d rather be trapped with, at this point,” Killian says, too gravely, startling in its sincerity. “Any trap you’re in, you’d blast right out.”

“If only that was true for my entire life,” Chloe says, then steps away from him, his hand falling away, so she can kneel and peer at the keyhole.

It’s not a traditional one, that’s for sure, and when she pokes her finger around it, the entire area tingles with warning.

But it doesn’t extend through the entire door.

It doesn’t extend through the entire locking mechanism, stopping only a few inches around the keyhole itself.

Which is just enough to be a little complicated. The pins are out of reach, but some of the springs and turners aren’t. Enough that most—most—people would find it completely impossible to hack with spell weaving or alchemy.

It’s better protection than she usually finds.

She bites her lip, puzzling at the door, and Killian makes a small noise in the back of his throat, something between curiosity and impatience.

“So this one I’m gonna use magic,” she warns him, tilting her head up at him, and he shifts closer to him, so the fabric of his pants brushes against her shoulder. “They fell prey to the classic trap.”

He quirks an eyebrow down at her.

“They protected the keyhole but not, you know, the rest of the door,” Chloe tells him, and his face splits into a smile, immediately raising a blush to her face. “They expected someone to come here and believe they had a key.”

“What, are you going to transform it into clay again?” he asks, and it’s almost teasing. “Turn it into silly putty?”

“I mean, I could,” Chloe says, poking at the seam where the metal door meets the wall, where it sockets into the frame. There’s no protections there, no alarms, no traps, just cool steel of someone who obviously never thought outside the box.

Until her finger grazes the edge of the frame, and a small static shock snaps out.

Chloe jerks back, immediately shaking her hand out, sparks flickering over her fingertip.

They don’t disappear.

Chloe stills, then, staring down at her hand, at the small spark nestling in the callus of the pad of her finger, sparkling around like it’s a part of her.

It doesn’t hurt, not exactly, but Killian grabs her wrist, peering down at it, faster than she saw him move.

“I’m okay,” she says quickly, but he doesn’t look up at her.

“You shouldn’t be able to see that,” he mutters, disgruntled, before he carefully, ever so carefully, rests a finger on top of the spark.

It doesn’t react to him at all, just continues to flutter around Chloe’s skin.

“Tracker or side effect?” Chloe breathes, and it’s something between static electricity and when her hand would fall asleep.

He’s silent, before his hand gentles, and he rests his fingertips against her wrist, like he’s checking her heart rate.

“Wait,” Killian says, placing his own hand against the door frame.

It sparks around him, but he teases out something glimmering.

“Let me guess, same one,” Chloe says, half exasperated. “Same guy, same magical trace.”

“Not entirely convinced they’re male, but yes,” Killian grumbles. “Sealed the door behind them, left this to track down who opens it next.”

“Great, someone’s gonna track me,” Chloe says, shaking out her hand.

The sparks stay there, clinging to her skin like static.

She can almost tell that Killian narrows his eyes before she looks back up to him.

“I’ll protect you,” he says, disgruntled.

Chloe considers retorting about not needing protection, but she’s non-combat for a reason.

“I’m sure it’ll be no problem for you, too,” Chloe says, and he gives her a smirk.

“Impossible to tell,” he murmurs, and his eyes aren’t worried, aren’t panicked, but instead a more analytical light in them. “Can you still transform the door?”

Her grip, her innate ability to touch the magic around her and know things, hasn’t faded, not in the way that it does with drugs or sleep deprivation, but before she can open her mouth to answer, he tugs her in, placing a quick kiss against her lips, lighting fast.

“Of course you can,” he says, like it was a silly question for him to ask.

“One day, I want to know what you can tell,” Chloe says, and she should go back to inspect the door, figure out what else she can tell, but instead she just blinks up to Killian.

If she concentrates, she can ignore the human face, instead just see the handsome demon one underneath it.

“That’s easy,” Killian says, still gentle on her wrist. “When there’s a block put on magic, it’s obvious here.” With his other hand, he taps against her sternum. “When you’re tired, when you’re at burnout…it’s all visible there.”

“Okay, wild,” Chloe says, and he smirks at her. “So that’s how demons utterly ignore normal people?”

“Ignore is the wrong term,” he says, and they’re still standing so close. “But yes.”

She tries to suppress a smile, but like always, it worms its way out anyways. “Crazy,” she remarks, then glances back at the table, and if her head leans against his shoulder for a brief second, she’s not going to do anything about that. “I think I can open it without turning the entire thing into putty.”

She feels rather than hears a chuckle from him. “Of course you can.”

It’s strange to buffer her up so much, but she rests her hand against the cold steel anyways, avoiding the sparking door frame.

If the door frame is warded, more things will be, and somehow it makes her feel better. Somehow, if they took the pains to make it more difficult, then it’s not just a trap looking for easy pickings. Of course it could be worse, it could always be worse, but she’d rather go headfirst into something she can at least anticipate.

So she settles her mind into the locking mechanism she can sense.

The pins seem to rest on a complicated set of springs, one that doesn’t only release a deadbolt but also reaches down further into the door, clasping around a series of latches and blocks. It would be hell to pick, way harder than most vault doors, for all that it appears to be a completely normal keyhole. Would take way more strength, way more finesse, way longer tools than easily available. Sure, she could make them, but even then, it would take a few attempts to make sure she got the rake just right.

Or she can attempt to mess with the latches underneath the ward.

She pokes her power out at the latches, fussing with them a bit, elongating the teeth of metal they sit upon just enough to shift them, listening to the clicks. They’re a bit rusted, which means that water got in at some point, but they clack easily in the door.

Next to her, Killian raises an eyebrow.

She raises one back, then pokes a bit harder at the door. Testing, she raises one, and the locking mechanism closer to the key responds.

So if she turns the ones below, the linking pins would turn the top.

It’s a risk, not all locks do that, but carefully, ever so carefully, she manipulates the metal around the latches to raise, until all of them are in a row, listening to the tiny clicks of the pins lifting into place at the lock.

Success.

Slowly breathing out, she manipulates the metal latches until they turn, until the deadbolt slides rusty out of the frame, and a quick push of her fingertips swings the door open.

Before she can even ask, Killian twists his hand, and the space illuminates with bright magic.

And it’s…

Too small.

There’s a cage, the size you would fit a cat into, plastic and grungy and half melted, and a charred cot shoved into the corner. No running water, no electricity, no blankets in the bottom of the cage, nothing.

And the walls are entirely burnt, like something exploded in the small space.

Chloe moves to take a step forward, but Killian twists his finger in her belt loop, holding her back.

“Look,” he murmurs, lifting his other hand with the light

A charred skeleton lays crumpled in the corner, the bony arms huddled over the skull, the rest of the bones twisted among themselves.

Underneath the blast marks and soot, there’s the faintest hint of paint markers, spells upon spells hastily scrawled on the wood and rock. Amateur wards, barely legible, high above where someone could normally write comfortably.

Definitely the same hand that wrote the flimsy demon ward on the outside.

And they’re all useless, all completely blown apart by whatever charred the walls and melted the plastic of the cage.

“The fire must’ve burned for only a few seconds,” Killian muses, completely unaffected by the blackened skeleton. “Everything burnt, nothing burned up.”

There’s no clothing on the skeleton, no hint of flesh, but the cage is still recognizable in its melts shape.

Chloe swallows. “If this is after the Minnesota base…this is less than a year old.” There’s no moss or mold on the skeleton, and Chloe’s lived enough in humid locals and seen enough random bones to know it grows fast.

“Few weeks,” Killian says, scuffing the toe of his boot against the soot on the floor. “Maybe.”

That’s…astoundingly close in terms of time, so Chloe digs up her phone and, before she can feel bad, snaps a picture of the skeleton.

“I know two Necromancers,” she informs him as he raises an eyebrow, sending the picture immediately. “Barring one of them actively being here, they might be able to tell us more.”

She’d have her money on Lyra before Delina, with a lifetime of experience with the grossness of death and more than a year of active, steady training, but Delina’s a fast learner.

“Not a bad idea,” he says, almost begrudging, before he twists his power around himself, taking a step into the room.

The same sort of spark that still buzzes around Chloe’s hand shifts at his feet, but beyond a quick glance he pays them no attention.

He tilts his head up to the remaining wards, his chin lifted, and his eyes gleam in the dim light. “The person knew she was in a trap.”

A broken pair of handcuffs sit slagged against the wall.

The ground looks safe for Chloe to step on, but she stills her feet at the entrance.

“She couldn’t get out, she was trying to protect herself,” he says, gesturing to the metal door Chloe stands at.

Scratches in the metal, deep and shiny, adorn the area where a doorknob would be.

“Knew that something in here would explode, that one—” he points up at a rune, barely legible “—is to quell fire. That one is to fireproof skin. That one is to disarm a trap.”

“The reason there is no trap is because it’s already been set off,” Chloe finishes, and if she imagines hard enough, she can see the terror in the curve of the neck, protecting the skull. “Can I step in?”

He waves her in, nonchalant, and she swallows before all but stumbling to the small plastic carrier.

“Some trap, some big sudden propulsion of energy in a small space, with someone in it with enough time to attempt to prepare,” Killian says, before turning towards her, his eyes reflecting the light back at her. “This was a murder.”

“Oh, I hate fire spells,” Chloe murmurs, the terror still echoing inside her.

“Gonna burn off your eyebrows?” Killian asks, and she shoots him a glance and he gives her a cheeky grin.

It doesn’t quite break the tension, but Chloe rolls her eyes before carefully unrolling her scrolls before the cage.

So far, her scrolls have gotten readings off of things rusted, off of well sterilized metal, but never something cleansed with fire.

The ash of the floor flutters around them, as she prods at the melted plastic and imagines the warmth that has long since dissipated.

“The fox wasn’t there,” Killian says, almost gently, from behind her, and shuffles around the small room, peering up at the walls. “That explosion would’ve been felt on the Richter scale.”

“Okay,” Chloe replies unsteadily. “Thanks.”

She smoothes the scroll the best she can over the plastic, with all its lumps and jagged edges, and the sands of magic attempt to vibrate, getting caught in the creases. But the ground is dirty in ash, magic sparkling around their feet, and the cage itself has fused to the concrete.

Without a word, Killian crouches next to her, sweeping his hand over the ash, not making contact, but shoving it all aside with a small flick of power before sitting on his haunches and watching her.

“Any idea who this is?” Chloe asks, as the magic begins to settle in place, as it twists into the paper, her eyes straying back to the huddled skeleton. “Any idea who died?”

“It would take your Necromancer to find out,” he murmurs. “Just that she was very afraid.”

Chloe would be too.

“If you call her my Necromancer, there’s a Half Demon who would fight you,” Chloe replies jokingly, but the words are flat amongst all the horror of the room, of the soot on every surface, on the bones still aching with fear.

“I’d win,” he immediately says, then, “I don’t want your Necromancer.”

“We wouldn’t be talking if you did,” Chloe murmurs, staring hard down at her scroll, forcing her eyes to stay on the familiar paper, not at the walls, at the meager amount of protection someone scrabbled to give themselves.

She’s not sure what she would do to protect herself, not without seeing the trap in its entirety, but this would be something close to her worst nightmare.

“Can you get a sample of whatever it is that set this trap?” Chloe asks, and his brows shoot up. “Any idea of who set it, what the trap was, anything like that. I…”

He’s already standing again, the sparks swirling around his feet, and with a few quick motions, utterly destroys any magical trace of the trap, pulling it towards him with a fluency that makes her mouth dry.

It’s far beyond anything she’s seen Maison do, far beyond the intrinsically protective magic Ambra tends to do when she thinks nobody’s watching, and far beyond all the wild power Terese sometimes lets loose.

And he thinks nothing of it, tucking the remnants of it into a pocket in the guard’s pants, before returning to his crouch next to her.

Once, early after they took down the Toronto base, Chloe attempted to make friends, trying so hard to get along with Lyra, and heard her wax briefly poetic of how Melekai was in his prime. It was near incomprehensible in fluency, unimaginably powerful, that Chloe thought Lyra was exaggerating for her benefit.

With this little glimpse of casual motion, Chloe believes it.

And Killian had chosen her.

It takes short work to tie in the trace into the scroll, the magic cheerily cooperating—why wouldn’t it, it couldn’t be burned out with something so mundane as fire—and even less time for Chloe to connect the compass to it.

All the while Killian stares at her, like she’s the mystery of the room.

“You’re beautiful, you know that, right?” he murmurs, and all of the hair on her arms raise. “When you do this, I can’t believe that anyone would be so blind to see it.”

She’s fairly sure there’s soot smudged across her cheeks.

“Not everyone likes competency,” Chloe attempts the joke again, but he just raises an eyebrow at that.

“Then those people are foolish,” he says softly, helping her roll up the scroll and fit it back into her backpack, before gently offering her a hand to standing. “The fact that I was unaware of you for so long…”

The scars and callouses on this hand do nothing to make his touch harsh, and he cradles her palm like she’s something precious.
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The Necromancers respond later, when they’re back to Killian’s little house and Chloe’s washed off all of the remnants of soot and horror.

LYRA (8:42 PM): Dead two weeks, I think.

DELINA (8:43 PM): How can you even tell?

LYRA (8:44 PM): Soot falls off bone fast.

Chloe slumps against the bed, with the scratchy blanket, staring at her phone.

LYRA (8:45 PM): Not a good death.
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The next base comes pre-exploded, a wreckage of charred wooden beams and melted rebar, nestled in the middle of the woods.

It still smolders.

It takes Chloe over an hour of piecing through the detritus to find the slag of a cage that still pings with traces of the spirit fox, all the while Killian nudging his way through the leftover magic, teasing out the same strand of power, now so familiar that it’s annoying.

“Same person?” Chloe asks, sitting back on her heels, and even her sweat smells like ash.

He nods, staring down at it, a wrinkle across his nose.
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MAISON (8:05 PM): Do you two destroy a base in Russia?

CHLOE (4:05 AM): No, but we saw the aftermath.
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CHLOE (12:32 PM): Hey, how are you doing? It’s been a few weeks? How’s Ambra? Everyone settling in?
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AMBRA (1:46 PM): He says he’s still not talking to you.
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The scrolls take them to a remote office building in Australia, empty but for the pristine row of stasis chambers, and Killian destroys them one by one as Chloe ties the new trace to her compass.

That night, he shakes in bed next to her, his muscles trembling from something between fear and rage, and Chloe wraps her arms around him and tucks her head against his shoulder.
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They’re leaving a base—a still thriving one, one they snuck in and out without tripping any alarms—and tromping back to a safe distance away, when Killian tenses, his shoulders tightening, and he swings Chloe behind himself with barely a warning.

And there, right on the other side of the teleportation barrier, stands Ambra, her chin tucked down and her brows raised. She’s wearing the round sunglasses, but they’re tipped down low enough on her nose that her eyes flash red.

Killian and Ambra stare at each other, long and hard, before Chloe tugs herself out of Killian’s grasp, joy bubbling up unbidden in her chest.

“Are you safe?” Ambra blurts out, before Chloe has a chance to say anything. “Is he hurting you?”

Killian bristles, but Chloe can’t help but smile at her friend.

“No, I’m fine, see?” Chloe says, opening her arms wide, and Ambra just squints at her, and Killian makes a noise deep in his chest before Chloe takes the last few steps and wraps Ambra into a hug.

Ambra freezes, just like she’s done the last three times Chloe’s tried to hug her, her spine locked straight, before she awkwardly pats Chloe’s back and pulls her arms out from the embrace.

The hair on the side of her head is longer now, almost an inch and a half in length, and sticks out at an awkward angle, and she still has circles underneath her eyes, but her shoulders are straight and her mouth twitches into the familiar almost smile.

“Why are you here?” Killian asks, his voice deep, and even Chloe can’t miss the thin thread of a threat.

Ambra eyes him, then deliberately turns to Chloe. “First, everyone’s okay, Gurlien’s fine, nobody’s hurt.”

Chloe nods, familiar with Ambra’s way of giving information, and Ambra briefly grips her by the shoulders.

It’s as close to a hug back that Ambra will ever give with anyone but Gurlien, and even as tired as she is, even as prickly as she feels she might be, it warms Chloe’s heart.

“What is it? Chloe asks, dipping her voice down in case it’s something that nobody wants to divulge to Killian. “What is it that you couldn’t text me?”

Ambra absentmindedly pats her on her arm, like she’s being reassuring but hasn’t quite grasped it yet, leaving Chloe feeling an awful lot like she’s a child being managed.

“Ambra…” Chloe starts, before Ambra’s eyes snap back over to Killian and it’s an instant glaring contest.

Killian’s also glowering, his arms crossed, a crease between his eyebrows, but neither of them say anything.

Neither is there power swirling around the small clearing, so they’re not attacking each other.

Chloe swallows, attempting to read Ambra’s face, but she’s still, her mouth set in an unhappy little scowl.

Killian glances at Chloe, once, a quick flicker of his eyes, and in that flicker there’s frustration, fear, and something far deeper, something she’s not quite seen on his face before.

Almost by instinct, Chloe steps away from Ambra, one big giant step in the middle of the clearing.

“Woah, okay,” Chloe says, and both the demons look to her, finally, to the wind fluttering her jacket amongst the leaves. “You said you knew each other.”

“Did he now,” Ambra says, voice sweet, and Chloe’s never heard that tone from her before.

“She said she knew abominations, and one that was with a dud, I asked,” Killian throws out there, a quick defense that Chloe didn’t anticipate. “She gave up nothing that would endanger you or yours.”

Ambra grins, her baring of teeth, but at Killian, not at Chloe. “And you thought it best to keep her isolated away?”

“Hey,” Chloe interrupts, but neither of them pay her attention. “I’m perfectly capable of making my own decisions here.”

“She’s safe,” Killian says, and this time, there’s a threat in his tone.

“Chloe,” Ambra starts, but still only stares at Killian, “how did you hurt your ribs?”

Killian glowers at the other demon.

And Chloe’s ribs are so much better it takes her a few blinks to remember they were even injured.

“Taking down a base,” Chloe answers, and Ambra doesn’t even glance at her. “I mean, there was a battle, I got away with some bruises.”

“Hmm. Battle,” Ambra says, matter of factly.

“Oh, hey, we knew I’d probably face some fights in all of this,” Chloe says, shifting, and her shoes squelch in the mud. “That’s the entire reason for me bringing the gun.”

“Another demon was helping them create another Terese project, they tried to blanket the room,” Killian says, and it’s only knowing Ambra so well that Chloe can catch the surprise flickering over her face. “Chloe shot them, but she—and the three other humans in the room—also sustained injuries while I tried to fight it off.”

“Why were you there?” Ambra asks, finally turning to Chloe. “You could’ve sent in the demon, made him do your dirty work, and stayed out of harm's way.”

“I can’t ‘make’ him do things,” Chloe says, and she’s not quite sure what she’s prickly about, but she sure doesn’t like this conversation. “Also, the place was full of demon traps, and we had my goals, too.”

“He didn’t shield you?” Ambra asks, voice dipping down but unbothered by Killian overhearing.

“I did,” Killian responds, disgruntled. “Blanketing the room took priority, she would’ve died with just a shield.”

Chloe glances back over to him, and he’s squinting at Ambra, barely disguised frustration over his face.

And the entire conversation is ridiculous.

“Okay, stop,” Chloe says, taking another step away, until she’s right in the middle of the two demons. “I’m not understanding what weird demon confrontation is going on right now, but something is. Killian, Ambra’s not gonna hurt me and she’s not gonna force me to stop.” At that, Killian’s shoulders relax, just a bit. “Ambra, can you tell me why you needed to check up on me? Is there something critical?”

Ambra obviously absorbs that, frowning as she thinks Chloe’s statement through, before she rubs her face. “Everyone is worried,” she says, finally, and it’s softer. Less posturing. “You haven’t checked in; when you do, you’re usually saying something bad or terrifying, and Delina keeps on getting this feeling that you’re in danger of dying.”

Killian and Chloe exchange glances.

“Alette keeps on hearing about this mysterious other group taking down bases, she thinks you’ll be caught up in that. The Half Demon is worried you’re going to get captured, he’s stressing Gurlien out, and Zoel—” There, Ambra makes a face, and Killian mirrors it. “Says that the Wights think you’re being held captive by the ‘insane demon.’”

“Am I the insane one in this situation?” Killian asks, but at least his tone is less confrontational.

“Yes,” Ambra replies briskly.

“Why would I be the one considered insane between the two of us?” Killian shoots back, but there’s a glimmer of something nicer in him, and Ambra smirks in response.

Another odd demon interaction, one that flies right over Chloe’s head.

“So…you’re worried,” Chloe summarizes, and Ambra takes a beat, before nodding.

“I wasn’t sure if you would answer honestly in a text,” Ambra says, and this time, she looks away, like the amount of emotional honesty is a bit too much. “Gurlien says you try to deflect too much to know if it’s true.”

“Hey,” Chloe says mildly.

“That is accurate,” Killian says, and his face is less tense, less wary. “I’ve seen those texts.”

“Exactly,” Ambra says, and Chloe gets the distinct sensation that Ambra would be shooting Killian a thankful look if it wasn’t for whatever the hell is going on. “So I came here. To actually check. See for myself. See if you need to run away.”

Despite that last bit, Killian doesn’t react, his face still, solemn, like he’s understanding what Ambra’s saying this time. Like the posturing wore off.

And, with how much Ambra’s staring directly at the mossy ground, Chloe has no reason to doubt just how truly awkward she feels.

“I’m okay,” Chloe says, swallowing down a lump. “It’s no big deal, I’ll text more.”

Killian scoffs at the no big deal, but he hangs back.

“How’s the Boltiex girl?” Ambra asks, cutting, and Killian’s frown deepens. “Did you follow your promise?”

They regard each other, and Chloe gets the distinct impression that this is a test. That Ambra has laid something in front of him and is waiting to find out if he passed.

“I set up a safe house close to her mother’s,” he says, finally, like it’s been unwound from him. “And the mother’s house is well protected.”

Seanna.

Ambra’s talking about Seanna.

In Gurlien’s halting story of the final battle with Ambra’s handlers, there had been a child kidnapped by a demon. That the demon had been held captive and helped them both escape.

The pieces slot neatly into place.

“I’m teaching her how to break demon traps,” Chloe interjects, and Ambra’s brows flick up. “She’s well taken care of. Likes pizza.”

Ambra hesitates, then nods, curt. “Good.”

So that’s why so many people want Seanna. That’s why she needs protection.

That’s why Killian hates the idea of the abominations. They wanted him to be one.

“The Necromancer who brought her back can sense her in danger?” he asks, mild, and Ambra squints at him once more. “She’s off limits, I know, Necromancers have killed too many demons for me to even want—”

“That’s what we mean by insane,” Ambra interjects, and he cuts off with a scowl. “Only…a bit. Just enough to be uneasy.”

“I’ll check in after, I dunno, periods of danger?” Chloe suggests, and Ambra nods, like that’s enough.

Killian shifts, and there’s something thoughtful on his face, something almost pondering, as he meets Chloe’s eyes. Like he’s evaluating something, finding it good.

“And be honest about it?” Ambra asks, and it would be cutting from anyone else. “Gurlien can tell when you’re not honest and it’s been a lot.”

“He’s the one not talking to me,” Chloe protests.

“Have you even apologized?” Ambra asks, narrowing her eyes at her, and Ambra’s still a hell of a lot scarier now that Chloe can see her demon self. “You scared the shit out of him, have you even apologized for that?” As if punctuation, Ambra gives Chloe another once over, checking for injuries, then teleports away.

Because if there’s anything Ambra can do, it’s teleporting out of awkward situations.

Chloe rubs her face, but Killian’s still. “Well, that went great.”

He tilts his head, and despite all the posturing and the pseudo combat, there’s something thoughtful in his gaze.

“I like that there are people who care about you,” he says, voice soft.

Chloe has no rebuttal to that.
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She sleeps hard the next night, and wakes before she truly knows why.

Killian’s breathing softly in her ear, and the sun is up, but they didn’t get back to the safe house until around 5 AM. Once this is done…her sleep schedule will be so messed up she won’t even begin to know where to start to repair it.

So instead she stays still, focusing on what could’ve possibly woken her up. What brush against her awareness, what thing that roused her from the perfectly lovely sleep.

But something has.

“Killian,” Chloe whispers, into the soft sunlight spilling into the room, as the press of awareness grows against her. “Killian, something’s…”

Killian shifts, finally, lifting his head to peer out the window, like he can’t fully believe what he’s seeing.

Chloe rolls over to glance out as well, and there’s a hint of magic, a trace of something else, already fading into the snow.

“What?” Chloe asks, half groggy, pushing herself up on her elbows. That hurts the ribs, but she ignores it.

“A teleporter,” he says, voice sharp, sitting up. “A teleporter, somehow.”

The fear immediately flashes into his eyes.

“A teleporter was here, they found us, I don’t—”

Chloe jerks herself up to standing, grabbing her shirt and throwing it on. “Who—”

“Human,” he says, already standing, and somehow his clothes are back, like they’re less material and more part of the body, the canvas pants and the college undershirt.

He spreads his arms, power flooding through the room, surging across Chloe’s bare skin and stealing the air.

Chloe freezes, breathing hard out of her nose, but he just stares out the window, his eyes ablaze.

Before—

“They couldn’t see in,” Killian says, his voice so terribly remote. “Just the outside protections. Just the shielding.”

Which at the minimum means they know a demon is hiding something. That there is a place a demon is trying to keep secret in all of this. That there is something to barter with.

“Same general flavor of the other person who’s been dogging our steps,” Killian mutters, twisting his face.

He doesn’t move, he doesn’t breathe, just stares out the window.

“If they found me here,” he starts, as if far away, “then they could follow me to Seanna.”

He turns to her, whip fast, too fast for her to track.

“Text her,” he orders, and the fear threatens to choke his words away. He rattles off a string of numbers as Chloe scrambles for her phone, then again once she had it in her hands. “Tell her to go to her mother’s house and to stay there. Tell her ‘code word Crimson.’”

“Will she be able to get there?” Chloe asks, while tapping on her phone, her heart pounding. “Is it too far away, it’s cold, it’s—”

CHLOE (4:21 PM): Code—Crimson. Go to your mom’s house.

The moment she finishes the text, he tosses her jacket at her, barely giving her time to shrug it on, then gently picking up her hand.

Before she can blink, they’re inside a car, the windshield buried in snow and dust powdering every surface along the dashboard, and Chloe flinches at the sudden change in location.

There’s no seeing out the car, no telling how much snow is on top, no light filtering in through the windows. It could be feet, it could just be darker where they are, it could—

Without bothering to pause, Killian flexes some power, and all at once, all the snow bursts away, a blast of heat hitting Chloe’s face.

She throws her arm up to protect her face, but as soon as it’s begun, the heat fades away, leaving the windshield sizzling and steam curling up from the metal siding.

“What—” Chloe starts, before her phone bings again.

UNKNOWN (4:25 PM): I don’t believe you. What’s my favorite ice cream?

Without even needing to look at her screen, Killian recites: “The pistachio from Fentons with a scoop of mint and eight cherries, no whipped cream.”

Chloe stares at him for a beat, before tapping it out and sending.

CHLOE (4:26 PM): Pistachio. Scoop of mint. Too many cherries, no whipped cream, from some place called Fentons.

The text clicks over to read, and Killian doesn’t relax, just sits there, staring at her, his eyes reflecting back the dim light at her.

There’s a three-foot-wide radius of melted snow around the car, the pavement glistening from the sudden water. They’re in a run-down neighborhood, the type with no sidewalks and no trees and a rusted down swing set in the end of the cul-de-sac. A few of the houses had yards full of decrepit cars, covered in snow like ghastly skeletons of metal.

The door to the house in front of them swings open, and the girl stomps out, in brand new snow boots, and all at once, Killian relaxes.

She eyes them with a scowl, then points down the street, towards a cross section, as if asking a question.

Killian nods, a simple inclining of his head, and she rolls her eyes, before stomping obediently towards the cross way, not looking back. She has a backpack slung over her shoulder, and if Chloe wouldn’t know better, she would have thought that she is a normal middle schooler, the sort with homework and boy troubles and a stable home.

Killian watches them, his head swiveling to follow her until she disappears around the corner, unmoving besides that.

“Is this your car?” Chloe murmurs when he remains motionless, even after they can’t see her anymore.

“Of course,” Killian answers, remote, his eyes unfocused. “I have surveillance planted around all her friends’ houses.”

They sit, Chloe’s skin prickling with Killian’s power, until a few minutes later he slumps back, closing his eyes.

“She’s within her mother’s doorway,” he mutters, rubbing his face. “She’s safe now.”

“I take it you didn’t want to just take her yourself because…” Chloe prompts him.

“Because if they’re tracking me, I shouldn’t be giving them a map to her,” he finishes, then gently takes Chloe’s hand in his once more.

She braces herself for another teleport, but he simply swipes his thumb across her palm, like he’s considering things, until Chloe’s phone beeps.

UNKNOWN (4:34 PM): Not cool. Tell him I’m at my mom’s.

Chloe just turns her phone to him and lets him read it. His hand briefly tightens on hers, and he slowly lifts his gaze to hers.

He’s stricken. Fear coats every single line in his face, every single micro motion in his skin, every muscle across his shoulders. He’s terrified, like he cannot even move his mouth to speak from the fear, like it has stolen his words and he cannot find them again.

“Oh, hey,” Chloe says, and his hand stills against hers. “She’s safe, you succeeded.”

Mute, he nods.

“And now we…” she trails off, not quite sure. “Go back, get the research, find someplace they don’t know about to stay?”

“Track down their magical trace, destroy them?” he suggests darkly.

“Or that, yeah, sure, that could work,” Chloe says, then tightens her hand on his in what she hopes is soothing. “Research first.”

He doesn’t smile back, but before she can register it, they’re back in the small house with the frugal curtains and the creaky bed.

This time, going from sitting to standing, Chloe staggers into him. He catches her with one arm as if she weighs nothing, setting her upright again, but his gaze is already trained outside the little window.

Chloe pulls out of his grasp almost without him noticing, then grapples for the backpack, slinging her shoulders in it. Her ribs pang her, sudden, and he twitches but doesn’t look towards her.

“Is there anything else you need from here?” she asks, as he does nothing but stand at the window, chin dipped down and eyes angry. “Anything before we leave?”

He cocks his head, still not quite looking at her. “Do you still have that gun?”

The answer is of course she does. She hasn’t had a chance to clean it yet—hasn’t had enough of a moment where she wasn’t either asleep or giving an impromptu tutoring session to a twelve-year-old—but it’s not something she would leave behind.

So she pulls it out, checking the chamber in a smooth idle motion before strapping the holster to her hip.

“Do you want to investigate?” he asks, his voice lowering as he stares into the snow.
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Sure enough, the teleporter had laid a trap, neatly disguised under the residue left by his teleportation spell, and Chloe crouches in the snow outside the rickety house, peering at it.

The house is far worse looking from the outside, with a partially caved in attic and a front door that sits uneven in its frame.

If she hadn’t been inside of it, she would’ve thought it abandoned.

The trap reeks of a stored ward, something easily transported, with barbs in it to entrap all sorts of humans and non-human people. Demons and Wights would equally fall to this trap, be stuck in one place, in a constant loop of pain, until they could overpower it.

By her estimation, it would take a Wight a few hours. More than enough time to come along and collect them.

Humans…it could be for forever if they were caught off guard.

Killian stands next to her, completely impervious to the blowing snow settling in her hair as she shines her flashlight against the already partially buried trap.

“They’ll know when I start to take it down,” Chloe warns, “and I can’t reach the trace until I fully complete it.”

“Of course,” Killian mutters, shifting. When she flicks the flashlight to his face, he doesn’t squint. “How fast can you break it?”

Chloe sits back on her haunches, the wind biting into her cheeks. “Thirty seconds. How fast can you read a trace?”

“Near instantly.” But there’s something in his stance, something that belies some more hesitation.

So Chloe trails her finger along the edge of it, letting her mind seep into it.

“This sort takes concentration to keep up,” she murmurs, as the lines reveal themselves to her. “Concentration and energy.”

“What are you suggesting?” he asks, but it’s curious, nothing biting.

“That it’ll weaken—significantly—in three days’ time,” Chloe says, dusting her hand away from it. “The trace will be fainter, harder to parse, but the trap will be…less.”

He hesitates, like he’s debating. Like he’s trying to weigh what is important in this moment, what to pursue.

What math he has to do.

Before he sighs, scuffing his feet against the edge of the trap, a scowl setting on his face.

“This is a trap of urgency,” Chloe says, pushing her hair out of her eyes. Dry snow clings to it, too. “The trap is that they’re betting you want to know now, when things are the freshest.”

“They’re right,” he mutters.

“With a bit of planning I can do a counter trap,” Chloe says, and his eyebrows quirk, just a bit. “Intentionally lay one so that whoever comes sniffing gets locked. Set off theirs from a distance. Find out who it is.”

He leans back, his arms still crossed, but there’s an evaluation there, more analytical than straight angry.

“How much planning?”
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This time, he teleports them to a warehouse, abandoned in a row of abandoned warehouses, where the sky outside is dark with coal dust and only a few feeble sounds of traffic reach them.

And, more importantly, there’s a full complement of magical components. A spellweaver’s paradise, paint and transporting materials, as well as a too familiar shattered glass cage and a rather rudely disrupted desk.

The whole thing has traces of another human, human wards woven dead into the ground around them, with Killian’s familiar protections written over them.

Chloe opens her mouth to speak.

“I took this space from the girl’s father after his death and made it my own,” Killian interrupts. “I found it valuable as a planning area.”

“Okay,” Chloe says, peering around it. “Is that a stasis chamber?”

“It was,” he answers, then with a lazy flick of his hand, rights the desk, before he pauses, almost unsteady. “You’re hungry.”

She hears the question behind the statement, so she rubs her eyes. “Somewhat, yeah,” she says, having basically awoken into another crisis, but it’s far off, foreign to her at the moment.

He squints at her, before he vanishes, leaving her in the large warehouse.

“Okay,” Chloe murmurs, and her phone beeps, almost too loud in her backpack.

She pulls it out, her mind racing. She can write up the trap, craft it, sure, but she’s hardly the expert at the actual weaving.

AMBRA (2:02 AM): Just how often are you teleporting?

MAISON (2:02 AM): We have you in the Old Soviet Block? Somewhere?

AMBRA (2:03 AM): Why is he jumping around so often?

Chloe blinks up at the warehouse again, once more in too many emotions.

She should absolutely tell her friends. Absolutely let them know everything—everything—that’s going on. The temptation is to hide it, to deflect.

But…

She had promised Ambra she would tell the truth.

CHLOE (2:05 AM): We had a safe spot that got compromised. Gathering information now.

It’s less than they deserve, but also enough that hopefully they wouldn't panic.

And then, outside of the group chat, Ambra’s contact bubbles up.

AMBRA (2:07 AM): He’s taking you to his safe houses?

Chloe hadn’t outright said that, but trust another demon to pick that up.

CHLOE (2:07 AM): A few.

AMBRA (2:08 AM): Let me talk to him.

CHLOE (2:08 AM): I think he’s off getting me food.

AMBRA (2:09 AM): Oh so he’s feeding you now.

Chloe rolls her eyes and shoves the phone into her pocket, where it beeps again and forces her to pull it out once more.

AMBRA (2:10 AM): When you get back, we need to have wine.

In the short amount of time since Ambra entered their lives, she and Chloe had gone to a wine bar all of once. Ambra had been skittish the entire time, jumping at small noises and barely focusing on the conversation, but afterwards Gurlien had given Chloe a heartfelt thanks, saying that it meant a lot to Ambra to have done so.

It pulls a smile to Chloe, even with all the dire need around. Even in the middle of this crisis, where someone is tracking them while they’re tracking the spirit fox. Even while she has to craft a trap for someone, a trap that will probably mean someone’s death.

CHLOE (2:15 AM): I’m down. Is Gurlien around? I need some trap-setting advice.

AMBRA (2:16 AM): He says he’s not here.

Clever.

Chloe huffs out anyways, glancing around the giant space.

There are fragments of anti-demon wards everywhere, deep and astringent, all decayed to pointlessness.

Some of them are the type that breaks when the caster dies.

In normal situations, on a normal day with all the time in the world and no stress, she would pick through them. Evaluate them, see what she can co-opt and learn from them. There’s a difference between breaking traps and learning from them, and this…this would be such an opportunity to learn.

Carefully picking around the shattered edges, Chloe makes her way to the righted desk, swinging her backpack off her shoulder, unzipping it with the sort of mind-numbing practice of someone who’s had to do it too much and pulling out her research.

Of course, it can’t help her with this, but it gnaws at her as she spreads the scroll across the desk.

Her scrolls put the next place for the spirit fox in Southern Washington, at one of the small bases tucked in between the hub that is Seattle and the city of Portland, hidden deep in the farmlands that spread there once you leave the mountains.

Chloe could’ve driven to it in a few hours on any day of the last year.

Hell, she drove past it once to go shopping at a specialty metals store, just a few miles away, and she never knew that the college had any presence there.

It burns in the back of her throat, acrid.

She could’ve been so much further along, if she only had her original research back then.

The scroll buzzes under her hands, like it too is aware of all the broken magic in the room, so Chloe twitches the scrolls up in her hands—her heart leaping.

Too much of the magic is still remnants here. Too much of it is still active, and the moment it sensed the whisper thin scroll it started to buzz towards it.

Quick, she rolls it back up, shoving it into the inert backpack.

Killian may think that all the magic is dead, may think that everything in this room is beyond any function—any maybe it is, for a demon—but oh, Chloe’s going to have to be careful.

“Fuck,” she mutters.

The compass had posted due west, but when she pulls it from her pocket now it swings wildly left and right.

Which means she’s pretty much on the exact opposite side of the world.

Interesting.

Unwilling to bring out any other page of research, she reaches back into her backpack, grabbing her little travel kit hairspray and her roll of plain butcher paper.

Too many people scoff at plain butcher paper, but it’s one of the better casting and transporting materials Chloe’s found.

She heard from Alette that the late Dr. Frisse, the mad scientist who caused so much heartbreak in all their lives, would cast on a thin surface of magic and wrap it up as if it’s cloth for transport, but Chloe can’t quite comprehend doing that on any scale.

Keeping a careful eye on the still too-alive magic, she rolls out the butcher paper on the desk, and it doesn’t fully react, just buzzing on the outside of it.

She never would’ve noticed that before.

And, somehow, with that idle thought, everything crashes into her.

She never would’ve noticed it before. Never would’ve noticed the extra magic flitting around. She never would’ve had a thought for any malignant magic around—because she wouldn’t have been able to see it. She had been, her entire life, fully unaware of all of the broken parts of the universe, and it’s all because she died.

She died.

Halfway between transforming the bottle of hairspray into the simplest of spray paint, it slips from her hand, clattering against the wooden desk.

The wooden desk she would’ve never looked twice at.

All because she died.

If she hadn’t died, if she hadn’t begged for it and to be brought back, then none of the last few weeks would’ve happened. She wouldn’t have been stuck in the old cabin, a stark reminder of what she had lost in such a short time. She never would’ve been knocked out deep underground. She never would have killed a demon, killed an actual demon, someone who had a name that she didn’t know and had a home they counted as their own.

Would’ve never encountered Stella again, seen the hollows of her cheeks start to fill in. Would’ve never seen Michelli, never learned her name, never promised to help with whatever other issues the Wights had in their pockets, whatever that promise meant, however it’ll shape her future.

Her best friend would be talking to her still. Her best friend would be completely happy to pick up her texts, to discuss all these obscure theorems, everything. Would be enthusiastic in figuring out the puzzles, not pretending she doesn’t exist.

She never would’ve shot at Killian—would probably not be aware of his existence. Would not have gone into a hotel with him, would not have slept in his house in his bed, would not have made a cup of noodles with his surrogate daughter. Would not have seen the fear flicker over his face, would never have felt the soft touch of his hand in hers, wouldn’t have been held from falling by the touch at the small of her back.

Would have never gotten herded into a little booth at a tiny diner after he evaluated the food handling capabilities of the hotel. Would’ve never been held behind a demon bubble, would’ve never been kissed so softly in the dark of the night, would’ve never had anyone place such trust in her to reveal things that could put his very species at risk.

Chloe sits, hard, on the cold concrete floor, before picking herself up and stumbling to the single couch, burying her hands in her hair.

All of this happened because she died. Because she begged to be killed, all for the convenience of finding the spirit fox.

The weight of it sags against her like the middle of the couch, creaking against the springs of her soul. That just by that one query, that one half-assed plan that she was convinced would work, all of this happened.

A whisper of air flits against her cheek, and without even looking up, she knows that Killian is back. That the air he displaced made its way to her so easily.

There’s an inhale before he’s next to her, and she can smell a completely normal burger in the paper bag as he sets it close.

“Chloe?” he asks, soft, and the same undercurrent of fear is there as well, the same undercurrent she would’ve never been aware of.

“I’m okay,” she mumbles out, and she’s clearly not.

He makes a sound deep in his chest, before he throws his arm around her, solid, so solid she can’t believe she wouldn’t have seen him before.

If she hadn’t died.

“Well,” Killian drawls, and it’s so heartbreakingly normal, heartbreaking because she never would’ve heard him before, and now she has a catalog of his tones, a reference of all the ways he speaks, ones that can fit so neatly into her mind that she can’t comprehend a world without it. “This isn’t what okay usually looks like.”

It makes her shoulders hitch up, and his hand comes up, rubbing between her shoulder blades.

For a horrifying second, she thinks he’s going to make her explain this. Make her put into words all of the turmoil bubbling inside her, all the crushing weight that she so closely almost missed this, but he just tugs her closer, leaning his cheek against the top of her head.

And despite all the urgency, despite the quickly cooling burger in the crumpled paper bag next to her feet, he holds her, until her shoulders stop shaking and her face is wet, but her head is lighter.

As if sensing the turn in her, he presses a kiss to the top of her hair, gentler than she deserves.

“I died,” Chloe mumbles out, instead of anything intelligent and clever. “I died and came back and all of this is because of that.”

He doesn’t say anything, just strokes her black hair back away from her face.

“Of course my friends are angry, I died. I volunteered for that.” The words bubble out from her, almost incoherent. “Of course I can’t sleep. Of course I see random magic. Of course everything is different.”

Still nothing, and it itches at her, on whether or not it’s acceptance or judgment, so she pulls back, scrubbing at her eyes so she can see him.

“I just…”

“Everything hit you?” he asks, and his true face, the one behind the handsome guard’s, is soft with something close to understanding. “When after one action, everything changed, and you’ve been just going as if nothing happened, until it hit you?”

It’s about as close to it as possible, so she nods.

“Where you can just look back at that choice and marvel at what might’ve happened if you had done any one step differently?” Gentle, he takes her face in his hands, cradling her chin. “I’ve been wondering that every day since you shrugged off my sleeping spell back in that tunnel. Wondering what had stayed my hand from just eliminating you, wondering why I rooted around for your home in your mind, wondering why I didn’t just stop a rival at the spot.”

She manages a watery smile, but he doesn’t match it.

“I don’t know what I would’ve done if you weren’t here.” He drops that sentence as if it weighs nothing to him. “I would’ve died trapped in the base in Minnesota. I would’ve never gotten the reading from the cage, not fully, not with the demon protecting it. I would’ve just been working, toiling away, at the first tunnel underground, as the tracking ceased to make sense, and I would’ve gotten nowhere.” Still cradling her chin, he swipes his thumb along her jaw, like her very bone structure is a book for him to read. “I wouldn’t have known you.”

Somehow, that little sentence emerges like a vow. Like in this entire process, it’s the part that’s most important. That despite everything else, knowing her is the biggest treasure from this hunt.

So she clings to him, almost wondering at her own actions, at how her hand comes up to fist around his shirt, holding him close. Like he’s the life raft out of this, like he’s the only buoy in the sea.

“If the amount of texts you get is any indication, I don’t think that your family is that angry at you,” Killian says gently. “If anything, they’re worried and miss you.”

“Not Gurlien,” Chloe replies, and it’s a bit more bitter than she had hoped. “He’s only texted me in the emergency.”

Killian stills, like he’s considering something, and Chloe pulls back enough to look him in the face.

“I could probably connect with his abomination again,” he offers, like that’s a normal thing to say in a conversation like this. “Get the two of you in the same room, I’m fairly sure she’d do that for me.”

“Probably,” Chloe says, almost begrudging, “she’s pretty frustrated by it.”

His eyes flicker to the desk, to where her butcher paper and spray paint sit abandoned.

“It wouldn’t work,” she says, which is one hundred percent the accurate truth. “It wouldn’t stop the fact that it’s because I died. Making his girlfriend bring him here to talk won’t solve that.”

“Nothing will,” he replies casually, but his hand is on the small of her back still, softening the blow. “Nothing will change your actions in the past, good or bad as it may have turned out.”

It’s the truth. It still stings.

He draws back, just enough to reach over and grab the bag of fast food, handing it to her.

“I can still tell you need to eat,” he says softly. “Whether or not you died and came back, whether or not people are angry about you or your life changed drastically, you need to eat.”

“You can tell that too easily,” she says, and she meant it to be a friendly grumble, but it comes out too vulnerable.

He shrugs anyway. “I like to,” he responds. “I like the idea of being able to look at you and know what you need.”

It’s a nice soft thought, one she grabs onto as she eats the burger, watching as Killian pushes himself up and re-wards some of the windows. He moves with the same strange grace Chloe’s seen from the other demons, a sort of ease with the magic of the room, with tying into the natural lines.

There are a hundred things she should be focusing on, but instead she just observes. The wrecked magic on the floor, the remnants of the previous owner's power, stir around his feet, as if buffered away by his sheer force.

No wonder he didn’t seem bothered by it, as he idly nudged some out of his way with his shoe. It’s absolutely dwarfed by him.
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After watching him putter around and re protect the place, Chloe pushes herself up, approaching the table with the dropped spray paint and the butcher’s paper.

Immediately, he teleports to her side.

“Can you shift the leftover magic away?” Chloe asks, picking up the spray paint and giving it a testing shake. “I can tell it’s there and it wants to change things.”

Within a blink of an eye, it’s gone, and she sets to spraying out a trap.
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Without a word, after she’s finished the trap, he slides another piece of paper on top of the desk.

“Another?” Chloe asks, shaking out her tingling fingers.

“A fail safe.”

Before Killian stiffens, his eyes flashing the light back at her, and Chloe tilts herself back.

“Another base was just destroyed,” he says, remote, his face utterly expressionless.

“Okay…” Chloe says, unnerved. “How…”

“I left part of myself there,” he says, still remote. “A way to monitor, a way to keep track. It’s gone.”

Chloe doesn’t quite understand the implications of that, but she shakes out her hands anyways. “Do you need me to find out more info? I can ask…”

He’s already shaking his head no. “Atlanta base. It’s gone.”

Atlanta.

Just the biggest base—and prison—on the continent. Attached to the actual school of the college, the place she—and Maison, and Gurlien, and hundreds of others—were trained. The place where they spend their early teens, all figuring out themselves, figuring out the way their magic worked, the propaganda they were fed.

Students still stay there until around age fifteen. There were probably a hundred or so there at any given time, ranging from age three to teenage.

Where prisoners—political, innocents, dangers to society—were kept, locked in stasis or locked behind bars. By the hundreds.

“Do you know if people got out?” Chloe whispers.

At one point, Maison’s mother had been kept there.

Killian turns his eyes to her, still blank, with just a frisson of terror trembling through his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

Chloe breathes out, careful, measuring the time.

This wouldn’t go unnoticed.

This is bigger than the Toronto base. This is far bigger than the small base in Minnesota.

This would be felt around the world.

In her pocket, her phone beeps, but she doesn’t move her hand to it.

“The college isn’t going to…be okay with that,” Chloe says, and after a second realizes she’s afraid.

She’s afraid. Fear trembles into her fingertips, racing up and down her spine, curling into the pit of her stomach. She’s seen—too many times—the destruction that the college has wrought when it’s felt entitled to do so.

And this…this would be all out war.

Her phone beeps again, and again, filling up the wide space.

Killian’s jaw twitches, like keeping himself still in front of her is an effort. Like the only thing keeping him from explosion is his iron control.

“Who would…” She trails off, her sentence hanging unsure in the air between them.

Her first instinct is to ask who would have the ability. Who would have the manpower. Who would have the knowledge.

But then again, she was part of the group that took down Toronto with just four people.

Chloe pulls out her phone, and Killian watches her with blank eyes.

GURLIEN (12:38 PM): Check in now. Check in.

AMBRA (12:38 PM): Chloe, are you okay? I can’t find you.

GURLIEN (12:38 PM): Ida Grove. Check in.

MAISON (12:38 PM): They just exploded the entire demonology ward underneath Atlanta. I can’t tell who died and who escaped.

DELINA (12:39 PM): Everyone’s freaking out. Are you okay? All I can tell is you’re not dead.

GURLIEN (12:40 PM): Check in. Chloe, where are you?

“They can know,” Killian whispers, though his voice is somewhat wrecked. “You trust them, they can know.”

CHLOE (12:40 PM): Walnut Grove. I’m okay, somewhere in Europe. Is everyone else okay?

GURLIEN (12:41 PM): Everyone accounted for in the Frisse base.

GURLIEN (12:42 PM): They’re saying everyone in the Atlanta Base is dead.

Chloe exhales, squeezing her eyes shut, showing Killian her phone. He doesn’t look at it, his eyes still focused on her.

“Fuck,” Killian mutters, and a laugh pushes its way out of Chloe, completely out of her control.

“Yeah,” Chloe says. “Fuck.”
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After a brief stop at the safe house to set the trap, Killian whirls her away out west, stopping underneath a snowy spruce tree and a scent so familiar Chloe gets homesick.

But he tugs them into a cave—barely an alcove—and her ears pop with the now usual surge of passing through demon wards.

They’re older than his usual, and he immediately futzes with them, but the air is starkly warmer than outside of it.

“Where are we?” Chloe asks, staring out at the rather unpleasant sleet pelting the trees.

It’s so close to the beginning of winter weather..

“Mountains above Auburn,” he mutters, spreading his hand across the shield, and glimmers of power swirls at his touch, beautiful, imbedding into the barrier and bubbling up to reinforce it.

“Did every demon have a place up here?” Chloe asks, shuffling back and sitting on the cold rock that’s roughly cut to resemble a bench. “Isn’t this entire mountain range full of Wights?”

He sighs and shakes his head, but the beginning of a smile is on his lips. “There’s the main line of the coast about thirty miles north. It draws us, just as it draws Wights and spirits and ghosts.”

And humans, to a lesser degree, with most of the ley lines leading near ports or cities or wherever people come together.

“Plus, good camouflage,” he continues. “This close, one small fluctuation of power goes unnoticed. There’s so much energy in the very air it masks everything.” Another brief smile, and she gets to see it. “I think this is how the first Necromancer stayed so safe.”

“Oh, I know the answer to that,” Chloe immediately says, tucking her hands underneath her legs to possibly warm them from the chill.

“We all knew she existed,” he continues, raising an eyebrow. “We could see everything across the world, whenever she flexed. Nobody could pinpoint her down.”

“Fascinating,” Chloe says, and he wrinkles his nose at her. “I’m sure Lyra would love to know that.”

This time, he rolls his eyes at her, before he flicks a hand towards the ceiling of the little alcove and light glows, some sort of invisible, flickering fire, filling the stones with warmth.

Chloe must’ve sighed, for he offers her a slightly apologetic smile.

She cranes her neck up, just like she used to do when sitting outside the cabin when they first got to it, when they were first determining how to live there and the trees seemed forbiddingly huge to Chloe.

If they’re so close to the line, then they’re within an hour of the cabin. At least. Maybe less, depending on where they are in the mountains. Less than an hour away from the place she called home, the place she settled for among the longest of her time outside of the college. The place she existed, where she sharpened skills, learned how to tromp around in the woods and live with another person.

He glances back at her, giving her a funny little smile. “Close to home?”

“Apparently,” Chloe says, and the longing creeping into her voice surprises even her. “It’s…it was a place where I could just be.”

Just existing is a luxury for people like her.

He tilts his head, the almost universal demon body language for considering. “When we’re all done, I’ll get it for you.”

“Get it?” Chloe asks, before her commonsense kicks back in. “Oh, it’s super compromised, they know where it is now, it’s on their maps, there’s no going back from that.”

He shrugs one shoulder. “Sure there is.”

“No, if they know of it, then…” she trails off as he grins smugly at her. “Demon bullshit?”

“Demon bullshit,” he confirms mildly. “It’ll take some finagling, but it’s possible.”

Delina would rejoice. The cabin is the first thing she ever got from her mother, the first tangible thing that her mother ever gave her, besides the will and the book with it. The first proof that she wasn’t just a normal person, the first idea that she had a mother who loved her, not just one who abandoned her.

And Chloe…

Chloe would have her home back.

Killian glances back at her again, checking in, the handsome demon face more prominent than the human.

“If you can figure out how, then yeah,” Chloe says numbly. “Yeah, that’d be good.”

“I don’t stay here, not often,” he admits, “but it’s nice when I have to do something particularly…intense.”

Chloe shifts back on the rock, quirking an eyebrow. With the warmth, they’re far less hostile to lean against, almost comfortable. “Intense?”

“I’m gonna draw in some threats,” he remarks simply. “Figure out who’s targeting me and then force their hands.”

He shakes out the extra roll of butcher's paper, her trap still glistening on it.

“The one back at the house was the failsafe, wasn’t it?” Chloe says, sitting forward despite herself. “Just in case they came back.”

He smiles at her and it’s a little bloodthirsty.

She smiles back.
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Chloe transforms a plastic sheet from her back into a camping pad, lounging on the bench-like rock, as Killian does…something…with the trap. Something complicated, changing it and twisting it around his shields, until it is barely recognizable from the original spray paint.

While he does so, she unrolls her scrolls, now far more stable, layering her maps with the magic traces, settling on the location. Her compass shows the area pointing roughly north east, closer to where the actual ley line would start pooling around the mountain range.

Her maps, however, have their issues. The sands of magic vibrate around, skittering across the page, no matter how specific she gets with the location.

“I’m not sure if my scan was bad or if something else is wrong here,” she muses, as the compass swings wildly around.

“I’d put money on the line obscuring issues,” Killian says, in that deep remote voice of his when he’s concentrating. “She’ll be around here, somewhere in this state.”

Of course she is.

Of course, after so long and everything, it would all come down to Washington state. The place she hid for the last year, the place with the Wights, with Dr. Frisse’s compound, all of it.

It’s a puzzle, a nice little distraction from all the leftover emotions still fizzing around in her blood, before her phone beeps.

GURLIEN (5:24 PM): You’re in Washington, are you coming home?

DELINA (5:26 PM): Give us the nearest city, you’re close enough we could drive to you!

Chloe cradles her phone, the pang strong in her heart at that.

Killian sighs, just a whisper of air between them, and trails a hand on her wrist, gentle. As if reassuring himself she’s there.

“Do you need me to take you there?” he asks, his voice deep, like it’s pulling out of him against his will. “I will take you home. Someplace…safe. If you need me to.”

And it’s tempting. Sorely tempting, to just run back home. Give up on the quest, hide away in the compound with the runes that track everything and the too prominent surveillance until all the fears inside of her quelled. Until whatever unrest the college has spilled out, whatever war is being waged, finishes.

Leaving the spirit fox to suffer in the midst.

Leaving Killian alone. Alone to all his fear, to all his weaknesses against traps. Leave him to see if he will succeed or fail, to see if he can make it back to his adopted daughter at the end of the day.

“No,” Chloe says, thumbing a quick response back. “I’m staying with you.”

CHLOE (5:31 PM): No, I’ll let you know when we’re done here. I’m safe.

His face does a complicated thing, the demon visage twisting on some emotion while the human remains blank, before he tightens his grip on her wrist.

And pulls her into a bruising kiss.

She gasps against him, and he opens his mouth against hers, something halfway between a prayer and an invitation.

One hand snakes against the small of her back, holding her tighter than anyone ever has.

“Don’t think,” he whispers to her between kisses, his lips moving against hers, “that I don’t recognize what you just did.”

She would never assume he wouldn’t, as his other hand cradles her chin, as if she’s a precious treasure he can’t help but consume.

Sure, her ribs still twinge and her body’s still exhausted, but all her mind can do is keep up with the pressure on her lips and the gentleness of his hands.

He’s always gentle. Always so gentle, always tender, even before they knew each other. Even back in the cave, he ever so gently picked up her hand.

The magic of the shield sparkles and he flinches, breaking the precious contact, dropping his hands.

But he stares at her, his eyes alight.

“I have to finish the shield,” he whispers, voice husky and low. “But I know…”

Chloe nods, unable to speak, and instead smiles up at him.

It’s one of those smiles that grow tremulously. With all the scares and the drama and the horror seen by them in just the last few days, there’s no way she can make it sunny. There’s no way she can make it as if she’s perfectly okay, as if she’s completely unassuming.

But it doesn’t mean it’s not honest.
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She drowses, as he finishes the shield, the tremulous contentment growing in her, until she watches as the demon’s shoulders tense, illuminated from the shield.

Killian hisses out a breath.

“What?” Chloe says, startling up. “What is it, who—”

The shield blooms into black, vicious, and Chloe scrambles to standing, grabbing the first thing her hand closes upon—a few spare pebbles.

Killian gestures her back behind him, which is bullshit, so she shifts, keeping an eye on the shield. “They followed me.”

He hadn’t gone anywhere in the last few hours, which means they tracked him from Europe. From before.

“Why would anyone follow you?” she whispers, her heart pounding, but there’s nothing outside, nothing that would betray them other than some slushy trees.

“Power,” he mutters. “Power, influence, elimination of competition. Control. Seanna. So many options, none of them good.”

Chloe agrees with that, turning the pebble over and over in her hand, then carefully crouching and pulling a battery out of her bag. She still hasn’t cleaned the gun since she used it at the base, but she belts the holster on her regardless.

In most cases, she’s much more dangerous with the battery.

A breeze in the trees, the oft familiar creaking of the spruce branches, and Killian’s shoulders tense underneath the guard’s clothing.

Chloe has just one chance to inhale, before a man stands in front of the shield, a flash of a teleportation ward underneath his feet.

His blue eyes immediately snap to hers, past the warping magic blocking him.

“You’re the one leaving demon traces everywhere?” he asks, his voice lilting as he sizes her up.

Completely ignoring Killian.

He’s of average height and average appearance, with light brown hair that might be closer to blond in sunshine, and a face that no one would pick out of a crowd with a gun to their head. His shoulders sloop, ever so slightly, like he works a discouraging desk job.

Killian hisses out a breath, and the man doesn’t look at him.

“Not really,” Chloe says, her knuckles turning white around the battery.

He’s unarmed. Not grasping magic, not actively generating anything Chloe can see, and besides the fast-disappearing ward, no strange power clings to his clothes or movements.

Still keeping his eyes locked on her, he paces the mouth of the alcove, just a few steps in either direction.

“I thought another demon killed Kliss in Minnesota, when I saw the wreckage,” he remarks, his words ever so slightly too fast, like he’s struggling to keep his mouth up with his brain. “There was demon wreckage everywhere, and I’ve followed the trace to you.”

He kicks a chunk of dirty ice into the shield, it bounces off, crunching into shards.

“This is a demon shield. There was a remnant of a demon bubble in Arizona. That house…” His eyes trail off of her, searching the background of the cave, completely skipping off of Killian. “I’ve never seen a more protected demon hiding spot in my life.”

Killian straightens, and that motion doesn’t draw his attention.

So all of his bravado, all of his knowledge, and he can’t see the demon.

Killian obviously comes to the same conclusion. “Keep him talking,” he murmurs, twisting his hands, and a flicker of power begins to grow.

“Who are you?” Chloe asks, then gives the man her sunniest smile, the sort of smile that has dissuaded more people than her powers. “My name’s Chloe!”

He doesn’t flinch at her smile, but it’s a near deal. “Chloe the tombbreaker?”

“Apparently, that’s what they’re calling me,” Chloe says, still smiling. “I don’t really like the name, but everyone keeps on saying it to my face, so I guess it’s sticking.”

Her heart pounds and her palm goes sweaty against the battery.

“Did you escape in Toronto, too?” he asks, voice silky.

Too.

Was he in the stasis chambers, slowly going insane, or was he somewhere else?

Killian shifts to the side, slowly, like he’s worried that too sudden of movement will draw attention, but it doesn’t.

All the attention stays on Chloe.

They might’ve been responsible for unleashing the person

“Years ago,” she answers honestly, and his brow twitches up. “Who are you? Why are you tracking me?”

There’s a moment, a beat, where his shoulders twitch, but his face remains friendly, as he obviously evaluates her and Killian shifts away further.

Before the man’s face splits into a huge smile, imitating hers precisely, and it’s enough that both Chloe and Killian recoil back.

“I wanted to see who was breaking down those other bases, of course,” he replies cheerily. “What are you after, how are you duplicating demon tech, who do you know?”

The hair on her arms raise, and she takes a step back away from the shield.

The other bases.

This unassuming man in front of them could be the person who took down Atlanta.

“How did you raise this? How is it still up?” He kicks another clump of ice into it, watching it as it crumbles.

There’s the completely obvious answer, the one that any logical person would jump to, but here he is, blissfully missing the point.

Or intentionally.

If Chloe saw any hint of Killian out in the wild, even without being able to fully see all demon magic, she would immediately think demon first, not human-with-demon capabilities. All college education starts there, starts with the identification and what it entails.

If she was on the other side of the shield, she would assume anyone inside had been kidnapped.

So Chloe remains silent, as the man tests the edge of the shield with his shoe, kicking a few pebbles into it.

“Why are you going after bases?” he asks finally, after a few moments where Killian’s face goes flat and ready, like he’s waiting for permission to spring. “Is it just for the challenge?”

“Don’t answer,” Killian growls, and Chloe doesn’t need to be told that.

“Is it power?” the man asks, as if he’s trying to be coy, his voice dipping down low. “Is it because they left such a sucking hole in the structure that you can’t help but want it?”

Chloe lets her eyes flicker over to Killian and he keeps the contact.

“I can give you power,” the man says, bouncing on the balls of his feet, his blue eyes sparking over every feature in the little alcove like he can’t decide what to watch. “Power’s easy.”

Slowly shifting behind her, Killian rests a hand on the small of her back, drawing a shiver from her.

They wrote a trap, tied it into the shield itself, but he’s carefully not touching it with his actual body.

But if he took down Atlanta, then he could take down a single shield with no issue. Would be able to see the trap as clearly as Chloe can.

“I don’t want anything from you,” Chloe says, her voice small despite her bravado. “Just don’t follow me.”

“Do you have a demon to do your bidding, is that what this is?” the man says, fully ignoring her last sentence. “Are you unleashing a demon on all these bases as revenge? Do you have something on one to do what you want? How are you controlling it?”

Careful, Killian grabs a fistful of her clothing, as if he’s preparing to teleport away, but doesn’t want to crease her clothing in any way that someone watching could see.

“I could work with a demon.” The man breezes right along. “Utterly destructive. You could dump one somewhere and they’d emerge with no other life in a mile radius. Just all gone, all humans, all Wights, demons can take care of everything. Properly leashed, they're great.”

Chloe stiffens and Killian tightens his grip, pulling her back, but she digs in.

“Do you have one on a leash?”

“No,” Chloe says, and the man raises his eyebrows again. “No, the leashes are wrong, don’t do that, don’t—”

“I saw the Terese project, the first one,” the man continues, eyes alight. “She nearly killed me just sixty miles north. It was beautiful.”

“Leave them alone,” Chloe starts, heated, “I don’t know what you’re doing, what you’re trying to do, but leave them alone and—”

“Would love another Terese project,” he purrs, and Chloe has to stop herself from recoiling back.

Another.

Her mind flashes over to the possibilities. Terese is safe, Ambra’s safe, who…

The man twists his fist, sudden, and before Chloe can even breath, Killian’s shield…shatters.

Shatters is the best term.

Shards of magic, razor sharp, fling throughout the alcove, slashing at Chloe’s clothes and skin, and she throws her arm up to protect her face.

Killian hisses out something, grabbing Chloe and spinning her around like he’s about to teleport away but…doesn’t, the momentum of his actions stumbling them both.

A shard cuts at Killian’s face, black blood spraying finely across to the wall, and the man strides in.

“It’s so odd,” he starts, laconic, like he hadn’t just broken through a shield and done…something…to Killian.

Killian twists his fist into the magic shattered in the shield and the very ground underneath them shifts. Stone chips rain from the ceiling of their little cave, a large crack racing across the floor.

The man waves his hand, and the earth ceases to move. Killian twists his hands again, and nothing happens.

“That’s very impressive,” the man says, squinting hard at Chloe, who backs herself deeper into the cave, as if that could help her.

Killian steps in front of her, for all the help that would do.

The man licks his lips, like he’s debating something.

“Is your demon here?”

“Yes,” Killian snarls, voice tight with panic. He twists his arm behind his back, his palm up.

Carefully, Chloe places her hand in his, and he grips her hard.

“I could use a demon handler on my team,” the man says, and in between blinks, Chloe can halfway see some sort of strange magic he’s emitting, half between a shimmer and the glimmer of light reflected from water. “How do you have them leashed?”

Killian squeezes her fingertips, like he’s attempting to teleport them away, but nothing happens.

“I can tell you—or the demon, whichever—are trying to run,” the man scolds, like he’s the worst sort of teacher. “It won’t work, not until I have answers.”

“What are you trying to do?” Chloe breathes, and the man’s lips curve up into a smile. “With the bases.”

With her free hand, she clenches the battery tight. She could transform it into some sort of bomb, some sort of knife, some sort of explosive that’ll spark up in his face, some—

“Kill all involved,” he says casually, like it’s a normal thing to say and not something straight out of a comic book villain manual. “The power vacuum’s significant, it’s not enough.”

“Why attack the Frisse base?” Chloe asks, as Killian attempts to wrap himself in the strip of a ley line right outside the cave, but nothing happens. She needs to stall, needs to figure out how to get Killian back to normal, needs to figure out what this stranger’s weakness is. “They’re firmly outside of the power structure.”

His brows raise. “Oh, you do know your stuff,” he says, like a compliment from him means something. “Why were you going after the spirit fox?”

His words settle in the small cave, as Killian’s shoulders tighten further, his breathing rapid.

“Answer for an answer,” the man cajoles. “I could see your pattern, it’s easy to see.”

“Do you have a plan?” Killian asks, his voice low, and the man doesn’t react at all to it. “If I move, can you hurt him?”

Chloe taps against his palm. “Yes,” she says, and the man’s brow raises. “Not for power, don’t worry.”

Killian nods his affirmative.

“Anyone who holds them would be powerful,” the man chides. “Surely you know that.”

“It’s the shield,” Killian says, “when he broke it, he put down some sort of containment.”

“Of course,” Chloe says, and her heart is hammering so hard that the man in front of her must be able to hear it. “Why the Frisse base?”

And the man turns his blue eyes directly to her, and Chloe’s stomach drops. “They have a Terese project leashed up somewhere in that basement and a Necromancer somewhere else.” He smiles, and it’s a dreamy sort of smile. “There’s more than one sort of power in this world.”

“I’ll leave you alone if you leave me,” Chloe blurts out. “There is nothing, nothing that would—”

The man waves a hand, and another silent glimmer of power flicks over her, cooling her blood and chilling her skin. “Tell your demon to stop trying to teleport, it’s getting tiring.”

So he can tire out.

Killian hears the same thing, immediately pulls more to him, a trickle of sweat falling down his neck.

She didn’t know how demons could sweat.

“You’re headed to the Auburn prison?” the man asks, casual, like it’s not exactly what they’re planning. “Where they’re keeping the fox? That is where your clues—whatever they are—are sending you?”

Chloe stills.

The fox could be within less than fifty miles away. Would have been less than fifty miles away from the cabin for who knows how long.

And she never knew.

“How would you know that?” Killian asks, and Chloe immediately parrots his words.

The man grins, and finally, all pretension melts off, and there’s something inhuman underneath. Something so completely foreign.

“The same way I know you broke the traps in Minnesota by changing the rocks in the ground,” he says, voice lilting up. “Same way I know you’re protecting a little girl up in Canada.”

And in those words, something in Killian snaps. Some sort of struggle against the blanket, some sort of leashing of himself, and—

The world cracks around them, the stones shattering underneath their feet, pitching the man forward. Gold blooms around them, vicious and sudden.

Chloe’s ears ring, dust billowing up around them, and Killian grips her tight. There’s a moment of weightlessness, a moment of her hair floating untethered around her face, where she feels like she may never come down, she may be there forever, she may be twisting and spiraling and clawing and—

Killian’s arm around her middle, they slam into the ground.
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Some ground. The grass is damp and warm, sun touched, and mud smears against Chloe’s face as Killian rolls away from her and heaves.

The world tilts, and Chloe can just turn on her back, staring up at a startling blue sky, not a cloud in sight, stars behind her eyes and a pounding in her head.

There’s no sound.

There’s no sound, not even when she flops her arm to the mud. No squelch, no thud, nothing.

Her heart pounds anew.

“Killian?” she whispers, and her voice isn’t even meeting her ears. “Killian, are you—”

“Here,” he says, startlingly clear. “Here, I…” He coughs, rough, and she turns her head to stare at him.

He’s hunched over the grass, gasping for breath, his chest shaking with the effort.

This, she can hear.

“What…” Chloe starts, and she can’t hear her voice, only feel the air leaving her lips, only feel the vibrations in her throat. She lifts a hand, snaps her fingers.

Nothing.

Gurlien had spoken about something similar when he had stood in the middle of a raging ley line as it broke. That it took him two days before he could hear anything, that everyone at the hospital thought it was a concussion.

That he spoke to a Wight and didn’t know anything was wrong until Alette spoke to him.

Immediately, Chloe grips the battery in her fist, shaking her hand and flashing it over to a penlight. It cooperates, and another vise of fear relaxes in her chest.

Killian hacks out a cough, and absent of any other noise, it’s startling. Each ragged inhale, each catch in his throat, everything.

“Killian?” Chloe asks, pushing herself up from the muck, and his shoulders shudder. “What’s going on, what…”

There’s no trees, no stones, just damp grass and a never-ending blue sky. Wind bends the stalks, teases Chloe’s hair out of place, but no sound. The hilt of the gun digs into her side, awkwardly still in the holster.

Next to her, Killian arches his back, and for a split second the edges of him blur, fragmenting apart, before slamming back into sudden clarity again. Flailing, he grabs her hand, and in his grasp claws prickle at Chloe’s palm.

Chloe stills, and the only sound meeting her ears is his breath.

He blinks up to the blue sky, his eyes blank and reflecting red, as he clings onto her hand for dear life.

And Chloe is many things, but prone to panic isn’t one of them, and she can deal with whatever this sound thing is later.

“Killian, look at me,” she orders, and she doesn’t know if she’s speaking too loud, if she’s yelling, but Killian just shuts his eyes. “No, look at me.”

Squeezing her hand, he slowly turns his head, and his eyes don’t quite focus on her, like he’s concussed. Like he’s taken a blow to the head, something unseen, and it’s taking all of his power to just hold himself in place, hold himself in the body.

“Okay, you’re okay,” Chloe says desperately, not able to hear her own words, not able to know truly what they sound like, but the worry laces her throat like acid. “What happened, talk to me, please.”

He coughs, a wet sound. “I got us out,” he says, unsteady. “We’re out, we need to—” he cuts himself off with another gasp, raspy down his throat, and squeezes his eyes shut again.

Chloe tries to click her fingernails, tries to hear anything, but can’t, then takes another steadying breath, fully sitting up and glancing around.

Chloe was born in the American Prairies, lived her life in Kansas before getting picked up by the college, and the unending grasslands never ceased to dizzy her by their sheer scope.

Whoever he dumped them, it’s remote. She can’t even see a road, can’t see a barn, can’t see any livestock or tractors.

Not someplace she can walk them out of, and the seat of her jeans are getting damp.

Still prone on the ground, Killian coughs, and Chloe evaluates.

It’s sunny, sometime midday, and warmer than the Washington mountains, where they were just past noon. She can’t smell manure, just the healthy deep smell of damp earth and crushed grass, so they’re not somewhere close to a farm, close to somewhere they can beg for help.

The battery is still clutched in her hand, the handkerchief around her neck, and other than the strident lack of sound, nothing hurts. Nothing’s injured, no aches, no bruises beyond what’s leftover.

And her backpack…

Chloe twists in the mud, but there’s no glimmer of bright orange nylon. No familiar straps, no telltale jingle of a zipper, not even a fragment of her scrolls.

Her breath catches in her throat, and Killian lifts his head, blinking blearily.

“The research,” she says, the words falling from her lips. “The research, we have to go…”

“Do you have the compass?” he asks, groggy, and without anything else, he’s almost unbearably loud, but she scrabbles for her pocket until she feels the familiar lump.

Her phone’s gone, too. Dropped somewhere in the strange battle, somewhere in the confrontation.

“We need to get to Seanna,” Killian says, and even his voice sounds like it’s being spoken through a mouthful of meal. “She’s in danger, she’s not safe.”

He squeezes her hand, like he’s about to teleport, but they don’t move from their patch of mud.

Her research.

She gasps, she must’ve but no sound hits her ears, and she blinks back a sudden rush of tears.

It’s almost, almost too much. Killian’s injured, disoriented. She can’t hear, other than things he says, which prickles at her neck. They’re somewhere stuck, somewhere unfamiliar, and her research is gone.

Gone.

She jerks in another breath, then grips Killian’s hand again. She could possibly transform a battery into the phone—it would take hours and there’s no guarantee it’d work—and call for help—text for help—but she can’t go back, not without Killian, and each inhale from him laces with pain.

“Okay,” she says, and she can’t even hear herself in her own mind, “Killian, I can’t hear.”

This jolts him up. “What—”

“I can hear you,” she interrupts, then braces him upright as he almost lists over. “Just you, not myself, not the wind, not this.” She snaps her fingers, and still nothing. “What did you do?”

“I…” Here, he pauses to gasp in a breath again, like the air is still too thin and his lungs are still rebelling, but at least this mind is working once more. “I tore a strip of magic onto myself to break the suppression he had.”

From what Chloe’s gathered from Terese, that’s not comfortable.

“I was holding you, so you weren’t going to die,” he says, and his eyes are back blinking blankly to the sky. “And the moment—the moment—it broke, I teleported.”

“Okay,” Chloe says, and her skin crawls from being unable to hear herself.

“The…too strong of magic, too close, breaking, can do things to humans,” he says, shaking his head then squeezing his eyes shut from what appears to be a spike of nausea. “Temporary,” he adds, helpfully.

Temporary is good. Temporary means she won’t be stuck like this, means she’ll hear her friends’ voices again. Means she’ll hear the click of a lock, the sound of the wind.

“Why can I hear you?” Chloe asks, silent to herself, and her throat closes up on herself.

The research, she needs to get back to it, not sitting in the mud.

“I’m not audible,” he says, almost disgruntled, his eyes still squeezed shut. “Seanna’s at her mother’s. If he broke my defenses, he can…”

There’s too much, and her heart breaks, just a bit, at his obvious pain. At his panic, at his distress.

She knows all too well what it’s like to become suddenly helpless.

Still in the mud, she shifts closer to him, pulling up his head and settling it in her lap, and he curls around her, clutching at Chloe’s middle.

“We need to get her safe,” he says, and tremors run through his shoulders.

“I don’t know for full demons, but abominations are wrecked when they do the death bubble on themselves,” Chloe says, and despite the mud, runs her shaking fingers through his hair.

“Did you just call it a death bubble?” he mumbles.

“I saw one get blood running out of her mouth and eyes with that,” Chloe says, and he squints up at her, like he’s unsure where she’s going with the train of thought. “What do you need to get better?”

“What did she?” he mumbles again. “I assume it’s Ambra?”

“No, she’s too smart to do that,” Chloe says, and he coughs out a laugh. “It stopped another demon from taking her body and then she passed out.”

His shoulders still trembling, his breathing calms down just a bit, and she runs her hand through his hair again, despite the instinct to tell him to get up, to get back to the research, to get back to Seanna.

A gust of wind slams into them, the grass bending over from the force, but Chloe still can’t hear it. Her years in the prairie taught her that wind like that causes a rustle, a dull roar from the accumulation of hundreds of miles of uninterrupted travel.

Without that warning, it takes her breath away.

“Chloe,” he starts, haltingly. “Are you talking about the original Terese?”

Well, there’s that.

“Yeah,” she says, and his face spasms. “She’s nice.”

“Would she and Ambra protect Seanna?”

And in the mud, with the wind stinging at her eyes, Chloe thinks.

“I know she’s vulnerable,” Killian continues, but his eyes flicker to hers and hold. “I know other demons have tried to possess that body. I swear, I swear I will give her protection. I will put a giant line in the sand to forbid anyone from touching her. I will reinforce that base so strongly that Alette can have iron control of who comes in and out. They will have the full force of all my power and all my resources if they take her in until this threat is gone.”

The answer is almost certainly yes. Terese rescued a dog just because she saw it needed help. Alette took everyone in when she didn’t have to. Maison, back when she thought of him only as Freddy and as the aloof and introverted Half Demon, would sit with scared children in silence for hours back at the college.

Ambra would take her in a heartbeat, if only to spite the memory of Seanna’s father.

“I would need a phone,” Chloe says.
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It’s another stretch of time, unknowable to Chloe without her phone or watch, before Killian has the strength to push himself up and teleport them out of the muck.

He still sways, in the ramshackle house, but his eyes are sharp, flashing over the protections and shield on instinct.

“She’s at her mother’s,” he mumbles, leaning against Chloe to stand, and Chloe guides him over to sit on the bed, dumping him on the sheets.

His clothes aren’t muddy, after all, and Chloe’s jeans are long ago soaked through.

“Stay here,” Chloe instructs, and he just blinks owlishly at her as she strips, then takes the fastest shower imaginable to get as much mud as possible off of her.

The water striking the tile remains silent, and she gets out as soon as she possibly can, redressing without the sound of fabric rustling over her.

Killian’s flat on his back on the pillow, staring upwards to the ceiling when she returns, tension rolling off of him.

“The trap’s still in place,” he says, an idle hand waving towards the window. “He didn’t come back here, I don’t…”

“Stay here,” Chloe orders. “I’m going to go get her, I’ll use her phone to warn everyone, and we’ll get her to safety.”

He starts to rise on his elbows.

“Stay here and get some power back.”

It’s odd to order a demon, but he settles down, breathing hard out of his nose.

It’s not difficult to figure out which house is the mother’s, with the extremely obvious warping black demon shield and traps written up the wazoo, but they barely flicker when Chloe strides right over them, rippling at her feet and recognizing her.

His magic recognizes her.

The other house is more rundown than not, the door gapping at the frame, one window boarded up, but Chloe knocks on the door regardless.

Still no sound, but light shows underneath the door, then a shadow falling on the other side of it before it swings open, revealing a haggard woman with the same high brow and pinch to her lips as Seanna.

Her mouth moves, but Chloe can’t hear anything.

“Seanna,” Chloe says, probably too loudly, as the woman startles back. “I’m here for Seanna.”

The woman’s chin dips low, still talking at Chloe, and she sways in place, her eyes red.

“Seanna,” Chloe calls around the woman, this time knowing she’s being too loud. “Hey Seanna, we need to go!” When nobody else moves, the woman just scowling at her, Chloe inhales. “I’ll teach you how to pick some locks if you come with me.”

In front of her, the woman clearly mouths, ‘What the fuck.’

Finally, Seanna pokes her head around the corner, and she’s wearing a bright purple sweater that clashes with her complexion, and Chloe can lipread enough to recognize her own name.

Chloe jerks her head, and Seanna stares up at her, clearly untrusting. “We need to go back over there,” Chloe says, enunciating as clearly as she can, and she probably sounds like she has a head injury. “He’s injured back at the house.”

Seanna’s mother wanders away, clearly uninterested, and suddenly, viciously, Chloe judges her. A stranger showed up to her house, talking to her minor daughter, and this was the reaction.

No wonder Killian set up another place.

Seanna nods, a curt quick motion, before disappearing and grabbing a duffle and a frozen dinner, and doesn’t even bother opening her mouth to say goodbye to her mother before striding out the front door.

They’re halfway to the other house, before Seanna abruptly turns to Chloe, speaking far too fast for her to lipread.

“I can’t hear you,” Chloe says, as simply as she can, and Seanna’s brows shoot up in open skepticism. “Magic issue. Killian’s injured but okay. We need to get you somewhere safe.”

Her mouth opens, then closes, and Seanna glances over to the other house that practically glows with magic protections, the wards and walls and shield warping with power.

Even half a block away, they can see Killian standing at the window, watching them.

Seanna makes a complicated hand signal to him, something Chloe’s never seen before, and Killian inclines his head enough to make it out, before he disappears from the window.
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Once inside, Killian instructs Seanna to pack a bag for at least a week, which feels optimistic, but Chloe could always tell Alette or Delina to take her shopping, before handing Chloe Seanna’s phone.

And now she has to convince the other group to take care of a twelve-year-old.

The only number she has memorized is Gurlien’s, so she types it in.

UNKNOWN NUMBER (3:11 PM): This is Chloe. Lost my phone. I’m injured but alive. We need a place to keep a twelve-year-old safe.

Three dots immediately start, and she can hear Killian’s muffled voice from beyond the other door, with nothing in response.

GURLIEN (3:12 PM): Tell me the name of our cat.

Chloe’s brow raises. It’s a separate code for them, one where they’re skeptical that the other’s communications have been hacked and their normal code might be compromised.

Because telling the name of the cat is easy, but long ago, back when they first got to the cabin and the cat first appeared, they decided that question must be answered with the why of the name. A second part where someone torturing them or merely impersonating would have issues uncovering.

UNKNOWN (3:13 PM): Chance because it was chance that brought him to the cabin.

Immediately, the phone vibrates in her hand for a video call, and Chloe sighs, before answering it.

“I can’t hear anything, some magical injury that he says should fade,” Chloe says, as soon as Gurlien’s frowning face appears. “I was in too much magic as it broke.”

A spark of alarm flashes over his face.

“I can still do alchemy,” she says, quickly. “But Killian’s…adopted daughter…” she hesitates just a bit at that, “is in danger. She’s…she’s Boltiex’s daughter. From Ambra’s escape.”

Gurlien listens to her, for once not a trace of anger across his face, just the immediate analytical expression he makes when he thinks he’s casually thinking of something, before he mimes texting her and kills the call.

She immediately misses his face. It’s been a month, and this is the most she’s seen him outside of anger.

GURLIEN (3:18 PM): Protection from other people or other demons?

UNKNOWN (3:19 PM): People. Same people who tried to attack Alette’s base. Killian wants to know if you can watch her there, since they were unsuccessful before.

GURLIEN (3:20 PM): Is she being tracked?

Chloe worries her lip.

UNKNOWN (3:21 PM): We don’t think she is. We think Killian’s actions are. We were attacked, it wasn’t good.

And then there’s a wait, which makes sense. Even in a perfect time, a friendly time, Gurlien would have to confer with Alette (which is always fraught) and Ambra about taking in a twelve-year-old girl, never mind a risk.

Chloe sits heavily on the bed, and every bone in her body aches at that simple motion, with the world too quiet. The bed should creak, the scratchy blankets rustle, the wind outside should clatter the glass.

GURLIEN (3:28 PM): Ambra and I will take her and work on everyone else.

Chloe flops over on the bed, which should creak, squeezing her eyes shut.

UNKNOWN (3:28 PM): He wanted to make sure she could be protected. His first thought was Ambra and T.

GURLIEN (3:29 PM): Large Tree at the base of the driveway of Alette’s compound. We’ll meet you there.

Chloe doesn’t know how close he’s gotten to there, but it’ll have to do.

Seanna wanders in the room, and Chloe opens her eyes to a curious stare of a pre-teen. Her bright purple backpack swings from one shoulder and a few scrunchies adorn her wrist.

Killian’s in the kitchen, and she can hear his still belabored breathing.

“Hi,” Chloe says wearily.

Seanna says something, completely silent in the still room, and Chloe just shakes her head.

“Sorry, still nothing.”

Seanna nods, her little face solemn, and Chloe suddenly, viciously, wonders if she’s ever had an appropriate amount of childishness, an appropriate amount of whimsy, or if her life has just been one experimental magician to another, to an addict mom and a demon caretaker.

“We’re taking you to my friends,” Chloe says, because it seems appropriate to warn her. “One’s the demon stuck in a human body that you helped escape from your father’s house.”

Seanna’s eyes widen, but otherwise her expression doesn’t change.

“They have a cat?” Chloe offers, because who knows what will get this child to smile. “You’ll be very safe.”

Chloe sits up and her ribs give a twinge, something violent, like the small, short battle re-cracked the bone that was just beginning to feel normal again.

Seanna tilts her head at her, a somewhat funny approximation of Killian’s common expression, then she steps closer to Chloe, holding her hand out.

And Chloe’s tired and aching and still quite wigged by her ears not working, but she hauls herself up to standing, because she’s not gonna be the person who doesn’t respond when a kid clearly wants something.

“Yeah?” she asks, rubbing her face, then reaching out.

Faster than she thought possible, the kid snatches her hand, scrabbling tight, and—

Sound, sudden and vicious, crashes into Chloe, and she reels back, but Seanna digs her nails in, her brows perfectly furrowed. The microwave crackles, electricity humming across the power lines outside and down the wires in the walls, the fridge rumbles, her own pulse thuds, and—

“Stop!” Killian orders, suddenly in the room, and the crease of his boots rustle the carpet as he shifts and gently, ever so gently, lifts Seanna’s hand away from Chloe’s.

Chloe stumbles backwards, the back of her knees hitting the bed with a creak, the blankets deafeningly loud.

So fast she swears she can hear the pop of displaced air, Killian’s next to her, catching her, guiding her down to sitting as her legs shake and her fingers tremble.

“I didn’t even get to her rib!” Seanna protests, loud, so loud Chloe flinches. “There’s a facia messed up in her rib, it’s folded all weird, and—”

“It’s not safe,” Killian says, soft and gentle, but Seanna’s lower lip wobbles. “It’s dangerous, and…” His eyes turn down to Chloe, who quite feels like she’s been slammed over the head with a dumbbell.

“I can hear now,” Chloe says, and her own voice is deafeningly loud. “Jesus Christ, what…”

Killian watches her, rapturously, for a few seconds, before his eyes snap towards the window. “Ambra’ll take her?”

“The Frisse base, at the bottom of the driveway,” Chloe recites, and all the sound’s making her dizzy. “Do you know it?”

“Every demon on this continent knows it,” he says darkly, before back to Seanna, who looks like she’s about to cry. “You can’t do that. Ever again.”

“But she was hurt,” Seanna protests. “She was hurt, and I could help and…”

“Thank you,” Chloe interrupts, as Killian takes a deep breath to answer. “Don’t know how you just healed me, but…”

Chloe blinks over to Killian, and she swears she could hear her own eyelids.

Healed.

Killian kept on emphasizing that Seanna’s magic is rare, kept on insisting that people would experiment with her, that she’d be completely locked away, but…

A healer.

“Oh,” Chloe says lamely. “Uh. Yeah.”
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It takes Seanna less than ten minutes to finish packing for a week trip, and she never loses the sad wobbly expression, and Chloe never loses the headache.

Killian watches them both from the doorway of the room, his arms crossed and the groove in his forehead prominent.

And Chloe wants to ask so many questions. Wants to know every little detail, wants to know all of the intricacies and the hows and the whys that they had an actual healer on their hands, but…

“If that man finds out,” she starts, and Killian doesn’t even have to look at her to nod. “That’d be a disaster.”

Someone so insistent on gaining power gaining access to a healer…

She shudders.

“Exactly,” Killian murmurs, quiet enough to be unheard by the pre-teen throwing things into a suitcase. “And every time she heals it throws up a beacon to every magical creature, every being who sees through something besides visual light, knows where she is.”

It’s similar to how Ambra described seeing Necromancers.

And if the man knew exactly where the spirit fox is, knew exactly where that sort of power is based, could…

Chloe squeezes her eyes against the thudding of her own veins.

“I can hear too much,” she says.

“It’ll balance out,” Killian says, and there’s still a hitch in his breathing, something still left over from the attack, from turning his own power in on himself. “Chloe…”

“I’m not telling a soul,” Chloe promises, and he watches her, his eyes flickering over her face like he wants to read her very sense of self. “Nobody will know from me.”

There’s a beat, a moment where all the little noises of the house creep up, the electricity through the walls and the rustle of the air pushing through the heater, before Killian nods.
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Killian teleports them shockingly close to the Frisse base, only a few hundred yards away from the large tree, and Chloe’s once more shockingly homesick.

True to his word, underneath the large tree, the giant looming spruce with dead blackberry brambles and needles so dark they’re almost black against the grey sky, Gurlien stands in his giant woolen coat, Ambra shuffling next to him.

Seanna tugs herself back at the sight of them, half hiding behind Killian, but he strides forward with a confidence that’s only belied by the stress across his shoulders.

He’s also scared of leaving Seanna with them.

Ambra glowers at him, but Killian ignores that. “You can keep her safe?” he asks, the moment they’re in speaking distance.

Even his voice is wrecked, and Ambra raises her eyebrows at him.

“You’re injured,” she accuses him, and it’s nothing new to Chloe. “What the hell did you do?”

“Got Chloe and I out alive,” he replies tersely.

“Barely, it looks like,” Ambra challenges, and Chloe’s eyes drift over to Gurlien.

Who’s scowling, the expression on his face lost, too lost, the same sense of drifting as it was when Chloe first found him, still recovering from the college and the blast from the ley line.

And her heart turns over once again, cause this time the loss in her brother is from her.

Killian and Ambra shoot barbed words back to each other, but it fades in a background of posturing and negotiating. Cause this hurt and confusion, it’s from Chloe.

“Oh my god,” Chloe mumbles, her words still too loud to her ears, but Killian and Ambra don’t stop. Gurlien looks at her, his brows furrowed. “Okay, no, Gurlien…”

And despite that everything’s still too loud, everything’s still achy, Chloe all but stumbles over to Gurlien, grabbing him and pulling him into a hug.

Both demons fall silent at her actions, and Seanna cringes away more, but Gurlien freezes, before slowly bringing his arms up to hug her back.

“I’m so sorry,” Chloe breathes, and he grips her tighter. “I’m so sorry, I put you through that, I shouldn’t have, I’m so sorry…”

His words from before, of telling her she’s too selfish, of all the hurt and fear and terror he had. Of all the risks she took, of the natural anger he had, all crash into her.

He fists his hands into the back of her jacket, just like he did when she first told him that there is a way he could be accepted, even without his powers and his abilities and everything he did.

Behind them, Killian and Ambra resume deliberations, lower than before, some presumption of privacy.

Cause she had died. She had made her best friend, practically a brother, watch. Out of a selfish reason she could’ve found another way around.

Because even though it benefited her. Even though it brought her to Killian, even though they’re so close to finding the spirit fox, it still hurt him.

“Can you hear me now?” Gurlien mumbles.

“Yeah, it…it faded,” Chloe says, and to her horror, she’s almost tearing up. “I’m okay, I’m…I’m okay.”

“Your ribs are still messed up,” Seanna mutters behind them, and Gurlien pulls away from Chloe enough to give the pre-teen a critical look. “And your glasses are fixed but your face is still scarring.”

“When this is all done, you owe me an explanation on how you stumbled into dealing with that situation,” Gurlien mutters, and he’s frowning again, but this one’s familiar. The frown he puts on when he doesn’t want to broadcast all his emotions.

“Apparently, when this is done I owe a bunch of Wights to break into a bunch of bases for them and free people still in captivity,” Chloe says, half wincing, and Gurlien claps her on her back. “Remember Stella?”

Ambra cuts off mid-word, before shaking herself loose and continuing whatever whispered conversation with Killian.

“Hard to forget,” Gurlien says dryly.

“I got dumped at the cabin and had to run away and her mom helped me escape,” Chloe says, and it feels like so long ago that it happened. “So I’ll probably be doing that…”

Finally, Gurlien grips her by the shoulders, giving her just about the strictest of looks he could possibly summon up, only belied by the lightness in his eyes, the sheer relief in the micro expressions of his face.

“Don’t do that again,” he says, and his voice breaks, just a bit. “Don’t you ever take a risk like that again.”

Behind them, with Ambra and Killian now hissing conversation back and forth in a language that Chloe absolutely doesn’t recognize, Seanna makes a small sound, like she wants to ask a question but desperately doesn’t want to interrupt.

So Chloe breaks the contact and gestures her over, and Seanna favors her with the dirtiest of looks a pre-teen can summon up before stepping close.

“Why are they arguing?” she asks, dipping her voice lower than probably necessary. “You said they’d help, they said they’d help, now they’re upset.”

Chloe glances at Gurlien, who glances right back.

“How much does she understand about demons?” Gurlien asks, right over her head.

“More than you!” Seanna immediately shoots back.
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Once Killian is satisfied with whatever terms Ambra gives him and swears to do whatever Ambra tells him to do, he gives a rather tearful Seanna a hug before whisking Chloe away.

This time, back to the threadbare shack in the desert—the one with no door, where the wind blows harshly through the cracks in the boarded-up window.

Chloe stumbles on the sand-smoothed wooden slates of the floor, and the band aid she tried to transform is still tucked between the bare cot and the wall.

Before letting her go, Killian stills, his eyes flashing red, his power flexing until every nook and cranny is flooded with him, obviously testing his wards.

He finds what he wants and gentles his hand on her arm. “The only thing that’s been here is a curious Wight,” he says, a tremor running under his tone. “And they backed off the moment they realized this was a demon spot.”

Chloe grabs his hand—even after a few weeks, the new callouses still startle her every time—and pulls him to sit on the bare cot with her.

He puts up far less of a fight than she thought he would, blinking up at her, the shifting double face slack, his shoulders slumped.

“She’s safe,” Chloe says, and he nods, obviously giving in and leaning his head against her shoulder. “She’s safe, probably in the safest place in the world from them right now.”

“Wish you could be there, too,” he responds wistfully, and Chloe’s heart jumps, just a bit, at that. “Wish I could put you somewhere safe and not worry.”

“I’m not sure you’re physically capable of not worrying,” Chloe says, turning her head to him and lifting his chin off her shoulder. “And don’t you dare.”

His smile is tired, a hand coming up to cradle her cheek, before he presses a kiss to her.

It’s chaste, but anything but gentle, a hard demand of contact and of reassurance. That she’s there, that she’s with him, that she’s not disappearing on him.

She lifts her hand to his hair, kissing him right back. “You need to rest,” she mumbles against his lips, his exhaustion bleeding out of him, his breathing still uneven. “We can’t hit that base, we can’t…not like this.”

She does too, her ribs still aching and her head still pounding, now that the anxiety and adrenaline have faded.

“You have proximity alarms set up here, right?” she whispers, as he leans his forehead against hers, his lashes casting shadows on his cheekbones. “Seanna’s safe, she’s safe, you can rest.”

“If we can’t find the spirit fox, she might never be truly safe,” he whispers back, not breaking the touch.

On a better day, Chloe would transform something into luxurious bedding, would alchemy up some beautiful pillows and a better mattress, but as it is, just about everything inside her spent, she just lets Killian guide her down next to him on the bare mattress, her head in the crook of his shoulder and his arm tight around her waist.

And if they can’t get to the spirit fox before that man does, before they move her, she might never be able to get another lead.
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When Chloe blinks herself awake, sun is streaming through the boarded-up windows, and Killian’s standing, silhouetted at the empty door frame, the wind tossing the curls on his hair.

Not shifting, she watches underneath her lashes as he exhales, his shoulders moving, and all at once power floods the little cabin. It warps over the floorboards, through every small crack in the sand-bitten walls, until it reaches Chloe, barely grazing over her cheek like a caress.

Killian startles, then turns, and the circles are gone from his eyes. “You slept for thirteen hours,” he informs her, and there’s a tenderness in his voice, like the mere act of her staying asleep is something to be celebrated. “No input from me, no manipulation.”

Chloe believes it, from the ache in her small back, so she stretches, pointing her toes and flexing her feet. Yesterday's battle echoes in her ribs, in the dull pounding of her head, in the stinging in her fingertips.

“Anything?” she asks, and her voice comes out in a rasp.

“The same man tried to break into the house,” Killian responds, coming back into the shack and sitting on the ground next to the mattress. “He hit your trap this time—nice work—broke it in thirteen minutes, then spent about an hour trying to see inside the windows.”

Chloe exhales, pushing herself up to sit, and sometime while she had been asleep Killian had obviously teleported to a sandwich shop and then back, with an energy drink and a bag of chips along with a sub waiting for her.

She doesn’t know when he would’ve observed it, but it’s her favorite type.

As well as a set of lockpicks, still in their plastic packaging.

They’re the cheap kind sold at hardware stores for hobbyist and delinquent teens, but it still brings the hint of tears to Chloe’s eyes as she unwraps them.

She cracks open the energy drink first thing, blinking out at the bright sunshine.

“He left a trail,” Killian says, and this time there’s a deep satisfaction in his tone, warring with some frustration she can’t quite scratch. “He left a trail and it goes back to the Auburn base.”

Where he said the fox was.

Chloe shuts her eyes against the brightness, swallowing down the immediate emotional reaction, the immediate terror, and Kilian’s hand closes around hers.

He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t push, just holds her hand.

It bodes poorly, and Killian practically vibrates from the tension.

And if that man gets his hands on the spirit fox…when he’s already able to block demon magic and wants to control a Terese Project…

“The protections from the Auburn base started to fall an hour ago,” Killian continues quietly, and Chloe had just been sleeping.

She swallows, then swallows again, taking a large determined swig of the energy drink, as if it could firm up the odd swell of shame and fear inside of her.

“So we go to Auburn,” Chloe says, and this time her voice doesn’t waver. “We go to Auburn and get my friend.”

Going into a base with no floor plans, no gun, and no research terrifies Chloe, but she has Killian teleport them into a sporting store to quick steal a bag with power bars, pocketknives, and caffeine, then right outside the proximity alarms for any sudden movement.

It’s dusk, and the base is set deep in a grove of trees, all perfectly tall in uniform straight lines. The ground is damp, their footsteps squishing with the deep give of thick moss and loam.

Chloe’s spent a lot of time in Washington at this point, and the ground never sunk so much where she trod, especially in winter.

Killian stands straight, his eyes focused further away than Chloe can see, as they stride through the pristine straight lines of the grove.

They’re sitting ducks. Anyone could look down any of the rows and see them. Any anomaly is obvious.

But Chloe hasn’t spotted any surveillance yet.

After her boot almost gets stuck in a particularly slurpy chunk of mud, Killian offers his arm to her.

“This must be why they set up deep in a water reclamation plant,” he mutters, disgruntled despite his chivalrous motion. “Natural deterrent.”

“Is that what this is?” Chloe asks, before quickly bending and reinforcing the rubber sole of her boots, adding additional waterproofing. The last thing she needs is wet socks while trying to save her friend.

Her friend.

Her pulse thrills, once more, at just how close they are. That before the end of the day, she might be holding the spirit fox. That this walk through white birch and deep mud might end with them being triumphant, with her ensuring the safety of the only reason she survived any of her captivity, with Seanna being safe forever.

They just have to get through the base in front of them.

A base neither of them have seen before. A base with no floor plan. A base with a completely foreign set of traps, of protections, of guards.

Killian gives her a sharp glance, then whatever he sees in her expression softens his face.

“What?” Chloe preempts, as the dusk streaking over them reflects purples and pinks on the white of the birch bark. It’s almost beautiful, it’s almost meaningful, and if they weren’t on this quest and weren’t about to do something incredibly dangerous, it would almost be…romantic.

She wants to do more of that, suddenly. Wants more peaceful walks, wants more moments snatched away with him.

“Your excitement and dread and nerves are practically a knot here,” he murmurs, tapping right beneath his breastbone.

“You can tell that?” Chloe asks, and all the hope inside of her delights in this.

“Apparently,” he says, then pauses and smiles.

It’s different from most of his smiles. Usually, the corners of his lips tilt up, the second face underneath the first more subdued.

This time, she catches a hint of his teeth.

She should feel threatened—he is, after all, technically a predator—but instead the hope just grows more warm, until it’s warmer than the glow of the sunset around them.

The light reflects off his hair, catching in the red of his eyes as he smiles, and even the gray of his shirt seems bright with the lowering sun.

She grins at him right back, a little bit crazy at it, as the lines of the trees begin to narrow, the shadows growing deeper.

And then…

Out of the corner of her eye, Chloe catches some glimmer of movement, something between refracting light and a smudge on her glasses, and she stills.

Without her having to say anything, Killian stops as well, almost midstep.

Again, almost outside of her awareness, there’s something in between the trees, flitting in the growing shadows. Chloe didn’t get to be as good as she is by being unobservant, and…

“Can you see it?” she breathes.

“Describe it to me.”

She tries not to squint at it, as if looking directly at it would cause it to disappear. “Something iridescent, something watching.” She blinks, fast, the hair on the back of her arms prickling.

He straightens, all at once back into the stance of a warrior, as if the soft moment didn’t happen, and his chin lifts.

“It’s…” Chloe trails off, and when she breathes out again, she could swear she could taste it. “That’s not any surveillance I’ve ever seen.”

“Good,” Killian replies, silky low. “That man must’ve manipulated the local spirits into the protection. Bound it to be a sentry, unable to rest, unable to do anything but observe and sound an alarm.”

Chloe doesn’t know exactly what that means, but the same flicker of light hits the edge of her vision again.

“So another thing to break out,” she replies, a little well of horror inside of her. “Another little stake in this.”

“Your capacity for mercy will never cease to amaze me,” he murmurs, then raises his hand and….

The branches of the forest around them creak, the leaves of the birch trees rustling, and Killian’s power creeps along the mud of the floor, swirling around Chloe’s ankles and seeping into the moss and the loam.

On the edge of her hearing, there’s a soft sound, almost a squeak, before something akin to a sigh and Killian lowers his fist.

“There,” he says, and the easy relaxation is gone. “It’s asleep, and it’ll stay that way until long after we’ve left.”

Chloe hadn’t heard any alarm, but still she shivers.

“Freeing it would absolutely set off alarms right now,” he says, but there’s something solemn in his tone. “So it’ll sleep, and either wake up free or wake up without any knowledge we were here.”

The woods don’t quite look so pretty anymore, the shadows deepening, the world almost tilting.

“I thought this was Zoel’s territory,” Chloe says, rubbing her arms.

“Even he wouldn’t get this close unless one of his people got taken,” Killian says, almost brusk. “He may be backed by the heir to the Frisse knowledge and base, but he’s not stupid to go against a force that could imprison him just as easily.”

“I guess it’s useless to say that’s ghastly, right?” Chloe says, attempting a smile to him, but in the dimming light his face is carved of stone.

It’s easy, suspiciously easy. Even with the warning spirits, there should be far more traps.

Far more things to stop them than just rows of muddy trees.

“What do you think,” Chloe murmurs, as they pass yet another spot where it’d be damn convenient to lay up a trap with nothing there. “Lazy or was our path fully cleared?”

Killian’s lips twitch, like he wants to find her funny, but the situation is too dire. “I don’t know which is worse.”
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He has to knock out three more spirits by the time the sun has set, and when they get to the last one Chloe can barely make out a suggestion of a child’s form lying prone in the mud.

The base has no outside lights, no way to predict how close they are, until very suddenly the rows of trees end, revealing a small clearing with a squat brick building in the middle.

Killian twists his hand, something subtle, and a thin sheen of a shield warps around Chloe.

There’s no windows, no doors, and the roof is one solid sheet of metal with no creases, and Killian’s brows furrow as he observes it. The building halfway lilts to the side, not on a foundation, the loam slowly destabilizing it. No security cameras, no obvious forms of surveillance.

And yet, it’s meticulously clean, no weeds or sprouts or blackberry brambles in the clearing. No grass, no pad of concrete, nothing.

Wards and traps flicker at the edge of Chloe’s awareness, sunk into the mud around, the biggest indicator that there’s an active presence here.

They’d be simple to break, now that she can see them, relying more on people striding over them without awareness than any deep complexity.

“That one will send someone into hypovolemic shock,” Chloe murmurs, pointing to the mud. “There’s a reversal spell in the brickwork, but they’d have to know where to look.”

“Don’t even try it,” he murmurs back.

Chloe raises an eyebrow at him, then crouches down, still keeping in the tree line, as Killian stalks along the edge of the clearing, circling the building.

There’s a broken ward, flickering in and out of her view, a piece of craftsmanship that would have caused Chloe to weep in other situations, now slashed to pieces with the crudest magic imaginable.

Like someone took a flamethrower to a carved wooden gate.

Killian catches her gaze, strides closer, toeing the edge of the slashes, before giving her a confirming nod.

It’s rather small for a facility to be cleared to hold something as valuable as the spirit fox.

And the simple fact that there is no door.

“How deep do you think it goes?” Chloe murmurs, and even despite him being across the clearing, he quirks an eyebrow at her. “This can’t be all of it, there’s not enough.”

“You dig three inches here and you hit water,” he replies at full volume, because he doesn’t have to be wary of things like people overhearing him. “It would require a massive amount of useless energy to stabilize it.”

Chloe’s broke into enough things to know that the best defense is appearing like it would be too much effort to be something important. That the best hidden spots are in plain sight, where nobody would think that it’s worth the effort to hide.

And the college knows that, too.

“Useless energy could practically be their middle name,” Chloe says, flashing him a bright smile that leaves him blinking, before she squints harder at the small, squat building, attempting to filter out the protective wards.

It’s harder than it used to be, but she lets Killian stalk around, only half minding him as he unravels a few spells, as he pokes into the base level defense. Alarm spells ring around the place—easy—and the mud is annoyingly full of organic material, befuddling Chloe’s usual scans.

But everyone has to be able to get inside the building, which means someone’s left a trace, which means she can re-create it.

And whoever set those spirits as prisoners, whoever slashed up the ward, is somehow most likely still there.

There’s an anti-teleportation ring, meaning that nobody would be able to easily get in that way. No loose bricks, no cracks in the cement, no seams in the roof.

“Chloe,” Killian murmurs, stalking back to next to her. “Something is going wrong.”

She flicks a glance to him, and her gaze sticks. Here, in the dim gloom of the setting sun, he appears more demon than man, hunger lined in every slope of him, and fear etched even deeper.

In that fear is something bone deep that Chloe knows. That Chloe understands. That they’re so close, that the thing they’re looking for could be within their grasp, if only there isn’t something holding them back.

Chloe places her palm on the soft mud of the ground, thinks deeper. The water underneath is sludge, muck, and she tries to follow it with her mind until it hits a solid barrier, impassable and immutable.

So yes. The base goes underground.

An alarm glimmers in her awareness, already set off by someone not them, blaring sadly across the mud, and Chloe pulls herself back, breathing deeply.

Killian stalks back over to her, hauling her up by her shoulder.

“Alarms are already off,” she hisses, and mud drips from her palm. “Alarms are blaring and being ignored.”

Never a good sign.

So Killian jerks his chin towards the building, towards the unmarked surface. “So we go loud.”

It’s an odd echo of Chloe’s time in the Toronto base, when she coached Delina how to cut the stasis wards and all hell broke loose.

Chloe knows how to go loud.

Before she can put words to the idea, Killian clenches his fist and the bricks on the corner of the building—away from the exsanguination ward—explode outwards. Shards of brick pepper into the tree line, dust billowing over the mud, catching in more lines of invisible traps and magic.

Revealing…wreckage.
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The first floor of the base is completely denuded of all traps, shreds of magic flung everywhere, concrete floor blackened from fire.

Chloe creeps forward, as Killian lifts his shield higher above her, as if to protect from things falling as well.

If she didn’t know any better, all she’d see is a barren, blackened room. No furniture, no finishings, nothing.

Nothing but a slash of a warning spell, hastily spilled across the only seam in the foundation.

It’s even more obvious of a trap door than the one that started all of this, the one Chloe descended to first find Killian.

With a glance at each other, Killian wraps her tight in his power, almost forcing the air out of her lungs, and her fingertips glitter with the shield around them as she kneels down next to the trap door.

The warning spell wouldn’t have stopped her when she was 13, much less now, and she lifts it up in less than 10 seconds.

The man—she assumes, at this point—mostly wanted to know if an unwitting college employee was wandering in after him, not to give an iron clad security system.

The lack of care is almost worse.

It takes Killian’s sheer power to lift the concrete block over the trap door, the mechanism for raising it clearly sheared by an explosion. Which means that the man—most likely—had full confidence that there was either another way out or that he would have enough firepower to blast his way back up.

It leads to a set of clean stairs, cut narrow, and Killian glances over to Chloe.

“This will be dangerous,” he warns.

And Chloe knows this. Knows this in the ache in her ribs and the still lingering headache and the way her fingertips tingle after the barest mention of breaking a spell. Knows this in how she had been kept for too long by the college, knows this in the fear in Ambra’s eyes whenever something happens and the stress in Gurlien’s jaw. Knows this in the scorch marks on the concrete and the memory of the faded quilt on the bed she first met the spirit fox.

“Hell yeah,” Chloe responds.

And this time, he smiles at her. Gives her a full-on grin, showing his teeth. “After you.”

The ladder gives her zero issues, and there’s an already broken demon ward on the third rung, ripped to shreds with a slash of bright red blood, barely visible in the darkness.

Before Chloe can fully comprehend what that means, her boots hit the packed dirt of the floor, and her ears pop with the familiar warmth of stabilization spells.

Killian scrambles after her, deliberately not stepping on the broken demon ward, and he lands next to her with nary a change in air pressure.

With a twist of his hand, the light bulbs crackle to life, flickering on one by one, illuminating the hallway in front of them.

Fire runes, written in the same bright red blood, line the crease between the ceiling and the wall, glistening in the yellow light. Fresh.

Someone opened up their veins and wrote them, and wrote them recently.

They’re the same fire runes they found in the single room hiding spot with the skeleton.

“Sloppy,” Killian murmurs, his chin lifting to read them.

Sloppy they may be, they’d still absolutely wreck Chloe if they went off, and she’s absolutely not tall enough to break them. With enough time she could magic up a step stool, painstakingly dismantle them, but instead she just exhales.

“Shield me?” Chloe asks, and he nods, resting a hand on the back of her neck before a slippery power slides over her, coating her in black warping power.

She’s seen Ambra rest her hand on Gurlien’s neck in moments they thought private, in some motion between affectionate and possessive. She’s seen Melekai do the same with Lyra, always with a massage or easing of muscles.

And here he’s doing it, making something safe for her.

The wards shine in the light, waiting to go off, waiting to incinerate anything in their way.

So with one last glance to Killian, to the set of his shoulders, Chloe strode forward.

Immediately, fire sprung up around her, blistering heat for a split second, before the shield shifts, the temperature abruptly disappearing, though the flames licked at her boots, blackening the packed dirt.

She forces herself to take another step, all of the adrenaline in her body suddenly rebelling, her hind brain screaming to avoid the fire. Avoid the fire, avoid the flames and the certainty she’s going to get burned, the certainty she’s going to die.

A spark flickers up her pant leg, and she feels none of it.

The soles of her boots do not melt, her clothing does not singe, and her eyebrows remain firmly in place, no burning whatsoever.

“Next time I try to manipulate gasoline I’m bringing you with me,” she informs him, and who knows if he can hear her over the crackling flame.

The light flickers over his face, illuminating him from below, like a monster in a storybook or a devil from the Bible as he grins and shows her fangs. He has no shield on himself, but his clothing pass through the flames untouched.

“It wouldn’t stop a bullet, it won’t stop a spell, but it’ll stop flame,” he warns, but really, all she needs is the fire.

She matches his grin, and the flames trail across her face at the movement, a ghost of heat against her lips. Carefully, she pulls out the compass, and Killian slides the shield over that as well, protecting the glass and the fragile magnet.

It spins, dizzying so, before tilting down the hall and to the right, sloping deeper into the underground base.

So she sets off, the smell of burnt dirt and bricks smoking up around them.

They skirt around another broken demon trap, the ink smoking up with the flames, Chloe’s heart pounding at each disabled bit of security, despite the invincibility of the shield.

A drip of sweat trails down Killian’s temple, but not from the fire. His hand tightens, almost imperceptibly, against the back of her neck, when another rune sets off, buffeting them with a flame that never reaches her.

“When we get out,” he says from behind her, his voice low, “we are going to some place safe and then we are going to rest.”

It’s a vow, somehow, in that fire scorched hallway, and Chloe watches the needle of the compass until it draws up short, pointing perpendicular to the solid wall, the flames still crackling all around them.

With nary an exchanged glance, Killian clenches his other hand, and the wall crunches inwards, as if it’s made of paper pulled taut.

Chloe’s had to open her fair share of walls, and to have them disappear so easily will never cease to take her breath away. Usually, she has to transform them into pebbles, transform them piece by piece and brick by brick into something else.

And here he casually can tear them away.

Inside the wall is a small passway, the sort built into old buildings for servants to sidle through unnoticed, between the wooden support beams and the bricks.

Killian makes a humming noise in the back of his throat, ducking his head into the passway. “Foolish to still have this,” he mutters.

“I assume that’s why it’s bricked in,” Chloe says, then turns herself sideways to slide in.

The lack of fire is an immediate relief, both on her eyes and on her lungs, and she takes a few large gulps of cold damp air. Behind her, the flames flicker out without the presence of a person, the residue heat fading fast, the glow of some superheated brick the only trace that they had gone off for so long.

Killian has to duck to fit in after her, and whatever spell they’re using to keep the water at bay is weakened here, the concrete slick with condensation and the spare stale puddle. After a few moments of shuffling, Killian lifts his hand, setting the entire passway aglow with his power.

None of the traps here have been tripped, and Chloe’s heart jumps at the first ward she has to untangle, and she can’t help but call it relief.

“So he went the long way around,” Killian whispers, close to her.

“And they bothered to ward this place,” Chloe whispers back, then risks shooting him a brief smile. “Wonder if it was before or after I broke out of Toronto the first time.”

His hand on the small of her back gentles, a quick swipe of his thumb before he pulls it away, the shield slipping away from her like a satin sheet. “You will never cease to amaze me.”

It’s an odd compliment for the moment, and Chloe has to swallow it down, impulsively catching his hand in hers and tangling their fingers for a few moments.

“Well, that was a neat shield,” she says instead. “Neat way to walk through literal fire, that’ll haunt my every dreams.”

Killian cranes his neck to look back at the burnt-out hallway, at the faint glow still reflecting on the bricks. “You set off every fire spell in the entire hallway,” he says, almost admiring.

“And you blocked them all,” she replies, shaking out her clammy hands. “Let’s do that again never.”

They creep down the hallway, until the compass swings ever so slightly to the left, tilting towards the other side of the wall.

Killian’s hand flutters to the small of Chloe’s back, almost as if he’s reassuring himself before acting.

“There’s another broken demon trap out there,” he murmurs, and Chloe’s breath hitches. “Someone took great pains to break the demon traps.”

The lack of traps is sometimes just as much of a trap.

“I don’t love this,” Chloe starts, and he huffs out a laugh, “but unless you want me to dissolve some bricks, you should do the honors.”

“Aren’t you glad you brought me?” he remarks, dry, before flicking out with his other hand, the bricks peeling apart like blistering skin.

Revealing a plain room, white ceilings and white walls and unremarkable gray tile, full of cages.

Full of cages…all full.
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Chloe’s heart stutters, the pain so immediate and acute that it takes her breath away.

The wall is lined with cages, all with some animal in them, three cages tall and stretching on far longer than it should by all logic. It’s impossible for a room this long to exist under the water processing plant, defying all physics, stretching at her belief.

But the back wall is so far away it wavers, like a mirage.

There’s flickers of motion in the cages; the occasional tail flick and the rising and falling of breath, all creating the image of something much larger, much more than just animals in cages. Like the entire room is one morass of a life form, all broken in little pieces.

Killian inhales, before stepping out in front of her, blocking her body, hands at the ready, but…

Nothing happens.

No fire spells adorn these walls, the only visible security a slashed over demon trap, a spell to help with sanitation, and a quieting ward meant to suppress noise to a reasonable level, not fully squash it out.

An animal in a cage shifts at their movement, opening beady eyes towards them. It’s some form of dog, its fur scarred with sickly patches of visible skin, before it closes its eyes once more.

Like they’re not remarkable.

“Are these…normal dogs? Cats?” Chloe asks, and her voice breaks.

Somewhere in the back of the room, a cat meows, the sound squashed down to flatness by the quieting ward.

Killian exhales, then flexes his power out, expanding towards the first row of cages.

The animals don’t pay him any attention, and most can sense demon activity, even if it’s only on a very basic level. Most animals run, most animals hiss in fear, but none of these even react.

“Yes,” he says remotely, then, “some are magic, mixed in. All have traces of spells written upon them.”

“Jesus Christ,” Chloe breathes, and her compass still points forward, down the length of the room.

She steps forward, but Killian catches her by the wrist, startling her.

For a moment, his eyes are a remarkable, normal brown, before they reflect red back at her, a trick of the light. “I don’t trust this.”

“No shit,” Chloe says, and tries to pull her arm out, but he holds tight.

“No, there is something wrong with this,” he repeats. “This is too easy, this is too predictable. Something is wrong.”

He’s right, of course, but Chloe’s eyes still fall towards the compass.

“Let me…” he starts, then releases her wrist, hovering a hand over the compass, a clear question.

So, with her heart pounding, she places it gently in his palm.

His fingers curl around it, and for a moment her heart lurches, at relinquishing control over something so critical, before he turns and…

Flickers.

But stays in place.

His lips part.

He can’t teleport.

She can tell in the jerk in his head, the twitch in his jaw, the way his shoulders tighten.

“Did you tell when they put that up?” he asks, and Chloe shakes her head. “It wasn’t in the hallway. I should’ve felt it when we walked into it.”

They didn’t trip a trap, that would’ve tickled at the back of Chloe’s mind.

“So when we want to leave,” Chloe starts, low, “when we find my friend and let all of these ones out, we need to get back there.”

“I didn’t try when we were in the wall,” he replies, with an equally low tone.

“Then back to the fire hallway.”

He cranes his head to look at the ceiling, eyes sharp, like he’s evaluating how much effort it would take to bring it all down on them, before gently placing the compass back in Chloe’s hand.

He was going to teleport down the hall to get closer, see what he can find, and the crystal clear nature of it is obvious.

Chloe turns back to the room of animals, and more than one pair of eyes reflect back at her, and if she hadn’t spent so much time with Killian it’d be truly creepy.

“At least the fire spells should’ve been burned out,” Chloe says, then strides towards the cages.

The first row is just dogs, all eyeing her with disinterest in cages far too small for her, but she flicks open the first metal gate, and ears perk up at her.

“This will cause chaos,” Killian warns, before he unhooks the lever on the next one. The dog inside—some curly haired white poodle type, cringes against the back wall of the cage, as far away as it can get.

“Don’t care,” Chloe says churlishly, opening the next one. None of the cages are locked, of course, and all the animals pull back from their motions.

Still, she walks down, cranking open cage after cage, and the quiet only increases.

Until she comes upon a padlocked cage.

She crouches down next to it, and inside a cat curls up in the furthest corner, it’s fur an odd shade of light blue.

So obviously something magical.

Chloe doesn’t have the time to pick the lock, not really, but it’s just one of those cheap Master Locks that can be broken with enough kinetic force, so she takes one of the rocks from her pocket and slams it down on the shackle.

It immediately pops open.

She flings it off the cage, skittering the metal across the tile floor, and somewhere deep inside the room, an animal cries out.

At this point, she can’t tell what type of animal.

The cat cringes away, then the moment Chloe steps back, it shoulders the cage door open the rest of the way and sprints down the hall towards the door.

For a split second, Killian and Chloe watch it disappear into the hole in the wall they created.

“The fire spells might’ve been left for them,” Killian says, which is worse.

“I hate this place,” Chloe says, and the words are torn from her strangely, like a puppet string from her throat. “I hate this place, I hate everything this college does, I hate everything.”

“Good,” Killian answers, his words like a vow. “Good.”

Full of the sort of fury that wants to wreck things, the fury that wants things to crumble, to burn, to destroy, Chloe whirls towards the next cage, snaps it open and stalks on.

One after another, the animals either cringe back, nose their way through the metal, or burst out and sprint away. A dog—she thinks it’s a dog—snaps at her, a vicious slash already across its muzzle, but she’s already back and out of reach by the time the door swings open.

On the other side of the room, she’s dimly aware of Killian opening cages with a flick of his power, three at a time.

He doesn’t like cages either.

“Seanna would be crying,” Killian murmurs, almost too quiet for her to hear over the slowly increasing volume of animals running, of animals shaking deeper into cages. “She loves cats.”

It’s a small, beautiful detail about his adopted daughter, a sort of offering that can’t quite lesson the ugliness of the room.

“Then Chance will love her,” Chloe says, and he shoots a glance back at her. “He loves everyone that will love him back.”

The pounding in her head grows the further she strides inside the room, the closer they might be getting to the spirit fox, the more animals they release. The more animals that have been scarred by magic—and a few by knives—the stronger her dread.

She doesn’t know if the spirit fox could be scarred, and her stomach turns at even the thought.

Until they walk in front of the last row of cages, and the very last one is…empty.

And the compass points directly at it.

Chloe’s breath punches out of her, shakes the compass, but it quickly resettles back to pointing at it, the needle barely wobbling.

“We’re too late,” she says, the words wrenched from her. “We’re too late, she’s gone.”

Killian reaches for her, and she almost lets him touch her, but she flinches forward, grasping at the bars of the cage.

They spark out at her, flickering with energy, nestling against her skin, as her fingertips close on the cage.

They don’t have her research. They don’t have her years of careful building. They don’t have any way of tying back to her friend, of tracking.

All they have is the compass, and her skin is cold as she numbly lifts a spark of the magic onto the metal casing.

“Chloe,” Killian’s saying behind her, barely audible over the ringing in her ears. “Chloe.”

The spark flickers wildly in the compass, like she took it directly from the spirit fox herself.

It’s never been this vibrant, and the compass spins, bobbing, unable to settle on one direction. Instead, it whirls, almost as crazed as Chloe feels, as the terror welling up and the horror that she got this close and still—

“Chloe,” Killian repeats, and she stares up wildly at him, the edges of her vision blurring in. “Chloe, wait—”

Before she can comprehend, before she can unclench her fingers from the cage fully, he yanks her away, ripping it out of her grip.

She gasps, the air torn from her, but he swings her around and back, skidding her behind him.

She can barely understand, barely see, as he sticks an arm out towards the back wall, the line of his shoulder strong and…

Blasts.

Chloe reels back, but he keeps a hand on her wrist behind him as brick shards rain around them, shielding her from the worst of the debris.

A touch, a breath, his overwhelming power flooding out in the room, Chloe’s ears popping, and the wall between them and the next is gone.

Gone.

Shattered like ice, light streaming in, scattering the animals behind them into a rush of motion, the silencing spell broke to a riot of barks and growls, of hisses and screeches, of scrabbling paws and sprinting claws against the tile.

And in front of them…

Seated comfortably in a lab chair is the man with blue eyes, one hand scruffing the spirit fox and the other lazily holding a leash.

Chloe jerks forward, held back only by Killian’s grip.

Immediately, Killian slams up a shield. His power’s so thick Chloe can barely breathe, barely think, it spirals up her lungs and her throat and—

The spirit fox blinks up at her, its eyes beady, and it jerks, too.

“You’re about an hour behind what I thought you’d be,” the man says, almost idle, and he has his nails digging into the skin on the spirit fox’s neck like some goddamn supervillain. “I could have sworn you’d be here earlier.”
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It makes no sense.

It makes no sense, and the sheer illogical nature of it stabs through Chloe’s fog, shaking her out of the panic.

Behind the man with the sinister blue eyes and the cruel grip on her friend, a crude leash around his neck, is the demon they didn’t kill in Minnesota.

He meets Chloe’s eyes, a world of pain behind his gaze.

Chloe’s seen that before, and by the inhale from Killian, so has he.

“Were you just waiting here?” Killian grits out, and the man doesn’t answer, but the demon inclines his head into a nod.

“Conner, is the other demon speaking?” the man asks, only tilting his head towards the demon. “I named him Connor, he doesn’t remember his name.”

“Yes,” the demon says, toneless.

“Good,” the man says, and the spirit fox jerks in his hands again, its tail sparking up. He ignores it, ignores the obvious motions of distress.

“You’re hurting her,” Chloe blurts out, and the spirit fox jerks towards her, at the sound of her voice.

Oh god, her friend recognizes the sound of her voice.

“What, this?” The man raises the spirit fox by the scruffy, and her legs scrabble at the air wildly. “I don’t care about this.”

Behind him, the demon meets Chloe’s eyes once more, some sort of silent plea. Some sort of attempt to communicate, attempt to send some information to her, before he stares hard at Killian.

Killian shifts, as if he gets the message.

“Is that your name?” Killian asks the demon, and he shrugs, pain bleeding into indifference.

It’s strange to see the demon in the body like that, after only seeing it so terrified and drenched in blood before. Now he wears a shirt as if it’s a straight jacket and pants that fit poorly, and he shifts in them, like the clothing cuts into him as cleanly as the scalpels did.

And they had let him go, instead of offering more help, and here he was, now in captivity, now controlled once more, now just as unable to move as Ambra once was.

No wonder Killian had seen it as a mercy to try to kill him.

“This isn’t what I’m here for,” the man continues, loving the sound of his own voice, and Chloe could use that. Use the inclination to monologue, use it to distract, to set something in action. “This is just bait.”

Slowly, Chloe forces herself to exhale, forces herself to relax, to grasp at the battery in her pocket.

Then she smiles at him, as sunny as she can force it. “I don’t understand.”

The man pauses, his lips quirking downward. “What?”

“I don’t understand,” Chloe says, stepping out from behind Killian, even though his hand twitches out towards her. “Why the bait?”

“What—”

“Why set up fire in the hallway?” Chloe pushes, still sunny, coating her voice in as much sugar as she can, in as much innocence possible. “Why take my friend and what, sit here for an hour?”

Behind him, the demon raises up two fingers.

“Two hours?” Chloe amends, before smiling again. “That’s a bit odd, don’t you think?”

In his grasp, the spirit fox relaxes somewhat, like Chloe’s smile is enough to help.

Killian paces behind her, pouring more energy into the room, until the man in front of them is the only person unaffected.

“Why the fire traps?” Chloe repeats, and the man actually makes a show of petting the spirit fox, who turns around and snaps at him. “Why tearing down everything else?”

“Wanted to see if you’d make it through,” the man says idly, as if that’s a logical thing to do at all. “And if the college came sniffing back for any survivors, then that’s just a plus.”

Any survivors.

“It’s not going to take very many more,” the man says, voice low, “not that many more bases, not that many more schools, where once they’re cleared the college will fall and fall hard. Hurt those who hurt you.”

He smiles, and the smile doesn’t meet his blue eyes.

“I know you want that just as much as I do.”

Chloe opens her mouth again, but the spirit fox snaps again, drawing all her attention down.

“I think…” Chloe starts, “I think you and I have different ideas of who needs to be hurt.”

He rolls his eyes, so casual and dismissive, before avidly watching her follow the movements of the spirit fox.

“What, you think something like this is worth pursuing like you two have?” the man says, like they’re the ones acting strange. “When you have…him?”

This time, he gestures right up at Killian, locking eyes with him.

“The good thing about having a pet Terese project is you get to compel them to tell you how to make more.”

As his plan settles in place in her mind, as everything clicks into place, it’s almost disappointing. As all the torture of the animals, of the pathway of fire, this was his plan? To get them in here and monologue about the Terese project?

As if Chloe didn’t know—and the demon most likely, as well—how long of a process it was?

“I was gonna kidnap the girl,” the man says, and Killian jerks back. “But you got her someplace safe before I could, good job.”

“You would die if you ever got your hands on her,” Killian remarks, the same icy calm settling over him as before, the fear giving way to dread giving way to conviction. “And now she’s even safer.”

This doesn’t even phase the man. “So instead, you bring your bonded to me,” he says, crooking his fingers at Chloe. “You follow her into someplace so misguided, just because she wants a creature that would be of little use to you.”

Killian eyes Chloe, who eyes him right back.

“Can he hear me?” Killian asks, turning instead to the demon behind him, who shakes his head.

So just see Killian, whatever magic he did obviously waning.

“Translate, Conner,” the man says, twisting his hand in the leash.

“He just wanted to know if you could understand his words,” the demon says, and there’s a thin veneer of disgust in his words.

“Good thing I’m not here to bargain with him,” he says, then holds the spirit fox aloft again, her legs scrambling in the air. “You want this?” he asks Chloe.

Chloe doesn’t move, obviously, but the spirit fox stares at her, the tail sparking up viciously.

“Conner, subdue our demon friend. You, Chloe Tombbreaker, if you want your friend, step away.”

Killian stiffens, and Chloe reaches out wildly, grabbing his hand.

The demon doesn’t move.

The man sighs, then tugs the leash dangling loosely from his fingertips. “Conner, make him helpless.”

And the other demon explodes into action.

Killian all but shoves Chloe away back into the wall, warping the shield to fit around her, before snapping out a strand of power to meet the other mid stride.

The demon barely stumbles, instead snaking out magic and lashing out at Killian’s knees, like he hopes to knock his legs out.

The power collides in a shower of sparks.

And the man, still sitting on the lab chair and holding the spirit fox, meets Chloe’s eyes and smiles.

“Do you want to be the one to control him, is that it?” he asks, gesturing at the spirit fox. “This little thing won’t help with that, you know.”

The other demon makes a strike at Killian’s shoulder, staggering him, but Killian clenches his fist and sends the other demon reeling as if he was punched.

Black blood wells from the wound on Killian’s shoulder and from a cut on the other demon’s cheek. It hurts to watch, in some esoteric way, her mind not fully comprehending the motions, the magic being spun around.

Like this sort of thing isn’t meant for human eyes to witness.

Chloe presses her back against the wall, gasping for breath as the power floods through the room.

“You can’t actually love him, not in the depth of a bonded demon, you know that, right?” the man asks, almost quietly, as if he’s one hundred percent unfazed by the battle in front of them. “We can’t give them what they need, not really.”

His fingers play in the leash, and corresponding with the motion, the other demon changes trajectories midair, slamming his elbow into Killian’s gut.

“You’re just going to give him heartbreak if that’s what you’re after,” the man says, and there’s almost an urgency in his tone. “If you take control of him, it’ll just be worse for both of you.”

He twitches the leash, and the other demon scrabbles against it for a split second, before slashing at Killian with more power.

That power tastes like Terese’s. Like the one time she saw Terese actually expend herself, actually use any of the nebulous power she somehow has at her disposal.

She had leveled a small structure on the property, one they were gonna destroy to build anew, and it had taken her all of three seconds.

And that sort of power is in the hand of this man.

“You wouldn’t need to do much, I’ll hand over this,” he shakes the spirit fox again, who makes a small noise of protest, “and give over your bond. Easy.”

Easy.

As if it wasn’t some nebulous thing that Chloe’s only half aware of. As if it’s something possible. As if she didn’t know Ambra, at what losing her bond had cost her, at what lengths the college went through to use it and harm her with it.

Instead, Chloe locks eyes with the spirit fox, who’s still squirming in his grasp towards Chloe, like she knows Chloe will be safe. Like she knows that the moment she can get to Chloe, she’ll be out of these cages, out of these bonds, and be free.

The other demon lands a strike on Killian, and he reels back, the edges of him blurring for one long second, before his eyes flash over to Chloe for one brief second, one brief crystalline moment.

One moment where there’s blood in the air, where the other demon coils to strike again, the leash a vicious red and black along his neck and terror in his jaw.

One moment where panic bleeds through from Killian, panic at the fight, panic at the shield around Chloe failing, at being so close and having something so obvious in their way.

He’s hurt. She can feel it in her bones, he’s hurt and he doesn’t know if he can win this fight. He doesn’t know if they’ll make it out, he doesn’t know what he can do, and there’s so much desperation.

And the other demon’s chest heaves, but another twitch of the leash pushes him forwards again.

“I think,” Chloe says, the words mealy in her mouth, metallic with the bite of all the magic in the air, “that maybe I know more than you.”

The man’s brow furrows, and he opens his mouth to shoot something back, but Chloe grabs the battery in her fist and transforms it into the simplest thing she can think of, a blade.

Just a blade, with barely enough room for Chloe to grasp, and she flings it.

Not at the man, not that close to the spirit fox. Not to the demon with black blood lining his mouth and terror in his eyes.

But at the leash.

It snaps, taught, and the demon reels back, scrambling away from Killian, flashing a hand up to his neck before jerking his head up to stare at Chloe.

The man makes a noise, something disgruntled, something dismayed, and the other demon stiffens, his back straightening.

Killian stumbles back into Chloe and she catches him, his back slick with blood.

Her knees buckle underneath him, falling both of them to the ground, but his hand clutches her arm, just as real as before.

He’s okay, he’s okay, his chest is rising and his eyes are focusing and his jaw is slack and—

“You can’t—” the man starts, before the other demon clenches his fist.

The man’s neck cracks, head slamming backwards and twisting.

Chloe flinches, but the man’s body just slumps against the chair, his hand going lax against the spirit fox’s fur.

And the fox streams out from underneath his hand, pouring away from him in one smooth motion, before flinging herself at Chloe’s chest, hitting her with all the force in her five pound body.

And.

And all at once, the spirit fox attempts to burrow into Chloe’s jacket, hiding her nose underneath the fabric, and tears spring up in Chloe’s eyes.

Killian reaches up to her face as she sits on the floor, half-laying across her lap, while the fox presses as close as she can, her fur trembling.

The other demon straightens, staring at the body of the man in front of them, before turning and casting that same stare onto Killian.

Who tenses, as if he has to prepare himself for another fight.

“I don’t ever,” the demon says, just as tonelessly, “want to see either of you again.”

With another heaving breath, the other demon disappears, leaving them with the dead body.

The fox flinches at the obvious expense of magic, her tail sparkling from where she’s tucked into Chloe’s jacket, and hand shaking, Chloe reaches down and strokes her soft fur.

“I got you,” Chloe whispers, and Killian blinks up at her, still injured, still visibly shaking, but she leans down and presses a kiss against his forehead as well. “I got you.”
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Epilogue


The spirit fox takes to Seanna like a kitten to a new house. Skittish, terrified and hiding, until abruptly not.

Until one day Chloe comes back from helping the Wights to find Seanna and the fox fast asleep, curled up together on the couch, while a movie plays muted on the television.

Chloe backs up out of the room, tapping the oft used silencing spell on the faded wallpaper, before carefully setting her backpack on the small table.

“They’ve been that way for an hour,” Killian says, and she didn’t feel him teleport in, but it’s long since stopped frightening her.

“That’s new,” Chloe murmurs, turning to face him.

He’s in a new body, one he found a few days ago, but his smile remains the same underneath it all.

“The Wights think that the college is gone for good,” Chloe says, as his hand comes up and cradles her elbow. “Thinks that Atlanta was truly the last straw.”

She lets herself be tugged into a hug, until his chin rests on her head and she can hear his heartbeat.

“You think that’s true?” The question rumbles through him, and Chloe lets the sound of it wash over her.

“Do you?” she asks, not pulling away. “Things are never so easy.”

But as she watches her friend, curled up so securely, in a house made safe, she lets herself hope.


Also by Alessa Winters


The Magic of the Living and the Dead

1. The Girl Who Brings the Dead

2. The Girl Who Has Already Died

3. The Girl Who Cannot Die

4. The Girl Who Inherits the Dead

5. The Girl Who Should be Dead

6. The Girl Who Only Died Once

The Ghost of Riverside County

1. A Ghost of Her Own

2. A Ghost to Haunt Her

3. A Ghost to Free Her

4. A Ghost All Alone

The Paranormal Organization Series

1. Marked By The Demigod

2. The Succubi’s Choice

3. Katya and the Young God

Summer Reads

1. The Man of the Lake: A Merman Romance

2. The Man of the Isle: An Alaskan Merman Romance

[image: ]


Follow her on bluesy at @writerLyn

Want a Free book? Sign up for her Newsletter here and receive a previously unreleased Novel!

cover.jpeg
ALESSA WINTERS






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc5NK.jpg





