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I never saw the attack coming.

The streetlight flickered and went out with a pop. In the next instant, the bare lightbulbs flanking Morgan’s back door went dark, and the air filled with shadows and rustling.

Darklings.

I sprang up. The street behind Morgan’s was narrow—barely wide enough for a delivery truck to squeeze through—and the creatures coming for me swarmed across the pavement gracelessly, a feral cluster. A screech rang out as one of them dragged a talon across a Buick, sparks bright against their black robes.

Two options: I could try to outrun them—Darklings rarely hunted in populated areas, especially if there was no raw magic to draw them. If I could make it to Western Avenue, with its lights and traffic and witnesses, they might call off their pursuit.

The second option was to duck back into Morgan’s—but that would mean running directly toward them.

And there was a third choice. Luc.
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To Danny, my very own ever-fixed mark.

 


And to my girls, whose futures are as wide and bright as the sea. Dive in, my loves.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It is a strange and humbling feeling to look back at this trilogy and remember all the people who have nudged, guided, and encouraged me along the way. Writing Mo’s story has brought an astonishing number of wonderful people into my life, and I am so very thankful for them—and for my readers. Without them, this story would never have been written.

I owe a tremendous amount of thanks to Alicia Condon and her team at KTeen / Kensington, for their faith in me and in this story, for bringing it to life, and for always encouraging me to dig a little deeper. They gave me the chance to make my dreams real and cheered me on every step of the way, and I will always be grateful to them.

I could write a million words and still not adequately express how fortunate I am to have the brilliant Joanna Volpe as my agent. She knows exactly how to handle every situation, from stubborn plot holes to a zombie apocalypse. Working with her has made me a far better writer, and I would cheerfully walk through fire for her. I am equally indebted to the rest of the NCLMR team, especially Nancy Coffey and Kathleen Ortiz for their savvy and support at every turn. Sara Kendall’s kindness and humor are unmatched, and her keen eyes have improved this story a thousandfold. Thank you all, for the infinite number of awesome things you’ve done.

Chicago-North RWA has been with me since the very first pages of Mo’s story—they taught me how to be a writer, and it’s a debt I can never repay. The 2010 Unsinkables and MargaRITAs have cheered me on without fail, as have the Broken Writers. The YA community has brought so many wonderful people to my life, I can’t possibly name them all, but Loretta Nyhan, Jenn Rush, Lee Nichols, and Monica Vavra deserve special mention for their support and general awesomeness.

My friends, both writerly and otherwise, have kept me sane since this roller coaster started: Paula Forman, Lisa McKernan, Lynne Hartzer, Ryann Murphy, Keiru Bakke, Clara Kensie, Lexie Craig, Joelle Charbonneau, Heather Snow, Erin Knightly ... I could not have done this without them. KC Solano, Vanessa Barnevald, and Kimberly MacCarron have come to the rescue so many times, in so many ways, and I can’t wait to return the favor. Lisa Tonkery cheerfully answers my rambling two a.m. e-mails, makes me laugh until I cry, and always understands without explanations. Hanna Martine is one of the smartest, strongest, most talented authors I know, and an inspiration in both writing and life.

Eliza Evans has been an unending source of support and friendship throughout my journey in publishing, and I could not have written this trilogy without her cheering me on. From writing sprints to pep talks to brainstorming to patiently explaining pop culture, she has done it all. Having her in my life is proof positive that I am one of the luckiest girls on the planet.

I can’t overstate how thankful I am for my family, especially my mother, father, and sister, who have always been my loudest, most devoted cheering section. Time and again, they have provided child care, a sympathetic ear, research, marketing expertise, food ... the list is endless, as is my love and gratitude.

I am so proud of my three beautiful, independent, intelligent, generous, funny daughters. If there is such a thing as karma, I must have rescued a boatload of nuns and puppies from a burning orphanage in my last life to get kids this amazing. They have been understanding and patient beyond comprehension, and I hope watching me work to achieve this dream has shown them their dreams are just as reachable— and that I would move heaven and earth to help them get there.

Last, there is Danny—my true north, my true love, and my favorite person in the whole world. He makes everything possible, and he makes everything better, including me. Thanking him properly would take an entire book, so I will leave it at this: Thank you for being exactly who you are, always.




CHAPTER 1

The problem with terrible ideas is that the people who have them don’t recognize how truly awful they are until it’s too late. After all, nobody deliberately chooses the worst possible course of action. They have great plans and good intentions. They’re caught up in the thrill of the moment, seeing the world as they wish it to be, blind to any hint of trouble. You can warn someone that they’re running headlong into disaster, beg them to stop, plant yourself in their path. But in the end, people have to make their own choice.

Even if it’s a terrible one.

 



My father’s coming home party was a perfect example of good intentions gone awry.

“This is ridiculous,” I said to Colin. “Who throws a huge party for someone fresh out of prison?”

My mom, that’s who. I’d tried to talk her out of it—I felt less than celebratory at the prospect of my dad’s return—but she’d insisted. Then I’d argued that a small family gathering at the house might be more appropriate. But for once, my mother wasn’t concerned with propriety.

So I was stuck at my uncle’s bar with everyone we’d ever known, waiting for my dad to walk in the door for the first time in twelve years.

Around me, the crowd was growing impatient, their small talk taking on an irritable note. I should have been setting out bowls of peanuts and pretzels, but instead I slumped against the back wall and watched a game of darts. “You know she’s hoping for one of those big reunion scenes. Like we’re all going to hug and cry and be a happy family again.”

Colin’s hand found mine and squeezed, but his eyes swept across the sea of people, searching even in the dim light of the bar. “Just hang in there a little bit longer.”

“I don’t know why I even agreed to come,” I said.

“Because it’s important to your mother,” my uncle said, appearing beside us. Irritation flickered across his face at the sight of my fingers linked with Colin’s. “Be grateful I told her you had to work, or you’d have been off to Indiana along with her. They’ll be arriving any moment, so start practicing your smile.”

I bared my teeth. “How’s this?”

“I’ll not have you spoil her day, Mo. She’s waited a long time for this.”

“Longer than she needed to, right?”

Billy’s eyes narrowed, and beside me, Colin made a low noise of warning. “Don’t bait the bear,” he was telling me, and any other day I would have listened. But tonight, my nerves were stretched to breaking.

Ignoring the ripple of tension along Colin’s arm, I lifted my chin and stared at my uncle. A moment passed, and finally Billy made a show of looking around the room. “Make sure everyone has something to toast with, and then you’re free for the night. I’ll need you back on Monday.”

With that, he was off to mingle. I leaned my head against Colin’s shoulder and he murmured, “The sooner we get The Slice up and running, the better. I don’t like you working for Billy.”

I wasn’t a fan of the arrangement, either, but I had no choice. As long as I worked for my uncle, Colin was safe. He didn’t know about the deal we’d struck, and he definitely wasn’t aware my job was more than wiping down tables and carting empties to the recycling bins out back. He assumed, like almost everyone else in my life, that I was working at the bar until my mom’s restaurant was rebuilt, at which point life would go back to normal.

I had learned the hard way that normal was not an option anymore.

I went up on tiptoe, brushed a kiss over his lips. His hand tightened on my waist for an instant before he edged away.

“What? Everyone knows we’re together.” I sank back down, trying not to feel hurt.

“I’m not crazy about having an audience.”

I glanced around. There were a few people eyeing us—not many, but enough to make Colin uncomfortable. “Fine. But we’re not staying here all night.”

He grinned and ducked his head, his breath warm against my ear. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

I made the rounds of the bar, my back aching from carrying a full tray back and forth. The whole time, I could feel Colin watching me, an anchor in a stormy sea, and I clung to the sensation. But gradually, I became aware of another one, a prickling awareness that made me rub my arms to ward off a chill, despite the overheated room.

Around me, voices faded to a murmur. I spun, looking for Colin, but the crowd hid him from view. The magic stirred—anticipation and stress and dread waking up the force inside me. Something was happening.

Luc? He had a knack for showing up at the worst possible moment, and I couldn’t imagine a worse one than tonight. The connection between us had lain dormant for nearly three months, a welcome break while I got acclimated to my new life and the constant presence of the magic inside me. I’d always known he would come back. I’d just hoped to have things under control before he turned my world inside out again.

My hands clutched the empty tray to my chest like a shield. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling along the lines for the vibrating tension that would indicate an Arc was here. But the lines were quiet, their power held in abeyance. There was no sign of Luc or anyone else in the room working a spell— even a concealment. I opened my eyes and searched for a familiar green gaze and sharp cheekbones, but they weren’t there. Better that way, I told myself.

People stood three deep in front of the oak counter running along the side of the room. Behind them I could see the backs of the regulars hunched over their drinks, and Charlie, my favorite bartender. He was pulling beers and gauging who’d hit their limit, working his way down the line in a steady rhythm. He seemed to pop in and out of view as the people milled in front of him.

It was a familiar sight, but something seemed off-kilter. Like a puzzle in a kid’s magazine, where you compared two pictures of the same scene and circled the differences. What was the difference? The bar. Charlie. The customers. The party. What was out of place?

A gap opened in the crowd, giving me a clear view of the bar for only an instant. But it was enough.

The regulars all faced Charlie or the front door. From my spot at the rear of the bar, only the backs of their heads were visible. Except for one guy, facing the opposite direction.

Facing me.

For a split second, I could see him as clearly as if I’d taken his picture—eyebrows raised mockingly, mouth twisted in a caustic smile—and then the shutter closed as the crowd filled the gap again.

Not Luc.

Suddenly, I wished it was.

Anton Renard. Leader of the Seraphim. A renegade Arc who wanted me dead.

The feeling was mutual.

I forced myself to walk toward him, but when I reached the barstool, he was gone, and the lines were silent as the grave.

“Problem?” Colin asked from behind me. He rested his hands on my shoulders, the weight reassuring.

I drew in a shaking breath, turning to him. “I thought I saw Anton. Here.”

His expression hardened. “You’re sure?”

“No.” If it was Anton, I would have felt the spell he’d used to hide himself as it resonated along the lines. Either I was mistaken, or he’d managed to blend convincingly into a Flat bar on the South Side of Chicago. But the Anton I knew was too arrogant for blending.

Something had triggered the magic’s fretfulness, but maybe it was my own unhappiness. Three months ago, I’d willingly given myself over to the magic—taken it inside of me, bound myself to the source of the Arcs’ power—and discovered that it wasn’t just a supernatural energy source, but a sentient being. Alive. Since then, our connection had strengthened. We couldn’t carry on a conversation, but I was getting better at interpreting its moods, and it responded to mine: a pleasant hum beneath my skin when I was content, a tremor every time I crossed the threshold of Morgan’s. I didn’t know which one of us was responsible for the disturbance I felt now.

From the front of Morgan’s, someone called, “They’re here! Where’s Mo?”

Colin took my hand, tugging me toward the narrow front doors as they opened. The crowd drew a collective breath as my mom stepped inside, cheeks flushed with cold and excitement. And I forgot all about half-seen faces, because immediately behind her, blinking at the noise of the crowd’s shouts of “surprise” and “welcome home,” was my father.

I hadn’t seen him in five years.

From behind a wall of people, I studied him carefully. He was still my dad, sharp greenish-brown eyes framed with heavy black glasses. His dark red hair, curling at the collar, needed a trim, and his narrow face managed to look surprised, even though the expression was a beat too slow to be genuine. But there were lines at the corners of his eyes that hadn’t been there before, and his hair was streaked with gray. His posture was a little more stooped, as if he were trying to withdraw into himself. He looped one arm around my mother, drawing her close as people lined up to greet him.

Billy spotted me trying to fade into the crowd and grasped my elbow. “Don’t you dare ruin this,” he muttered, and towed me into the circle surrounding my parents. His voice suddenly brimmed with good cheer. “Jack! Welcome home! Look what I’ve brought you—a sight for sore eyes, don’t you think?”

He stepped back, releasing me. The expectation of the crowd, waiting for our tearful reunion, weighed on me like the air before a storm.

After a moment, my father let go of my mom and took a tentative step toward me, spreading his arms wide. “There’s my girl,” he said, his voice cracking in the suddenly quiet room. “There’s my Mo.”

I wanted to turn away, punish him for all the pain he’d caused us. I wasn’t going to let him back in, and there was no reason to pretend otherwise.

Until I saw my mom blinking back tears, a wobbly smile on her lips. All her hopes for our family crystallized in a single moment, and my reaction would either let them grow or shatter them on the worn oak floorboards. I licked my lips and swallowed the dust clogging my throat.

“Hi, Dad.” I wound the apron string around my fingers until it cut off the circulation, untwisted it again. “It’s ... good to have you home.”

He was across the room in three strides, wrapping me in the same bear hug he used to give me when I was five, and for a second I let myself believe Mom was right. Tonight could be a fresh start, a chance for us to be a family again. His return might not be such a terrible thing after all.

And then, still squeezing me tightly, my father whispered one word to me. “Liar.”




CHAPTER 2

An hour later, there was still a knot of well-wishers surrounding my father, but my own goodwill was used up. I sat down at the bar, accepted a Diet Coke from Charlie, and poked at the maraschino cherries he’d garnished it with. Colin leaned against the railing, scrutinizing every face despite his casual stance.

“See anyone?” I asked.

“Nobody that shouldn’t be here,” he said, and laced his fingers with mine. “You look beat.”

“I thought he’d be nicer,” I said without thinking.

Colin’s mouth twitched. “He probably thought the same thing about you. The guy’s been in prison for twelve years, Mo. Nice doesn’t last long there.”

“He went to prison for Billy. Added an extra seven years to his sentence to keep us safe. That’s nice, right?”

“Not nice. Desperate. He’d do whatever was necessary to protect his family.” He finished the beer he’d nursed all night, set it back on the bar with a crack. “Don’t confuse nice with good.”

“You think he’s a good guy?” Colin saw my family a lot more clearly than I did. If he thought my dad deserved another chance, maybe I could bend a little.

“I think he’s on his way over.”

The crowd had thinned out, but my dad took his time crossing the room, his attention riveted on us. Colin started to draw away, but I held fast.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me, Mo?” my father asked. Without waiting for my response, he said, “You’re Colin Donnelly.”

“It’s good to meet you, sir.”

“Annie’s told me a lot about you. Says you’ve done a good job keeping my daughter out of trouble.”

I bristled at the words, but Colin’s voice was cool. “I try my best. You know Mo.”

My father’s jaw clenched as he caught the implication—he didn’t know me at all. “The good news is, now that I’m home, things will settle down. I don’t think we’ll need your help for much longer. Annie says you’re a carpenter?”

He was getting rid of Colin? “But ...” I started to protest, but Colin’s hand brushed mine, reassuring.

“With all due respect, sir, I work for Billy.” Now the words held an edge.

My dad looked disappointed. “I figured you’d say that.”

My mom joined us, worry creasing her brow, and my dad settled an arm around her waist. She brightened instantly. “It’s a nice party, don’t you think? Everyone’s so happy to see you.”

He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “You did great. Never saw it coming.”

Looked like I wasn’t the only liar in the family. I coughed, and he frowned at me. “Don’t spoil her fun,” his look telegraphed. “Can I bail, please?” I asked. “I’m wiped out.”

“Honey, it’s your dad’s party!”

“Yeah, with your friends. Not mine.” Like I would have invited any of my friends to this. “Look, I helped set up, and I did the big welcome. Why do I have to stay?”

“Oh, Annie, let her go.” Billy approached us, a tumbler of whiskey in hand, doing his best impression of the doting uncle. “What fun is she going to have with a bunch of old people? Besides, we’ve things to discuss.”

Her mouth thinned, and she glanced at my father, who shrugged. “It’s fine. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”

“I suppose.” She gave me a quick hug. “We’ll be home in a bit.”

While Colin went to warm up the truck, I popped into the back room and clocked out. The sudden quiet was a relief, and I took a minute to steady myself. I’d survived. While I was still reeling from my dad’s greeting, the other guests had swarmed in to welcome him, and I’d slipped off to the side. Other than the brief exchange between my dad and Colin, I’d managed to steer clear of my family for the night. It could have been worse.

It could have been much worse. It could have been Anton on that barstool instead of a random stranger.

I’d worked so hard to keep my real life separate from my magical one. If Anton had shown up, it would have meant only one thing: He and the Seraphim, his genocidal cult, were back. Anton and his followers wanted to release the magic from the ley lines that carried it safely through the world. But doing so would be lethal to weaker Arcs and any Flats—ordinary people—who came in contact with untempered magic. They called it The Ascendency, when members of the Seraphim would destroy the Arcs’ society and rise to their rightful place. They’d been the ones to order Verity’s death last summer, and they’d been after me ever since. We’d defeated them a few months ago, but I knew they would regroup. I just didn’t know when.

But Anton never passed up an opportunity to attack me. I’d had no word from the Arcs that I was in danger. The ley lines around Morgan’s had been quiet all night. For now, at least, I was safe.

I bent over, trying to untie my apron.

The string was so badly knotted, I was going to have to cut it off or try to wriggle out. Behind me, the door opened and the noise from the party swelled, grating on my nerves.

“The stupid string won’t come undone,” I told Colin. “Can you help me get this off?” I turned, tugging at the white canvas hem.

It wasn’t Colin.

“Nothing I’d like better,” said Luc, stepping inside and shutting the door with a wave.

I gaped at him. He looked ordinary—or at least, as ordinary as it was possible for Luc to appear. Dark jeans, dark green shirt, black leather coat, cut close to display his lean swimmer’s build. It wasn’t his clothing that set him apart. It was the eyes, the smirk, the way he walked into a room and instantly, effortlessly took command, like it was his due.

Which he probably figured it was.

“What are you—” I sighed as the pieces fell into place. “Some people actually say hello, you know. They don’t lurk in corners.”

He looked offended. “Neither do I.”

“You’ve been watching me all night. It’s a little creepy.”

“Just walked in the front door.” He crossed the room, took my hands in his ice-cold ones. Up close, I could see water beading on the surface of his coat. “City’s a hell of a lot less charming in the winter, by the way.”

I pulled away, crossed my arms over my chest. “I felt you. Earlier tonight. The magic knew you were here.”

“Magic doesn’t know anything.” He blew on his hands, enveloping them in a red-tinged glow. Show-off. As my words sank in, his brow furrowed. “Wasn’t me. What happened?”

I hadn’t seen Luc for months—since our last run-in with the Seraphim; since I had once again fixed the Arcs’ magic; since he’d left me for dead, then risked his own life to save me. All winter, he’d left me in peace, our only contact the small gifts he left in my locker or my coat pocket. Messages without words. A clutch of sweet olive blossoms, a single praline in a white cardboard box, a tiny silver fleur de lis, a glass vial of brick red dust. Each time, my heart stuttered, simultaneously pleased and nervous. I’d try to put him out of my mind, tuck the reminders of him away in a dresser drawer, but every so often he would slip back into my thoughts, and I’d study the odd little collection. And then I’d put them back, annoyed with myself all over again.

Luc had made no secret of the fact he was going to pursue me, but so far he’d given me space and freedom. The two things I could never get in Chicago. Telling him about what I’d seen—or thought I’d seen—would change everything between us. Again.

I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

I wasn’t sure I was strong enough.

Waving a hand like it was nothing, I said, “I thought I felt something, and I assumed it was you.”

“Someone worked a spell? Here?”

“I don’t think so.” I chose my words carefully, not wanting to give too much away. There was power in a secret. I might not want it, but I wasn’t going to hand it over unthinkingly, either. “I can feel it in the lines when someone does magic. I can see it, if I try hard enough. Like now, when you warmed up your hands. There’s a ley line on the west side of the building. I sensed it responding when you drew on it to cast the spell. But this was different. It was inside me, like it came from the source of the magic, not the lines.” I tugged at my apron again, regretting I’d ever brought it up. “It was nothing, Luc. Probably just stress.”

“You’re positive?” He searched my expression, and at the same time I felt the connection between us strengthen, as if he were trying to get a magical read on me.

The familiar contact jolted me, a reminder of how we’d once been, and I responded without thinking. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure about anything.”

“That so?” His eyes glinted.

I couldn’t change the subject fast enough. “Why are you here, anyway? Did the Quartoren send you?”

God, that was the last thing I needed tonight. A summons from the Quartoren, leaders of the Arcs. Unlike the Seraphim, they didn’t want me dead—but they weren’t my biggest fans, either.

“This is all me,” he said with a shrug. “Big night, with your daddy coming home. Figured I’d check in, see if you needed a hand. Or a fast getaway.”

“You’re sweet.” I’d forgotten how kind he could be, small acts that revealed more about him than he liked to admit.

“That’s the last thing I am.” There were circles under his eyes, worry lines etched into his forehead, and he turned away, tracing a rectangle in the air. A door of flame, open to nothingness, took shape. “If the magic acts up again, call for me. You remember how?”

“Like I could forget?” Reflexively, I touched my wrist, felt the connection that bound me to Luc, a magical reminder that my life and his would always be intertwined. “There’s more, isn’t there? This wasn’t just a social visit.”

“There’s always more. But tonight was about me missing you. Even if the feeling ain’t mutual.”

As he stepped closer, our connection began to hum. I held perfectly still as he brushed a finger over the snarled mass of apron strings at my waist. The air quivered as the spell curled around the knot, and he caught the apron midfall.

“Thanks,” I said, taking the fabric from him and crumpling it in my hands.

“Pleasure’s all mine,” he murmured, and vanished through the door.




CHAPTER 3

Outside, the air was clear and biting, the sky tinted with the orange glow of the city lights. I buried my nose in my scarf and ran for the truck.

“Everything okay?” Colin asked as I climbed in. “You look rattled.”

I took a deep breath, bracing myself. For an instant, I considered not telling him, but dismissed the idea. Bad enough there was already one huge secret between us. Two seemed like a habit.

“Luc stopped by,” I said, and watched for his reaction.

There. A quick curling of his fingers, a muscle tightening in his jaw. When he spoke, though, his voice was unchanged. “Problem?”

“He knew about the party. I think he was offering moral support.”

Colin made a skeptical noise. “What did he say about Anton?”

“I didn’t mention it. Once I tell him, he’s got an excuse to come back whenever he wants.” I curled up against him, relaxing for the first time that night. His canvas coat was rough against my cheek. “We survived the party. That’s something.”

“You’re going to have to talk to your dad eventually,” Colin said. “You’ve got six months before you leave for New York. That’s a long time to avoid someone who lives in the same house.”

“He’s up to something,” I said, trying to shift his attention from my college plans. “Did you hear Billy? They have to talk business? The man’s been out of prison for less than a day, and he’s already back working for the Mob.”

“Maybe it’s about reopening The Slice,” he said. I wanted to believe him, but he didn’t sound like he believed it himself.

The yellow beams of the headlights illuminated the half-finished shell of my mom’s restaurant. The framing was in place, plywood covering where the windows would be installed soon. A tattered sheet of weatherproofing twisted like a wraith in the night air.

“How much longer till it’s open again?”

“Depends on the weather. Couple months, we hope.”

“It means a lot to my mom that you’re helping with the rebuilding. She’s kind of crazy about you.”

“Yeah?” His eyes crinkled with amusement.

“It might be the only thing we agree on.”

He dipped his head, his mouth finding mine. I curled my fingers around his shoulders, pulling him closer, crowding out thoughts of my family and unexpected faces.

Eventually he eased back, voice husky. “Time to get you home.”

As we drove, he said, “Do you think it was Anton?”

“I barely saw him. But if he was there, he wasn’t using magic, and that’s not really his style.”

Inside me, the magic had settled into a soothing, pleasant hum. Whatever had riled it earlier was gone. The magic wasn’t centered in me, but I was perfectly attuned to it—every cell in my body picked up on its movements and inclinations, the way it flowed to and from the lines. Sometimes it focused its attention elsewhere, and sometimes it zeroed in on me, reacting to my experiences like they were its own, like a willful shadow. Gradually, I was refining my understanding of its feelings, like a child learning the nuances of emotions. Not just happiness, but delight or quiet pleasure. Not just sadness, but grief or annoyance.

The one thing I didn’t need to be told was that the true nature of the magic was a secret.

If the Quartoren were to find out—or worse, the Seraphim—it would be a disaster. They’d try to take control, to grab as much power for themselves as they could. They’d be completely indifferent to the fact that the magic was a living being, only see it as a tool to be bent to their will. Even Luc was dangerous. As the Heir, his obligation was to his House. The magic and I weren’t even a close second. The only person I’d trusted enough to tell was Colin, whose only concern was whether the bond was dangerous to me.

I couldn’t keep the truth about the magic hidden forever. Someone—Luc, or one of the Quartoren’s scholar-scientists—would figure it out. But for now, it wasn’t my secret to tell, and it was safer to stay quiet. I’d learned too well the dangers of acting on impulse.

“Do you want to come in?” I asked when we’d pulled up in front of my family’s orange brick bungalow. “They won’t be home for a while longer.”

He pointed to the car across the street. One of my uncle’s men, there for protection. Ironic, since Billy was the greatest threat facing me right now. “I don’t like an audience.”

“I don’t care what they think. Or what my family says.”

“We have six months before you leave, Mo. Do you really want to have a knock-down, drag-out with your family over this?”

“Absolutely.” We had a lot longer than he realized, because I wasn’t going to New York. I just hadn’t found a way to tell him yet. “We never talk about it. My leaving.”

“What’s to talk about? You’re going to New York. I’m staying here.” He touched my cheek. “Six months. Don’t wish them away, Mo.”

I didn’t believe in wishes, but I didn’t need to. I’d fix this myself.




CHAPTER 4

You knew things were bad when school looked like a welcome alternative to home. But by Monday morning, I’d fended off as many of my mom’s attempts at family togetherness as I possibly could. I’d walked in on my parents kissing so many times, my retinas would be scarred for life. When they weren’t making out, they were talking about my dad’s job—or rather, his lack of one. Nobody was interested in hiring an accountant who’d done time for embezzlement. Nobody except my uncle.

It was a relief to walk into St. Brigid’s, despite knowing I was the center of attention. My dad’s return had put the spotlight on my family once again, but I had plenty of practice ignoring the whispers and smirks. The trickiest part of the day to navigate, as always, was lunch. The social scene in the cafeteria was an ever-shifting landscape. It was smarter to map out the terrain before committing to one location. There were land mines and bogs and deserts of pariahs. I wasn’t looking to be an island, but I didn’t have much interest in the heavily trafficked areas, either. Safer to sit somewhere with a view of the action and an easy escape route.

I’d lost my taste for running away, but it never hurt to have options. And it was always better to know what was coming. Forewarned is forearmed, as my uncle always said.

So when I saw Jill McAllister making her way toward my table, her cronies snickering and gawking, I pushed away my limp Caesar salad and prepared for a showdown. The back of my neck buzzed slightly. Jill always put me on guard, and by now the magic was clued in, too. I ignored the now-familiar sensation and concentrated on the problem at hand. Jill, beautiful and pouty and spoiled rotten. She was wearing the same St. Brigid’s uniform as the rest of us—navy plaid skirt, white blouse, blue V-neck with the school crest embroidered on it—but the studs in her ears were real diamonds, not cubic zirconium, and her shoes probably cost more than I made in a month’s worth of tips.

At first, she didn’t sit down. She loomed over me—the expensive heels were also impossibly high—until I looked up, casually rubbing my nape.

“Did you want something, Jill?”

“You’re sitting by yourself.” She dropped into the chair next to mine with an uncharacteristic thump. I fought the urge to scoot away.

“I was.” And enjoying it.

“We never talk, Mo.” She leaned an elbow on the table, propped her chin in her hands. “Why is that?”

Because you’re a bitch. “What would we talk about?”

“You know,” she said, glassy eyed. She shoved playfully at my arm. “Stuff. School. Boys. Like that cute guy.”

“Colin?” I asked absently. The buzzing sensation spread across my scalp. Jill didn’t usually provoke this kind of reaction. I scanned the room, looking for the source as she droned on.

There. Traces of magic, like glittering sunlight, swirled around Constance Grey, my best friend’s little sister, at a table with a bunch of freshmen. Verity’s death had transformed her, almost as much as me. Sweet, bright, the tiniest bit spoiled, Constance had tagged along after us since she could walk. Verity had pretended annoyance, but mostly she’d treated Constance with equal measures of exasperation and affection.

Then Vee died, and Constance was lost. I should have done more—stepped in right away, tried to help her. But I’d been so focused on finding out who killed Verity, I’d left Constance to flounder, and her grief had turned to blame. I’d accepted it, because I’d blamed myself, too.

When her powers as an Arc had come through, I’d made a deal with the Quartoren so she’d have someone to guide her. Penance, I guess. But Constance hadn’t seen it that way, especially once she’d discovered that her great-aunt, Evangeline, had been the one behind Verity’s death—and that I’d killed Evangeline in turn.

Over the past few months, as Constance had gained control over her own abilities, she’d slowly reemerged from her hard, angry shell and we’d formed a very cautious truce. I’d kept tabs on her from afar, and she’d kept most of her snark to herself. Because she was a freshman and I was a senior, the only time our paths crossed was when Niobe—Constance’s tutor, who posed as our guidance counselor—needed to speak to us.

It was good to see Constance interacting with her friends again. But now she watched us openly, barely paying attention to the other girls at her table. When she realized I’d spotted her, she looked away guiltily. Eavesdropping, probably, amplifying the sound with a spell. I started to frown at her, but my attention was drawn away by Jill, who was tapping her fingers impatiently.

“Not Colin. The other one,” Jill said, eyes boring into me.

“Other one what?”

“The other guy. Luc.”

My palms turned damp. “You know about Luc?”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Was he supposed to be a secret? We know all about Luc. You’re the real secret, Mo. Don’t you want to tell?”

I tried to shove away from her, but she swung both hands up, clapping them against my temples. The noise of the cafeteria faded, but the buzzing I’d felt before grew to a full-on shriek, reverberating in my head as the magic reacted to the attack.

This wasn’t Jill. She was a bitch, but she wasn’t an Arc. Someone was using her like a puppet. Her face was contorted and her pupils were blown, a thin line of blue ringing the black. Images flashed before me: Luc’s palm pressed against mine; the silhouette of a Darkling against the moon; Verity dying by the feeble glow of a street lamp, the tumbling nexus of energy that was raw magic. I tried to wrench free, but Jill—or whatever was controlling her—was too strong.

She dug through my thoughts, ferreting out information, leering at the memories she saw. The Seraphim, I thought dimly. I’d imagined a shadowy attack, not an assault in broad daylight. I tried to picture something empty—a blank screen, a placid lake, a dense fog—and begged the magic to quiet itself. The Seraphim knew I was bound to the source, that hurting me would deplete the magical energy that sustained the Arcs, but this wasn’t just a physical blow. It was a violation, the way they rifled through my most private thoughts while I stood trapped and helpless.

Not helpless. I reached for the plastic fork on my tray, but it was too far. My arms flailed, and her fingernails dug into my scalp. I kicked, connecting with her shins, and the pressure eased slightly. Not enough to break away, but enough to catch my breath. I hooked my feet around the legs of the chair and wrenched, causing us to both topple over.

The crash was earsplitting, and everyone stopped to watch as Jill scrambled up, lunging toward me. Would they kill me in full view of the school? The Arcs did everything in their power to conceal their existence from Flats. Why would the Seraphim risk something so public now? I circled the table, careful to stay out of reach.

“Do you really think you can run from us? From what is coming?” hissed the thing that wasn’t Jill. “You live yet because you’ve something valuable within. Once we split you open to get it, the Darklings can have the rest.”

I sought for the bond between me and Luc, trying to summon him. A quick glance showed Constance had disappeared, and I hoped she’d had the sense to go for help. The Seraphim had never invaded my mundane life before. This was a new tactic. And it was unacceptable.

Anger focused me, and the magic pounding through my veins gave me strength. I looked at the person before me, kept my voice low. “I beat you. Twice. No magic, and I still beat you. And that was when I didn’t know what I was doing.” I smiled, cold as the winter sky outside. “Imagine what I’m capable of now.”

She straightened, stuffed her hands in the pockets of her skirt. “All the better, Maura Fitzgerald. I’d hate to be bored.”

Anton. I had a sudden memory of him watching me at the Allée, where I’d bonded with the magic. Hands tucked in pockets, careless posture, sly tilt of the head. He was the one controlling Jill, I was sure of it.

From behind me, Niobe said, “Leave now. That body won’t sustain you.”

She placed one hand at my shoulder and gestured elegantly with the other one. The concealment rose up around us, the air wavering slightly. Meanwhile, I looked more closely at Jill. Beneath her fake tan, her skin was pale, her lips tinged with purple. Her breath came in uneven pants. Whatever spell they’d worked was killing her.

“I’ll use her up and take another one.”

“You can’t work a Rivening and defend yourself at the same time. And I would imagine the Quartoren will be sending forces to take care of you right about”—Niobe paused, tilting her head to the side, listening to something I couldn’t hear—“now.”

Jill jerked, her chin dropping to her chest, and looked at me again. Her eyes were back to their usual sapphire, and she dropped into the chair. “God, Mo,” she said. Her voice was weak, but the malice ringing through it was definitely her. “You’re so boring I can’t even stay awake when you talk.”

Niobe touched her shoulder and whispered a few quick words. Jill’s complexion transformed from sallow to sun-kissed. “The chair was unstable and you fell. Perhaps you should go see the nurse?”

Jill blinked at her. “My head hurts.”

Niobe beckoned to one of Jill’s friends, standing across the cafeteria, watching us uncertainly. “Go with her. She’s not herself.”

If Niobe had been a real guidance counselor, she would have walked Jill down to the nurse herself. But she’d made it perfectly clear that her position at St. Brigid’s was only a cover to keep an eye on Constance’s training. She’d also made it clear she was less than pleased with the assignment.

When Jill left, the buzz of the crowd subsided faster than I’d expected. “Did you do something to them?” I whispered.

“Let’s discuss this in my office,” she said pointedly, pitching her voice to be heard by the remaining gawkers.

Appetite gone, I dumped my lunch in the trash and gathered up my books. Niobe studied the room through narrowed eyes, watching for a second attack. I stayed close as we walked back to her office.

Constance was pacing back and forth outside Niobe’s office. “You’re okay! I went to get Niobe, but she was gone already.”

“Inside, please.” Niobe ushered us in, locking the door with a wave of her hand and a soft, foreign word. I could feel the lines shifting in response to the spell. If I let my eyes unfocus, I could see the casting as it traced through the air in twisting golden ribbons. But I still couldn’t use the magic, make it trail from my fingers the way Niobe and Constance could.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Niobe asked.

“I want a shower.” I wanted to scrub myself clean, erase the feeling of a stranger invading the memories I had locked deep within me. But the hatred I’d felt was too personal to be a stranger. “It was Anton, wasn’t it? I could tell.”

Constance made a startled noise, but Niobe merely nodded. “The Seraphim are going on the offensive, it would seem.”

“What did he do?” I rubbed at my temples. “And how does Jill fit into this? She’s Flat.”

“Anton worked a Rivening,” Niobe said, setting out cups of green tea. “Two, actually. The first was to direct Jill’s actions. Her dislike of you made it easier—it lowered her resistance to his instructions. The second was on you, but only to see, not control.”

Constance shuddered. “Rivening’s not allowed. You told me it was, like, one of the Ten Commandments.”

Niobe gave her a pitying look. “Does Anton Renard strike you as someone who cares about Arc laws? The Seraphim want to tear down our society and rebuild it according to their whims. Rivening’s the least of what he’ll stoop to. Which means you are in grave danger, Mo.”

What else was new? I’d been in danger since the day Verity died. But Niobe was right. Until now, the Seraphim had gone after me only when I got involved in Arc affairs—fulfilling the Torrent Prophecy, working with the Quartoren. Coming into my world was a dangerous shift in tactics.

“You told Anton that the Quartoren were coming for him.”

“Rivening is no small magic, especially when worked from a distance. I felt it a moment after he’d taken over Jill, and the Quartoren traced the spell back to his location.” She paused. “He can’t defend himself while working a spell of such magnitude.”

“They caught him?”

“I doubt it. We’d have heard.”

“What would they do to him?” Constance asked.

I was curious about that myself. The Seraphim had ordered Verity’s death, and Anton was their leader. Ultimately, he was responsible, and I wanted him to pay.

“You know what they say about killing serpents—cut off the head and the rest will die quickly enough. Anton is the head of this particular serpent.”

“They’d kill him?” Constance whispered.

“He killed the Vessel. He tried to start the Torrent. He’s been Rivening Flats with the regularity of a metronome. He’s violated neutral ground and advocated treason on more than one occasion. Did you think they would give him a slap on the wrist? This isn’t a student council election, it’s war.”

Constance flushed at Niobe’s condescending tone.

I thought back to the scene at Morgan’s. It must have been Anton after all. He’d sully himself with the Flat world if he had to, it seemed ... but how had he found me there? How had he tracked me when I couldn’t cast spells? “The Seraphim’s been quiet for months. Why come after me now?”

“You’d have to ask Dominic.”

I didn’t trust Dominic DeFoudre to tell me the truth about the weather, much less the Seraphim’s plans. “You know just as much as the Quartoren do. You hear things they don’t. What’s changed?”

She paused, her eyes sliding to Constance. Then she sighed. “It’s time to choose Evangeline’s successor.”

Constance gripped the teacup so tightly I was afraid it might shatter, but that was her only reaction. Niobe had been trying to teach her to control her emotions. Obviously, the lessons were working.

For a long time, Constance had blamed me—wrongly—for Verity’s death. But in Evangeline’s case, the blame lay squarely on my shoulders. It was something we didn’t really talk about, but the fact that I’d killed her great-aunt hung over us like nuclear fallout.

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“Right now, the Quartoren are at a disadvantage. Many Arcs view them as weak and outmoded, and the Seraphim have used that to their benefit. They’ve gained traction. But now that the Water House has concluded its mourning, and is prepared to name a successor, the Quartoren stand to gain strength.

“The Seraphim see it as now or never?”

“Yes. They need to assert their dominance. Strike a blow to the old ways. Starting the Ascendency will do just that, and harming you is the easiest way to accomplish it.”

The room blurred as her meaning became clear.

The Ascendency was Anton’s endgame. He and his vile little cult believed only the strongest of the Arcs deserved their powers. Currently, raw magic was dispersed through the world via ley lines, which tempered the source’s lethal power and made it safe for all Arcs to use. The Seraphim wanted to destroy the lines, triggering the Ascendency—raw magic sweeping across the world, killing the weaker Arcs or stripping them of their abilities, leaving the magic to Anton and the other survivors. They didn’t care if Flats were caught in the crossfire, either. A new age, he called it. Purification. I called it genocide.

“Luc said if I’m hurt, the magic is, too. If Anton kills me, there won’t be any left—they need some magic, right? The Ascendency won’t work otherwise.”

The magic needed a protector. Someone to keep its secret. If people knew about its power, and the depth of our connection, they would exploit it. Without any powers of my own, I wasn’t much of a protector ... but I was an expert on secrets. Maybe that’s why it had chosen me.

“He doesn’t want to kill you. Not yet, anyway. He’ll look for a way to break the connection. Should it prove unbreakable, he’ll find a way to use it to his advantage. With the Succession looming, he’s growing desperate.”

“The Quartoren knew this was his angle?”

“Of course. You would have, too, if you’d been willing to meet with them. You chose not to deal with them, and they’ve respected that decision. Until now.”

“The last time I worked with the Quartoren, they tried to trap me inside the heart of the magic. Forever.” I wouldn’t have died, but it wouldn’t have been much of a life, either. “Sorry if I didn’t feel like going out for coffee.”

I’d cut ties with the Quartoren after I’d realized that their interest lay not with protecting the magic—or me—but in their own position. They weren’t evil, like the Seraphim. But they were willing to sacrifice me to preserve the status quo, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

Niobe’s words clicked, and surprise slackened my jaw. Not quite betrayal—she had never pretended to be on my side—but surprise, and annoyance that I hadn’t figured it out earlier.

“You’ve been reporting to them. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To spy on me?”

“I’m here because of the Covenant you forged. I’m tasked with looking after Constance until she is fully prepared for life with the Arcs and in control of her talents. But considering your importance in our world, it seemed sensible to keep an eye on you as well.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Constance said, slouching back in the chair. I’d almost forgotten she was there.

Niobe ignored her. “You are the Vessel. You’re bound to the Heir. Whatever difficulties you’re having with Luc, you should have known he wouldn’t leave you unprotected.”

“I don’t want his protection.” I was tired of Luc coming to my rescue, of needing him to navigate the labyrinth of Arc society. Was this why he’d come to see me yesterday? Was his concern about my dad’s return all a show? I wanted to believe otherwise—that for once he’d been genuine. That I was still free for a little while longer.

But I knew Luc. Once he heard about today’s attack, my freedom would disappear. “We don’t have to tell him about Anton,” I said, hating the pleading note that crept into my voice. “Not right away.”

“He already knows.”

I bit my lip, suddenly nervous. I didn’t have enough defenses against Luc—against his charm and his challenges. He’d never hurt me, but deep down I knew he posed a different type of danger.

The bell rang, and Constance stood. “I have an algebra test. Can I go?”

“For now, yes.” Niobe waved a hand at the door, the lock turning over with a muffled thunk.

After Constance left, I slumped in my chair. The rapidly cooling tea was bitter on my tongue, and I made a face. “I never thought they’d come after me at school. It’s supposed to be safe here. Separate.”

She shook her head. “It’s always been this way with you. You’ve bound yourself to the Arcs, but you insist on maintaining your Flat life as well. So long as you do, neither world is safe. You’re going to have to choose.”

I rubbed at my temples, unable to dispel the headache brewing. “Luc told me that once. Ask him how it ended.”

“What makes you think this is the end?” she asked.




CHAPTER 5

“You cannot let Jill mess with your head like that,” said Lena Santos.

I dropped my Chem binder, startled, and tried to compose myself when I bent to pick it up again. “I’ll do my best. Where have you been?”

Lena had missed the entire day, and she hadn’t responded to a single one of my texts. She was pretty much my only real friend at St. Brigid’s, and I’d been terrified that Anton might try to use her against me, too.

“I had stuff,” she said vaguely, waving a hand. “It took longer than I thought, so I’m just grabbing my books. I heard lunch was interesting.”

“You’ve been gone all day,” I said. “When did you have time to hear anything?”

She shook her head in mock disappointment. “I’m hurt you would even ask a question like that.”

It wasn’t quite right to say Lena was a gossip. She was a sponge. She soaked up all the news and scandal around the school but rarely spread it around. She was the most relentlessly inquisitive person I’d ever met, and people were happy to talk to her. Sometimes I thought Lena used her curiosity the way I used my camera—as a way to deflect attention. If you ask enough questions, keep the lens on the other person, they usually forget about you. I’d used it to my advantage for years, and I was beginning to think Lena had learned the same trick.

“Well? Lunch? Come on, spill.”

“Pretty much the usual,” I said, hoping my bland tone would discourage further questions.

“Jill McAllister went after you in front of the entire cafeteria. Even for you two, that’s not really the usual.”

“She said that?”

“No. She’s telling people she wanted to ask about your NYU application and she got a migraine so bad she passed out.”

“There you go, then.” I slammed the locker shut and hefted my bag, settling the strap across my chest.

“You don’t think I actually believe that, do you? Someone said she grabbed you.”

“She was showing me where the headache was.”

We’d been heading toward the front doors of the school, but she stopped. “The secretive act again? I thought we were past that.”

Lena knew the truth about my family’s Mob connections, and that was dangerous enough. She was completely, blissfully unaware that magic existed. If the Seraphim wanted to hurt me, she was an easy target. I needed to keep her out of this, for her own good.

I ignored the whisper of conscience that reminded me how much I hated people doing things for my own good.

“If you’d been there, you could have seen it firsthand,” I pointed out. “Seriously, where were you?”

She looked down, her voice soft. “Family thing. I needed to help my mom.”

“With what?”

“Work stuff.”

“What exactly does your mom do, Lena? I don’t think you’ve ever told me. I don’t think anyone here knows.” I was genuinely curious, but I also had a point to make. Wrapping my scarf around my neck, I continued, “You know more about my life than anyone in this school, but you never tell me anything. And I’ve never pushed. Not once. Maybe I’m not the one with trust issues here.”

“I trust you.” Her hand crept to the St. Anne medallion she always wore. “But I can’t talk about it. It’s not mine to tell. I’m sorry, Mo.”

I was sorry, too, both for shutting her out and for prying when she wanted to leave something hidden. I’d done enough digging in people’s lives to know that what you uncovered was usually the last thing you wanted to find.

“If Jill says she got a migraine, why argue?” I said, peering out the window. No rusting red truck yet, and I tugged my gloves on. “I feel the same way whenever I’m around her.”

“A migraine,” she said slowly, staring out at the courtyard. “Got it.”

Colin’s truck pulled up to the snow-covered curb. “I’ll see you tomorrow. And Lena?”

She turned back to me. “Yeah?”

“It works both ways, you know. If you need help, or want to talk.”

“Sure,” she said, but I knew she didn’t mean it. “Thanks.”

I hurried out into the frigid afternoon. Chicago in late February is winter at its least appealing. The mountains of snow from the plows have turned gray from exhaust, the sidewalks are lumpy with ice, the cold air slaps you across the face. No matter what the calendar says, everyone knows spring is months away, not weeks, and summer seems like a myth.

Before I could run for the warmth of the truck, a familiar voice called my name.

“You couldn’t have come inside?” I asked Jenny Kowalski. Her fleece hat was pulled low over her ears, her face buried in the collar of her jacket.

Jenny’s dad had been the homicide detective assigned to Verity’s case. Convinced her death was related to my uncle’s Mob connections, he’d followed me into a Darkling attack and was killed by a blast of raw magic. The Arcs had covered it up, putting out the story that he was caught in a gas leak explosion that had leveled the Chicago Water Tower. Jenny didn’t look like her father, but she was following in his footsteps—she blamed my uncle, and she wanted me to help take him down.

“Would you rather I come to Morgan’s? Or your house? There’s an idea,” she said. “I could meet your dad. My invitation to the party got lost, I guess.”

“This isn’t exactly discreet,” I pointed out. “Colin’s right there.”

“I’ll be fast. Nick wants to know if you still have access to your uncle’s books.” Nick Petros, a political reporter for the Chicago Tribune who was working with Jenny.

“The hard drive was a fluke,” I said. “I told my mom I threw it out when we put the new one in, and she never asked about it again. Usually, I don’t have that kind of access.”

“It helped a lot,” she said. “They’re really close to making their case against your uncle and the Forellis, but they need more evidence. Something ironclad.”

I hugged myself to keep warm. “Isn’t that what the cops are for?”

“You can get things they can’t. The Forellis don’t suspect you. Mo, we need this. I need this. You promised to help.”

I sighed. Teaming up with Jenny had seemed like a good idea at the time. She’d appeared at The Slice one afternoon, brandishing a file on Colin’s history and information about my dad’s trial, offering a trade: answers for evidence. Now it was a complication, but I couldn’t go back on my word, and she knew it. “I’m working tonight. I’ll see what I can do. Now go away, before Colin starts asking questions.”

When I hauled open the door of the truck, a blast of warm air enveloped me and I sighed with relief. Colin laughed. “You were out there for all of ninety seconds. I think you’ll live.”

“Try wearing a skirt in this weather. We’ll see how long you last.” I pulled my gloves off and blew on my fingers to warm them. By now I should have gotten used to the jolt of pleasure that ran through me every time I saw him. But it was always the same—his eyes would meet mine, gray and knowing, his mouth would tug up on one side, and the happiness flashed through me, like stepping into an unexpected patch of sunlight on a miserable day. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He leaned over and kissed me, slow and thorough. I slid my hands beneath his coat, feeling worn flannel, hard muscle, and sanctuary. Eventually, he pulled back and studied me, rubbing a thumb along my jaw. “Bad day?”

Of course he knew. Colin knew me better than anyone. It was pointless to try and hide things from him, so I almost never did.

There’s a lot of wiggle room in almost.

I’d seen so much evil in the last six months. I’d seen killers and madmen and betrayal and greed. At times, I’d thought it would break me.

But compared to Colin’s past, everything I’d witnessed was a fairy tale.

His story was horribly, horribly true. He and his siblings had been abused for years by their stepfather, but a run-in with Child Services caused the man to snap. He’d killed Colin’s mom and brother, beaten his little sister so badly she’d suffered brain damage. He’d only stopped when an eleven-year-old Colin shot him to death.

That’s where my uncle came in. He’d known the stepfather—the guy was a low-level enforcer for the Mob. When Billy heard what had happened, he swooped in, pulled strings to bury what should have been a front-page story, and arranged for Colin and his sister Tess to come back to Chicago. Doctors said Tess’s catatonic state was part physical, part psychological, and most likely permanent—so Billy had placed her in a nursing home and taken care of the bills, made sure she was safe and cared for. Colin had been loyal to my uncle ever since.

Until we met.

Not surprisingly, Billy did not approve of our relationship. Bodyguard was one thing; boyfriend was another. The only thing keeping Colin alive was the deal I’d cut with my uncle after he found out—Colin’s life and Tess’s continued care in exchange for my promise to stay in Chicago after graduation and work for the Mob.

It was the one thing Colin could never, ever know. The day he discovered what I’d learned and what I’d done would be the day he walked away. I had survived a lot, but I wasn’t sure I could survive Colin hating me.

“Mo?” He jostled me lightly. “Something happen?”

I couldn’t mention Jenny’s visit, but there was still plenty to tell. “Promise you won’t freak out.”

“Very reassuring. Something with the magic?”

I twisted my fingers together. “The Seraphim. They came after me at lunch.”

“In public?” He sounded incredulous.

“I think they’ve passed the point of being subtle.”

He scowled and put the truck into drive, the movements jerky as he worked through all the implications.

“Morgan’s or home?” he asked.

“Morgan’s.” My uncle’s bar was the last place I wanted to be. Curled up on the couch with Colin was infinitely more appealing, but I’d made a promise, and Colin’s life depended on me keeping it.

“You’re not hurt,” he said as we drove.

“Just a headache.” His hands flexed, and I was quick to reassure him. “A regular headache, I swear.”

“Was Luc around?”

“Niobe came in at the end, but I had it under control.”

He glanced over, eyebrows raised. “You did?”

“There wasn’t time to wait around for a rescue.”

He drew a deep breath. “We need to get you out of this. Hide you somewhere.”

“Where would I go? The magic’s everywhere. I can’t hide from this. And I won’t abandon it, either.” I knew that with absolute clarity. It wasn’t about escaping one world for the other. It was finding a way to balance my Arc life and my Flat one. “And let’s say I did hide. You stash me somewhere the Arcs would never find me. Would you come with me?”

Amazing how he could withdraw in a space as small as the cab of his truck. “We’ve been over this. I’m not leaving Chicago.”

Of course he wouldn’t. He could never leave Tess. If I wanted them to be safe, I couldn’t leave, either.

“Then I’ll stay, too.”

“Don’t do that,” he said. “Go to New York, the way you and Verity planned. Or we find a place to hide you away from the Arcs. But don’t stay here because of me.”

I tried to look out the window, but it was frosted over, obscuring the familiar sights of my neighborhood: the auto parts shop, the dry cleaners, the insurance agency. I scraped at it with my thumbnail, concentrating on the lines instead of the pain of his words. “You want me to leave?”

“I want you to be safe. If you stay here, you’re going to get caught up in Billy’s world. You deserve better than that.”

“I deserve to make my own choices,” I said. “Why do you get to decide what’s right for me?”

“Because I love you.”

I twisted to face him, shocked. And then thrilled, giddy with delight, my seat belt the only thing keeping me from throwing myself across the cab at him.

He checked his mirror and changed lanes, then glanced over. “What? You knew that.”

“You’ve never said it. Not really.” He’d never said the actual words. Holding back, the same way he held back the truth about his past, and I’d assumed it would stay that way. So I’d been careful not to say it, either, afraid talking about our future would only end badly. We’d slipped into that conversation, anyway, like a river where the most dangerous eddies and rocks were hidden under the surface. The kind of discussion where we had to navigate carefully or risk being smashed to bits. His words felt like someone had thrown me a life preserver.

He jerked a shoulder, but I could see the nervousness in the way his eyes flickered between me and the road. “Now I said it. Does it change things?”

I looped my arm through his. “Yes, you jerk.”

He loved me. Maybe I could tell him the truth about what I’d done, and he’d forgive me. You forgave the people you loved, right? Wasn’t that what my mom was always saying? Maybe we’d be okay.

He parked a few doors down from Morgan’s. “Does it mean you’ll listen?”

“Depends on what you’re saying, I guess.” I unbuckled my seat belt and slid across the bench seat until I was close enough to see the stubble along his jaw, glints of gold and caramel and auburn. His skin smelled like Ivory soap and pine shavings.

He slid a hand around the back of my neck, meeting my eyes. “I love you. I want you safe. I want you happy.”

“I’m very happy.” More so every minute. His words turned my blood effervescent.

“But you’re not safe.”

“I haven’t been safe since Verity died. You can’t stash me away somewhere. I’m not—” I’m not Tess, I’d almost said, but caught myself in time. I wasn’t ready to reveal I knew about Tess just yet. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He pulled me closer, onto his lap, his mouth crushing against mine. The steering wheel dug into my back and I didn’t notice, too intent on sliding my hands underneath his Carhartt, feeling the tension in the way his muscles bunched under my fingers, feeling it smooth away as we kissed. The awfulness of Anton rifling through my mind melted away, and when Colin’s hand slid underneath my sweater, his thumb rasping along the base of my spine, I forgot all about Anton and Arcs and anything except Colin. Here. Mine. Now.

And then someone tapped on the window, three sharp raps. I pulled back as Colin swore.

The figure behind the fogged glass was familiar, and I slid off Colin’s lap onto the seat, wincing at the cold vinyl through my polyester skirt.

I dragged a hand across my mouth as Colin rolled down the window, letting in cold air and frigid disapproval.

“Hey, Dad.”
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