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    Shattered Pentacle
Lyra always knew there was something more out there. She learned in her youth, when she became the victim of a bloodsucking horror that kept her enthralled to his twisted will, feeding on the blood of others to sustain itself. Until Bonnie came, and set her free with fire and bullets. After agonizing withdrawal, Lyra’s body healed. But her soul was another matter entirely. 

Now she tries to live a normal life, passing the day to day as a music tutor. But horrors still stalk her nightmares, lurking in every shadowy Canterlot alley.

As time passes, something deep in Lyra rebells at this vision of her world, where mankind are desperate prey always fleeing from dark things. Something is calling to her, a vision of a better world. Once her soul wakes to magic, it will never sleep again.

Unless someone puts her in the dirt, of course. Someone like her monster-hunting girlfriend.

Updates Saturdays.



This story is a tribute to the World of Darkness. Knowledge of its setting and characters is not necessary to read this–its lead character will have to learn everything right along with readers. But for the curious, I’m using 1st Edition Mage the Awakening, Hunter the Vigil, Changeling the Lost, Vampire the Masquerade, and Werewolf the Forsaken. It’s primarily a mage story, but will include elements of the other books where appropriate.

This story started with the simple premise of wondering what Twilight and her unicorn friends would look like as a cabal of mages. But given how long I’ve been writing and how old the fandom is now, centering a story on Twilight felt too predictable at this point. I wanted to use one of the background characters as viewpoint instead. Everything else grew from that premise–making the changelings into changelings, some earth ponies into werewolves, etc.

Editing by Two Bit and Sparktail. Two Bit was also my enabler for this story. The cover was made by the fantastic Zen. I’m really happy with how this one came out.

This story’s text and original elements are copyright © Starscribe 2023. Starscribe claims no ownership of My Little Pony, the original property that inspired this transformative fanwork.

Description

Lyra always knew the night was full of dangers. After years of feeling trapped and helpless, she finally Awakens to a hidden world of friendship and magic. But can she keep her secret from her monster-hunting girlfriend?
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    Chapter 1
Lyra did not like to dream. When she slept, the blood returned—the screams. Time mattered little in the domain of memory.
 In her mind, she still craved. She still tasted the sickly sweet of blood, dribbled out just fast enough to keep her obedient. The strange power of that blood left her body unscarred by all she suffered under the old dockyard. But the damage to her mind—that healed slower.
 When those wounds were still fresh, she dreamed only of need, of terrible things those horrors demanded of her. But now, sometimes—things were different.
 Now instead of the torment of the endless, blurring days, Lyra relived the last. Exploding wood, gunfire, and light more powerful than the sun. Her master’s demand, overflowing with a fear she had never heard from the thing that called himself Ventus.
 “Protect your home!” he bellowed. His words compelled, as they always had. Lyra felt the Uzi in her fingers, clicking off the safety. But instead of rushing out into the hail of bullets to die like all the others, she turned it on Ventus.
 Blood dribbled down a tower in a vast jungle, its canopy so dense no light reached the ground. Instead of drinking it, she scattered it over the floor, watering the warehouse basement and the jungle all in one.
 Then came the sun. She jerked upright, her fingers contracting around a trigger that wasn’t there. She felt silk sheets instead, and a face almost as soft looking back at her. 
 Bonnie already had an eye open. She reached across the warm space, sliding her hand down Lyra’s shoulder. Her touch was gentle, a reassuring reminder that she wasn’t alone. “Nightmares again?”
 She nodded weakly. Instead of moving away, she rested up against Bonnie’s arm. “Dreams, anyway. It’s not so bad now that I don’t wake up craving.”
 Her girlfriend slid closer to her in bed, resting Lyra’s head against her chest. She held her there for a little while—not long enough. But the morning sun outside glowed with its constant reminder that the day would not wait forever. 
 But a few more minutes, surrounded by soft sheets and the touch of someone who had never hurt her—that was peace.
 Eventually Bonnie sat up against the headboard, pulling Lyra along with her. “You better have plans for the weekend. I don’t want you spending the next few days locked up in here, alone.”
 Lyra nodded. “It’s karaoke night at Azucar3. The girls and I planned to go. Since you won’t let me go on your trip.”
 Her girlfriend nodded with relief. “That’s good. As long as you’re not in here all weekend.”
 Lyra shrugged, then rolled out of bed. Her feet settled weakly under her, but held. “I like having some time alone. But not the whole weekend.”
 They got ready, stumbling together between the shower and the kitchen, not always in that order.
 Lyra felt a little better with her morning tea in hand, and a plate of toast and eggs. Her girlfriend wasn’t particularly good at cooking anything that wasn’t sweet, but at least none of it burned. Plain, simple, filling.
 It was the thought that mattered most. Lyra flicked through her notebook of music lessons for that morning, scratching her ideas next to the name of each student. “What about you?” she asked. “The whole weekend this time? Anything I should be worried about?”
 Bonnie looked away from her. “I would say if I could. It’s—”
 “Classified,” Lyra finished lamely. “You honestly can’t tell me anything? I wouldn’t tell anyone.”
 Bonnie stood from her seat, turning towards the window. “I trust you, Lyra. But without a security clearance—it’s just better if you don’t know. Safer for you, safer for everyone.”
 “But you would warn me if something was wrong, right? If there was danger…”
 Her girlfriend passed something heavy across the table to her, her purse. Most of that space was empty, a little wallet, some makeup and feminine products. All that weight came from the hefty metal object buried at the bottom. “You have the gun I gave you while I’m gone. You remember how to shoot it?”
 Lyra slipped the purse over her shoulder, then stood. “I remember.”
 “You only get the one shot if—”
 Lyra stuck a piece of toast into her mouth, silencing her. “I’m pretty sure I know vampires better than you do. I’m not going to stick around and see. One shot and I run, like you said.”
 Bonnie chewed, then tossed the slice away into the sink. She caught Lyra’s elbow with her other arm, pulling her in close. “Ponyville is pretty quiet right now. Canterlot—not so much. If you’re alone, be here. Okay?”
 “Love you too.” Lyra kissed her cheek, light and sharp. “You think you can tell me about what it was you’re hunting, when you get the kill? Can’t hurt after it’s already dead.”
 Bonnie met her eyes. For a few seconds, Lyra expected another sharp rebuff, another reminder of the restrictions her girlfriend always obeyed. But Bonnie stretched up to her tiptoes, high enough to whisper into Lyra’s ear. “Wizards.”
 She slipped away, easily pulling free of Lyra’s grip. “See you Sunday night, sweetie.”
 “You’re Sweetie,” she shot back, almost by reflex.
 Her girlfriend winked, stuck out her tongue, then vanished into the garage.
 I should get going too. Shouldn‘t keep my ride waiting.
 She met Akiko a few minutes later, waiting in her driveway. Lyra nodded to her, then slipped into the passenger seat. “Good morning.”
 “Morning, anyway,” Akiko answered. “How are you feeling?” She never touched the controls, yet the audiobook faded anyway. She must’ve had something in her pocket.
 Lyra slid her little notebook out, finger gliding over her notes. They were all a mess, scribbled over each other in a confused tangle. Every student had a page, marked with different colored dividers. “Dunno, Akiko. Want the quick version or the truth?”
 Her old friend pulled onto the highway, then they were accelerating. “We’ve known each other since we were girls, Lyra. Who else would you tell?”
 Not exactly an answer. She snapped the little notebook closed. “When I’m really bored sometimes I take a violin into the city zoo. Tim lets me do it—the security guard?”
 “Yeah.” Akiko nodded, suddenly paying attention. “He would. Not sure where this is going. You’re already with—”
 Lyra interrupted. “I play for the animals. Whatever exhibit doesn’t have anyone right then. Most of them don’t really care—but some of the mammals, you can tell they’re listening, you know? Chimpanzees come right up to the cage, start tapping along. Or the deer all leave their food behind to run in circles right in front of me.”
 She stopped her finger on one page near the back—Isabelle’s lesson, her first for the day. She hadn’t added anything to her page in weeks. Despite her talent for music, she wasn’t any better at the piano than she had been back in January.
 Akiko glanced sidelong at her—or maybe she was just checking her blind spots before pulling off on Canterlot’s main street exit. “Not sure how this is supposed to tell me what’s bothering you, Harper.”
 She shrugged. “There’s nothing quite like music in their world. But they still listen. They look at me, and I can feel what they’re thinking—this glimpse. They don’t understand what they’re hearing, but they realize it’s bigger than anything in their universe. They could never reproduce what I’m doing, not in a thousand years. But there’s still enough in there for them to feel what they’re missing and want more.”
 She stuck the little notebook back into her pocket, adjusting the purse on her shoulder. “That’s where I’m at.”
 Akiko jerked to a stop, so suddenly that Lyra’s seatbelt went painfully tight against her chest. It was a red light, right at the end of the exit. “What changed?” Akiko asked. The audiobook was silent now, her car quiet except for the gentle idling of the engine. “Did Terri give you another lecture about crystals? It was the crystals, wasn’t it?”
 Lyra laughed in spite of herself. Not loudly. “No. I guess it might seem… similar. But music isn’t just pleasant, it’s true. Maybe that doesn’t make a lot of sense. But there’s math behind it—some sounds are nice to listen to, and others aren’t. Doesn’t matter what culture you’re from, or even what species. It would be nice if you could just stick a rock in your pocket to fix all your problems, but—no. Not that.”
 They were already reaching the music store, across from central park. Akiko wasn’t watching the road very closely anymore. If Lyra didn’t know better, she almost would’ve thought her friend was muttering something under her breath.
 But no, she wasn’t crazy. Not that crazy, anyway. But the way she gasped, taking her fingers off the wheel—Lyra might have to revise her opinion. Granted, they weren’t moving. Not until someone behind them started laying on the horn, and Akiko finally went back to driving.
 She sped off, swerving across a few lanes, before sliding into the music store parking lot. “You feel like you were asleep,” she whispered. “Not just for a little while, but your whole life—so deep you didn’t even realize it. Until one day, you did.” Akiko rested one hand on her shoulder, her grip uncharacteristically firm. “I could show you, if you want. Help you hear the music.”
 Of everything Akiko might have told her—that wasn’t what she was supposed to say. It might be easier if her friend had told her she was insane. “I thought you were supposed to ground me.” 
 It was Akiko’s turn to laugh. “We both know that’s your girlfriend’s job. Besides, the world has enough lies without creating any more.”
 Like the Masquerade. Lyra jerked away from her, stumbling out into the parking lot. “Thanks for the ride, Akiko. Lifesaver as always. Sweetie’s grateful too, even if she’ll never admit it. She’s not big on sharing. But I know she is.”
 She shoved the door closed, then backed up. Tabitha’s car was already waiting in the lot. Isabelle might be sitting in their lesson room.
 Akiko rolled down her window, returning her hand to the wheel. “You’re still coming to karaoke tonight, right? I know the girls are counting on you. We need someone who can sing.”
 She nodded halfheartedly. “Wouldn’t miss it!”
 “Good.” Akiko pulled into reverse, rolling past her. “What you’re feeling is true, Lyra. Follow it.” She rolled out onto the road. Not far—Lyra could see Akiko’s little tea shop from the sidewalk.
 She stood there in silent confusion for another minute, before hurrying through the parking lot and into Rainbow Rocks.
 Octavia whistled as Lyra entered, voice harsh and annoyed. She gestured to the wall clock without a word. Two minutes past the hour.
 Lyra nodded apologetically, scooping up her basket of supplies from beside the counter, then skipping through the store to the row of identical, soundproof rooms.
 Sure enough, Isabelle was already sitting in hers. Not at the piano, or even near it. Lyra could only wince, slipping inside. “Morning, Izzy. I hope you’ve been practicing!” 
 At least the teen had the courtesy to tuck her phone down her shirt. “Yeah. A little, I guess. Not as much as you want me to.”
 She got up, shuffling towards the piano. This time, Lyra stopped her, holding the basket in her way. She sat down on the bench herself, facing backward. “We’ll do something a little different today. Take out those scales… but I’ll play them. You’re going to sing along, okay?”
 Isabelle lowered one hand from her pink and purple curls, expression suddenly intense. “My sister didn’t want me singing here. I’m supposed to be… learning the fundamentals or whatever.”
 Lyra spun around. “Sit down next to me. I’ll play, you can pretend, and you’ll sing along instead. Let’s start with our major scales. Okay?”
 One lesson blurred into another, the same as every day. Lyra put aside her own fears for a little while, focused on the needs of each individual student. Some needed time to focus on their fundamentals, while others were preparing for the next recital. Either way, having her attention on someone else meant her anxiety could fade.
 If Bonnie would tell me more, maybe I would understand a little better. But Bonnie never did—she had only defied her orders once, when she saved Lyra’s life. No other ghoul walked out of that warehouse.
 Lunchtime came and went, and it was time to work the floor, selling instruments and restocking the shelves. It was far more mindless than her morning lessons, leaving her free to wander. When there was no one around to help, she was alone with her thoughts. What monster would “Sweetie Drops” be hunting this weekend? Would she be hurt again?
 Maybe this time it was just more training, or dull paperwork. Maybe she wouldn’t come home with fresh scars. Or maybe she would, and this time Lyra would be strong enough to help her, instead of the other way around.
 “I believe that about does it for the evening.” Octavia tapped her polished nails on the counter, surveying the store. Dusted, swept, and stocked, thanks to Lyra. “Don’t think this excuses tardiness, Miss Harper. Our students expect the lesson they pay for. If you’re late to start—”
 “Then I’m late to the next one,” she finished. “I know, I’m sorry. I won’t keep anyone waiting on Monday.”
 “I’m sure you won’t.” Octavia reached under the counter, removing Lyra’s purse from where it had been resting through the day. “Enjoy your weekend. Will you be waiting here for your ride?”
 “Nah. Bonnie is out for the weekend. Thanks though.” She waved, then slipped out the door.
 The streetlights were already on, though the sun hadn’t set yet. It might be a perfect night in the city, if there wasn’t smoke on the horizon.
 Lyra broke into a jog, clutching the purse to her side. She didn’t reach inside yet, despite her growing fear. Maybe it was a scheduled burn, or a barbeque out of control. Her worst fears couldn’t manifest yet, not while the sun was still in the sky. Even fading light would char her fears to ash.
 The stink of oil and melted plastic tainted the air—not thick enough to trouble her breathing, but enough to sicken her. Worst by far was what burned.
 She reached Akiko’s tea shop and bookstore. Despite her hopes, this was clearly the source of the flames. Specifically, Akiko’s car, casting a pillar of black smoke up into the air. 
 The shop windows were shattered, and the door a broken ruin on the ground. Of all the people in Canterlot to attack, why Akiko? Her friend could get a little spacy at times, and definitely wasn’t the most socially well-adjusted. But that didn’t mean she deserved violence! Was her tea that bad?
 Lyra removed her phone, snapping a few photos. There should be hundreds of people on the scene, blaring police sirens, maybe the fire patrol.
 There wasn’t a soul. No one gawked out the nearby windows, and cars passed on the road as though they didn’t even see the flaming wreck a dozen feet away. Did I just step into a dream? 
 The smart thing to do was turn and run, obviously. If it were anyone else’s store, she would’ve done exactly that. But Akiko—Akiko didn’t deserve this.
 Lyra slipped her phone away, drawing Bonnie’s strange taser wrapped in wires. I’m not a victim anymore. My friends won’t be either. Lyra dropped into a crouch, and hurried through the broken door into Akiko’s building.
 


  
    Chapter 2
Akiko’s tea shop was in ruins. Whoever had come through obviously worked deliberately, shattering and smashing as much as they could. Glass cases displaying loose-leaf tea in delicious varieties were shattered onto the ground, letting the leaves mix freely. The reading corner furniture was broken, with its shelves toppled sideways spilling the books everywhere.
 She felt at one of the shelves as she approached, dodging around the piles of broken glass along the way. The shelves were solid oak, each one much heavier than Lyra’s whole body. Support brackets were ripped right out of the wall, leaving jagged gaps where they should’ve attached.
 Lyra flicked the safety off the strange stun-gun, advancing towards the kitchen. She found more destruction along the way—anything that could be easily broken was toppled, then deliberately crushed underfoot
 Why would anyone care about Akiko’s little business? No rival tea-shop owner would employ the undead for such a shallow, meaningless attack.
 Lyra reached the back wall after a short time, her hand touching against flat cement. Strange—hadn’t she been headed for the kitchen? She looked up, and found it was still open, the little swinging doors ripped off the hinges—but she wasn’t there.
 What? This time she fixed her attention on the broken door, and walked. Her hand met a broken shelf of little tea decorations, scorched along its edge.
 Her mind spun, head throbbing with the impossibility. Lyra walked in a straight line, and ended up somewhere else. “Not… possible.” The gun faltered in her hand, and she glanced back for the exit. Maybe she would be better off if she tried to get away. She didn’t belong here—she was obviously out of her league!
 But Akiko might need her help! The two weren’t best friends or anything, but they had been close since growing up. She couldn’t just abandon Akiko to whatever these monsters wanted to do. She would be helpless against them—at least Lyra had experience. She could resist their powers.
 I feel them now. She wasn’t sure how she realized it—something switched, and suddenly everything was clear. Lyra had walked through this space a hundred times—helped Akiko mix up tea for morning, or chatted with her over an evening glass of chamomile.
 What I see is a lie. It manipulates me. Lyra closed her eyes, then touched one hand against the wall again. The shelf of decorations meant she was only a few feet away from the kitchen door. She stepped to the left. 
 It was like walking uphill, impossibly steep. Her body rebelled against her, making every step into a fight. She pressed against something, a will that crushed her mind.
 Others might yield—Lyra had felt a mind that was not her own compelling her to action a hundred times before. She leaned into it, refusing to retreat. Instead of making place for the alien mind, she replayed music in her head. Vivaldi’s “Summer” ought to do—the strings blazed, dueling each other as the ancient composer had written. His will left no room for another.
 Her hand brushed against the doorframe, and still she moved. She walked over the broken door, kept going until she felt tile under her feet. Only then did Lyra open her eyes. 
 The odor hit her first, an oppressive stink that choked into her lungs and made her eyes sting. 
 There was little to break in here—a few teacups, the fridge toppled to one side. Most dramatically, both of Akiko’s stoves were on, pouring gas into the room without a flame. 
 Lyra scampered over, switching both off. She reached the window and flung it open, then leaned out into the night to suck mouthfuls of mercifully clean air.
 Her head swam with the awful stink of gas. For a few seconds it was all she could do to rest there, catching her breath. Until her head stopped pounding, and she could look back.
 There should be nothing else here, just a few shelves of storage and a door into the alley. But she saw no bodies, no blood, no other signs of a struggle.
 There’s nothing here, I should leave.
 Strangely, she found the thought wouldn’t stick in her mind. She wanted to leave, yet—it wasn’t Lyra who wanted her to leave. Something else did. It wanted her not to see what was plainly right in front of her.
 In her knowing, there was sight. The plain concrete wall fuzzed and shimmered, then wasn’t a wall anymore. A doorway appeared there, leading down with a set of narrow, perfectly ordered steps carved directly into the rock. Not a chance they were up to code, with such narrow gaps between each one. No toolmarks either, like someone had reached through the ground with a magical hand, scooping out one step at a time.
 Another trick? Lyra touched her free hand up against the wall beside it, then pushed through. Her arm moved freely through where a wall had been, then through empty air. It was open.
 Lyra deliberated for another moment, wondering whether she should pass through. 
 Then she heard something. Voices, one harsh and one desperate. One was Akiko’s, and she was terrified.
 Lyra checked the gun again, then stepped through the wall. It wasn’t a wall, and her foot settled on solid rock. The second step was hard too, but by the third she was moving freely. Whatever strange pressure touched her mind, it faded quickly. The passage was dark, lit by a single naked bulb hanging from the ceiling.
 Lyra crept forward slowly, taking each step as quietly as she could. The Kindred had exceptional senses—but if this one was gloating, it might not notice her approach. Long enough for the two of them to escape, if they were lucky.
 She reached the door of the passage that shouldn’t be there. Some part of her still expected it to conform to familiar rules. Maybe there would be a storage room of secret, delicious tea. There was not. 
 The space inside looked like it might be the sitting room of a fine mansion. Its wood-paneled walls were covered with paintings, and lit by warm fixtures overhead that might be radiating pure sunlight.
 The damage was no less severe than the shop above. Priceless metal objects, computers, and shelves of books were toppled and shattered, or crushed into impossible configurations. It hurt too much to look at them, as though the shapes themselves were somehow dangerous or confused. She didn’t try, instead focusing on the heated conversation inside. 
 “You had to know this day would come. Your gods are false and fallen. My king sits atop his throne. You see the result.” The speaker was female, older, with a cruel edge to every word. She was certainly cruel enough to be one of Ventus’s Kindred.
 Lyra crept forward. She couldn’t see the speaker yet, or her friend. Despite the modest size of the tea shop above, this building was huge, sprawling bigger than her home. Not Akiko’s, her friend had a mansion. If anyone could afford to build something like this, it was probably her.
 “You’ve made your point,” Akiko said. “You want the wheel—take it. Take it and go, you win.”
 “Feel that weight on your shoulders. Feel it crushing down. So speaks dominion, pentacle. So speak the true masters, rightful monarchs of this world. You awakened only because they permitted it—because one day, you would offer something of value to the kingdom. No other reason.”
 She’s lying. Lyra wasn’t sure where the words came from. They were thoughts, yet there was something strange about them too. Another mind spoke with truer words. Even now. 
 Her thoughts weren’t words exactly—they were an impression, absolute confidence in something that was true. Those words were music, like the melody that urged her forward through the ruins.
 “I know who you… serve,” Akiko whispered. “They won’t make you a king. They’d make everyone slaves.”
 Something shattered, then something else smacked into a wall with a meaty thud and a scream.
 Lyra strangled a gasp, speeding up. She reached the corner seconds later, and peered around it. 
 Much of what she saw made no sense to her. A section of the building was left with a naked stone floor, surrounded by a ring of strange objects. A single case stood beside it, now shattered on the floor. 
 There were only two people here. One was Akiko, lying in a heap against the wall. Despite the awful sound of impact, she was only bleeding from a few places, and her leg twisted sharply the wrong direction. A little blood, but not the devastating injury that the impact produced.
 Then there was the stranger—a woman with dark red hair with a few flakes of white along with thin, angular features. 
 What was a vampire supposed to wear? Maybe something like this—a crisply cut business suit, with flaring pants and heels. She carried no obvious weapons, or other signs of how she had inflicted such incredible harm to Akiko’s shop. That could only mean one thing—the strength of her blood.
 “You don’t even know what this does.” The woman bent down, hefting something from the glass wreckage. It was metal, heavy enough that the woman strained visibly when she rose, adjusting her weight. “You will not miss it. You cannot even see it put to productive use—but I can.”
 “Fine,” Akiko groaned, resting her back against the wall. “Go.”
 “Not… quite,” said the stranger. “This offering is great. But your offering is not complete. If you will not swear to the Storm God’s name, then your soul will be an offering to him. Choose now.”
 She won’t get to choose. Lyra knew that truth as confidently as anything she had seen. She needed no supernatural senses—this was something deeper. She’d known the kindred for years, learned the way they thought. They wanted to do more than just dominate—they wanted you to believe they owned you.
 Akiko spoke again, a whisper of something that Lyra shouldn’t understand. It wasn’t a language she had ever heard—but she knew the words anyway. Someone had already written them on her soul.
 “One lie darkens all shadow. Truth pierces all darkness.” Lyra whispered along to those words, like reciting an oath.
 They guided her fingers, made her hands stop shaking. Her aim settled on target, one finger on the trigger. Then the gun started glowing. A motor whirred, and the barrel rotated, replaced with another tipped with faint blue light.
 That was not the correct response—not from the woman’s feral growl, or the sudden energy that filled the room. Lights flickered overhead, then exploded in a shower of sparks.
 Lyra had no idea what she was witnessing, but she didn’t stop to think. She knew what would happen to her friend if she just stood there and watched.
 She pulled the trigger. A voice spoke from the weapon, faint and artificial. “Metahuman target identified. Suppression engaged.”
 Lightning arced through the room, yanked down from cables running through the ceiling. It lashed out at Akiko, lying prone and helpless on the ground.
 Lyra’s gun hissed and hummed, frost condensing on its tubes and wires. Smoke rose from the barrel. No bullets emerged, and the weapon didn’t so much as fidget in her fingers. 
 Then the woman screamed.
 She spun in place, and the electricity arced away from Akiko, leaving deep black marks on the ground. Aiming for me.
 Lyra had a split second to react—long enough. She dove back around the corner, just as energy splashed into the place she’d been, tearing up cement and wood in a shower of sparks and light.
 There was no time left to wonder how this was happening, or what impossibility was trying to kill her. She knew no Kindred who wielded power like this—a mystery to solve another time. 
 “What manner of… is this? I’ll burn them to ashes! The King of all Storms rises and bellows with his rage!”
 Lightning flashed from around the corner, so bright it would’ve blinded Lyra in an instant if she saw it. She didn’t, and it was gone almost as quickly. Then came the thunder, so loud it drove her to her knees.
 She covered her ears with both hands, whimpering against the pain. The gun was still clutched in one, so she heard its simple electronic voice whispering in her ear. 
 “Cryogenic element at maximum entropy. Charge expended.” It hissed and sputtered, ejecting a little silver tank to the ground next to her. Smoke still rose from the metal, condensing to a thin layer of frost.
 Then it was over. The light vanished, leaving only a handful of electric lights still glowing behind Lyra. She dropped the gun, then stumbled forward, ears ringing with thunder. She peered around the corner, balling one hand into a fist—but there was no monster there. Only her friend remained, a pale outline curled in a corner.
 “Rarity, was that you?” her friend called, voice small but insistent. “Not sure what spell that was, but it worked perfectly. I think she electrocuted herself.”
 Spell? Like the one that left a glowing, vibrant hole in the space where a woman had been standing. Like the lightning that scorched the rock all around it, turning it to shimmering glass.
 That wasn’t a vampire.
 Lyra bent down, removing something from where it sat abandoned in the molten glass. This object alone was unharmed, despite the terrible damage to either side.
 About the size of a pocket watch, though like nothing she’d ever seen before. Thousands of wheels and gears moved within, turning and clicking and humming together according to some unknown and unknowable design. It settled into her fingers, so real that her eyes could focus even in near-darkness.
 Compared to this strange object, her body was smoke and shadow. It ought to pass right through her, then down to the core of the planet beneath. 
 Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. Each one shook her body, an unseen heartbeat. The sound transformed to distant thunder, rolling over the hillside. It brought rain with it, thick and rejuvenating. If only she could find it and walk out into the deluge, maybe she could wash away a little of her confusion. Maybe then the world would make sense. It called to her, from a source she couldn’t see.
 Lyra walked towards it. She crossed the broken basement, the melted stone, and reached where her friend was only just sitting up.
 A light glowed to life in Akiko’s hand, bright as a spotlight, but without a source. Light came from—nowhere, shining into her face.
 Akiko gasped, expression turning horrified. “Lyra? How… how are you down here? Sleepers can’t…”
 Lyra held out her hand, offering her the clock. “Do you hear the music, Akiko?”
 “Do I…” She moaned, pressing her shirt against her chest to staunch the bleeding. She extended her other hand for the clock, the one that glowed. “You saved my life.”
 Even without the clock in her fingers, Lyra felt the distant storm. It raged over a familiar home, compelling her forward. “I’ll be back. Someone is waiting for me.”
 She turned away, and followed the roar out of Akiko’s secret basement.
 


  
    Chapter 3
The city extended in all directions, an endless gray eternity that stretched across all reality. Streets crowded with gray figures, moving in hushed, slumping groups. Dark cars sped past her down muddy roads, splashing helpless pedestrians on either side.
 It was every worst day she’d ever had, when dark eyes waited in every window. When Ventus’s whispers compelled her to unspeakable things. She would not be deceived by such a voice ever again, no matter how sweetly it said her name.
 “It’s us against the universe, Lyra,” whispered a dark figure, catching her by the shoulder. She was too strong to resist, tugging Lyra sharply to one side. 
 Agent Sweetie Drops stood in full tactical gear, black right down to the paint on either side of her face. She rested her hands on a submachine gun covered in sinuous silvery wires, with a magazine that made the air hum.
 “The less you know about it the better. They’re all monsters, all finding new ways to prey on people like us. If you saw what I’ve seen.”
 She nodded along reflexively, as she’d done so many times before. But now she knew it was a lie. “My friend isn’t a monster. Akiko saved my life.”
 The crowd shoved up against her, surging in seemingly random directions. They crashed down in waves like the sea, shoving her back. They threatened to wash her away, and obscure the distant light on the horizon.
 “I won’t go back!” She pushed through the crowd, even though it meant losing sight of Sweetie Drops. Answers waited for her, whispered in the planet’s pulsing heartbeat.
 She emerged from the crowd, and out onto an empty intersection. 
 A solitary figure stood there with his back to her. Rain soaked pale flesh, torn and shredded with a dozen bullets. It wasn’t red blood that emerged from within, but black. The body was long dead, yet walked still.
 “You could’ve been one of us,” he said. “I had such hope for you, Lyre. The Camarilla would have welcomed you.”
 She slowed in her steps, but did not stop. “I don’t have to listen to you anymore, Ventus. I didn’t listen to you then.”
 He turned as she approached, showing a ruined face torn apart by gunfire. He had done the same in her memory, before the fire took him. He gripped her coat, tugging at her with iron fingers. “You are chattel now. You can’t fight the craving—not forever. The rot already runs into your soul, the beast stirs.”
 “You’re lying!” She shoved him back. But he was too strong—she tumbled instead, tripping over the curb and into the road.
 She fell forever, through addiction and blood, through murders and sex in darkened basements and lonely alleys.
 She landed on the seashore. Lyra had never been to a beach before, but she never imagined anything like this. The water was not blue, but liquid darkness, soaking the light of the moon and stars without dimension or contrast.
 Lyra struggled to her feet. Bare skin scraped against a rocky shore, leaving her sliced and bleeding. She stood up anyway, shielding one eye with her hand.
 Ponyville was gone now—the shore to her either side held only the empty, crumbling skeletons of once great buildings. Whatever city lay ruined here was greater than anything she had ever seen—even the steeples and rooftops emerging from the sand looked to be once mighty monuments.
 Her bare feet scraped against a broken road, cracked and crumbling. It led into the black water that was not water.
 “Do you hear the music?” asked a voice. Octavia stood on the shore beside her. She reached down to the broken beach, and lifted something in one hand. “Play for us.”
 Lyra took it in both hands. Someone had worked a lyre in living wood, covered over with a dusting of pale green moss. Its strings were taut sinew, dripping blood.
 “Do I…” She did hear it. Simple at first—the steady thump of a heartbeat. She flicked her fingers over the strings, at once rotting and firm. She played along, strumming to the rhythm.
 “There was a road here, before the dragon died,” Octavia said. Except she wasn’t Octavia anymore, she was a… monster. A monster of mismatched limbs, with long gray hair and naked singularities in his eyes. “We broke it. We broke everything, Lyra.”
 His words were a mournful dirge in time with the music. Her fingers moved without thinking, spraying blood and bits of flesh across bare skin. A song for the graveside, mourning the passing of something that was once great. No longer.
 “There’s still something there,” she sang back. Her words brought hope to the melody. A tune of seeds freshly planted, the last hope for a harvest. She held the lyre against her heart, so close its vines wrapped around her fingers, crept up her arms. They grew along her veins.
 Her heart still beat. It joined to the other, deeper sound. “Your birthright,” whispered the speaker. He towered over her, great limbs digging into the rubble. “Now hidden. A sliver of darkness poisons you. Strangles the melody.”
 She saw it anyway. Far across that dismal sea was a forest. Life as nothing she had ever seen, a world of life untouched by smog or poisoned rivers. Seeing it made her heart swell with longing.
 “Vitae,” she whispered. “I let him give it to me. It won’t let me go, will it?”
 Laughter. “The Kindred? No. This corruption was in you from the moment you were born. If you want to cross, rip it out.”
 The lyre crumbled in her fingers, leaving only a piece of jagged wood as sharp as any dagger. Her skin went pale, her hands shook. “I can’t.”
 Warm hands touched hers, pushing the broken wood to her breast. Sweetie Drops, still in her dark tactical gear. “You know you can. You knew in the moment that Ventus ordered you to die for him. You heard the music then.”
 She pushed on Lyra’s fingers, just hard enough that sharp wood touched unprotected skin. “The music. Creation’s melody. A truer song than Ventus’s lies. You followed it all the way to the end of the universe, Lyre. What is it telling you?”
 A slug festered in her chest, like tar that covered something shining underneath. She felt it wriggling under her skin, filling her soul with poison. The human race were helpless victims, they strangled their planet. Nothing would ever get better. What was broken could not heal. 
 “I’m not the one who can’t be there,” she realized. She plunged the dagger through her chest.
 She screamed, body spasming. The awful passenger in her soul thrashed and contracted, constricting her limbs. She pushed anyway, heedless of her own blood dribbling down her chest.
 She knew the instant it was dead. Black tar dripped from the wound, splattering beside her bare feet. It trickled away, oozing into the sea and joining with the tide.
 Lyra kept breathing. Even with a dagger piercing her chest, plunged in so deep the tip emerged from between her shoulders. But she wasn’t Ventus—her heart still beat, louder and stronger than ever.
 “I knew you could.” Bonnie stepped back, out of her way. “But you aren’t finished yet.”
 Behind her was a road, cutting through the sea without touching it. The road had never been broken after all—she just didn’t have the eyes to see.
 “Come on.” Lyra offered her hand, covered with blood and slime. “We can go together!”
 There was nobody there. Lyra glanced to either side, but never took her eyes from the road. If she did, she might not find it again. 
 So she walked. Vines along her skin tore and crumbled with every step, leaving a trail of dead and browning plants behind her. She walked.
 Lyra landed in the trees. They were great pines all, towering old growth of a forest that had never felt the lumberjack’s ax. She inhaled, and the world’s breath flooded into her lungs. The world spoke to her, but not with words. 
 She rolled onto her side, and saw the corpse of an ancient tree, tumbled over and covered with decay. Strangling vines encircled it, brown and dead.
 But something emerged from the rotten heartwood—a sinewy green sprout. It cut through the debris, soaring upward as lifetimes passed in seconds. Storms raged, scavengers devoured what was left of its corpse, and the tree grew on. It grew twisted near its crown, but it grew strong.
 Lyra stood with it. She had only the dry blood and dirt that stuck to her body for a cloak, but somehow that felt like enough here. She needed the growth of this place for herself. 
 A herd of deer passed by, hooves thundering as they loped through the dense foliage. Great bees hummed as they moved between the wildflowers. There was a music to it, rhythm written into the shape of every honeycomb and the chirp of every starling.
 One instrument was missing. It waited for her, but she didn’t know the words.
 “Only one,” said a voice beside her. A shape appeared there, a horse with a shimmering white coat and a mane like a rainbow trapped against its head. “You have to write it.”
 Lyra turned towards the speaker. As she did, the forest changed around her. Trees morphed and fused together into Ponyville’s main street, overgrown with vines and foliage. Nature snaked over every surface, songbirds nested on the rooftops, and foxes rummaged freely through backyards.
 Only the horse remained, spreading a pair of huge swanlike wings. She said nothing, but the command was there all the same. Lyra walked forward, through the center of the overgrown city.
 The ground shook, rock and ruin crumbling in great chunks. A towering brown trunk rose up from beneath, wider than any structure built by human hands. Its branches opened into balconies, galleries, and libraries, flowing with the structure of the tree without killing it.
 A door opened as she approached, into a vast chamber lit by flickering of mighty torches.
 The tower pulsed beneath her, rumbling with the heartbeat of the world. It shook through her whole body, no longer strangled by darkness around her soul. There was only one thing left to do, if she wanted to join the song.
 Lyra found an empty part of the wall, where uncountable other markings formed the lyrics. They were names, of course, each one signed in blood. She already had the pen.
 Lyra ripped it out of her chest, broken wood still dripping red. As she did, the wound closed behind it, smooth skin knitting together as rapidly as the accelerated growth of the trees. 
 She dragged her makeshift pen against the wall, writing out her name in the spot waiting for her.
 LYRA HARPER
 With the last stroke, her dagger dried, then crumbled away in her fingers. Light pulsed through the dense wood, radiating from every letter written on the walls. Her own shone brightest of all. When the building shook, so did her insides.
 Once she had tasted Vitae, filling her with stolen strength and false immortality. Even when it tasted sweet, it always left her feeling empty. Power, but always false.
 Not anymore. The light that burned in her chest wasn’t stolen—it wasn’t even from outside. A seed felt since her earliest days was free of the strangling parasite, and now could finally grow. 
 Lyra wandered up the tower, or maybe it grew around her. Names blurred past her until they were all a single, uniform glow.
 Then she was on a balcony, under a roof formed from a vast stone book. Before her was forest, jungle, ocean, and plain—a planet, seen from uncountable eyes. Horses galloped together across the plain, their coats a rainbow of colors.
 “You see now,” said the one beside her. The same great mare who had guided her here, with vast swan wings and a horn rising to a sharp point. Not frightening or aggressive, somehow—yet still mighty.
 “I want to understand,” she whispered. “This place—this is how the world is supposed to be.”
 “In part,” answered the horse, jostling her shimmering mane. “There are others. In union is the Phenomenal realized. Its stones form the foundation of the firmament. Its trees cast the shadow that shelters what lives. Here life learns to grow, to adapt, to fill every void and spread into every gap. The great choirs of the Umbra are pale reflections of the mighty principles written here.”
 Lyra nodded along, though not a word of it meant anything to her. The truth of every word was written in the stones. “Teach me everything.”
 “One day, perhaps. But now—your soul is still weighed down by smoke and shadow. The Tellurian calls to you. For now, you must return. Tomorrow? Perhaps. Nurture what was planted.”
 Her horn flared with light, blinding even in the radiant dawn of a world free from darkness. Lyra reached for her, hoping to hold on, to stay. Soft, smooth fur passed over her fingers. But she couldn’t hold on—not to something so perfectly soft. The horse’s magic sent her screaming back to reality.
 


  
    Chapter 4
“Not yet!” Lyra jerked into a sitting position, eyes wide and staring. Her hands clenched into fists, nails digging into her skin. Something clung to her fingers, so fine it might be threads of silk. 
 Her memory still shone, more real than anything before her eyes. There was a hole in her heart, a terrible wound she’d ripped with a sword of her own making. But for all the terror of that blow, the pain was a welcome thing.
 A bone had to be broken again if it started to heal incorrectly. Even a masterful surgeon had to slice through living flesh with his scalpel before he reached the cancerous tumor beneath. There was no infestation there anymore—right? She cut it all out, every scrap!
 Not quite.
 “Deep breaths, Lyra. In and out, nice and slow.”
 Reality settled heavily into place around her. She was on her back in a cot, surrounded by fine wooden walls and the even light of candles. The smells were strange too, but at least the voice wasn’t. She knew the speaker instantly.
 “Reagan?” Her eyes strained, then focused. Her friend still wore her waitress uniform, still had a pair of chopsticks tucked in her hair. She must’ve run straight from work!
 “Hey Harper. Guess we’re not gonna make Azucar tonight. Too bad. I’ve been working on my songs all week.”
 Lyra smiled in spite of herself. She was hardly close with this particular girl—she’d moved in later than the others, instead of growing up with her. But she was friendly enough, despite never answering questions about her past.
 “Where am I?”
 Her friend shrugged one shoulder, releasing Lyra. “Good question. Maybe you can answer one of mine first?”
 Other sounds rumbled through a nearby door, and more voices. One was Tabitha’s, though that wasn’t who she noticed first. Another girl rested in an identical cot against the far wall—Akiko. She’d been covered with a blanket, though thankfully not over her head. If that were true, Lyra might’ve thought…
 “Is Akiko okay?” she demanded. “That lady hit her pretty hard. I know it sounds silly, but I think it was magic.”
 “Breathe,” Reagan said, this time as a command. She sat on the empty cot opposite her, then offered her a little cup of steaming tea. “Drink first.”
 From a stranger, she would’ve refused the glass. Somewhere like this—Lyra couldn’t be sure whether the one making the offer was friendly or monstrous. Even humans had reason to put something in a drink.
 But not one of her friends. Lyra drank, and found the flavor—impossible.
 She inhaled sharply, and her hands started to shake. “What is this?” She didn’t wait for an answer, swallowing the rest in a few gulps.
 It was tea, but not any flavor she’d ever tasted in Akiko’s shop. A single flavor energized her, along an axis that she couldn’t name or identify. It was like drinking liquid possibility, tingling down her fingers and toes and into a place she hadn’t even known was there. “Can I have another?”
 Reagan chuckled. “Maybe.” She took the glass from her fingers. “If you answer me first.” She didn’t wait for Lyra’s agreement. “You were dreaming just now, weren’t you? More real than anything you’ve ever seen.”
 Lyra nodded. She glanced nervously to either side, searching for more tea. She saw none—nor her purse, or her discarded weapon. Just the three of them, and a few shelves of medical supplies. A secret clinic, with floors made from the same wood as the basement under Akiko’s tea shop.
 There was lots of space down here. A dozen different doors I never opened.
 “Yeah. I did.” Lyra glanced down at her fingers, and found the little wisps of fluff she’d been holding there were already gone.
 “You dreamed of a place you’d never seen,” Reagan pressed. “You went somewhere. It wasn’t easy to get there. But eventually, you did.”
 She nodded. “How do you know that? Reagan—what the hell is going on? Someone attacked Akiko with lightning. They just ripped it out of the walls, threw it around like it was something real. Why?”
 Reagan gripped her shoulder with one hand, so hard it hurt. “How did it end?”
 She hadn’t ever told anyone but Bonnie about her dreams before. Yet this time, she didn’t feel as though she would take no for an answer.
 “If I tell you, can I have more of that drink? It isn’t really tea, I can tell. It isn’t even water.”
 Reagan nodded in exasperation. Somehow, Lyra knew she was already expecting the answer.
 “There was a place—filled with names. Millions and millions of them. I’m not sure… exactly why I did it. But I knew I had to. I signed it.”
 Reagan swore under her breath. She rose, backing away from the bench. Another second later, she had a fresh glass in hand.
 Lyra took it, wrapping her fingers around the fine porcelain. She held it to her lips, breathing deep—then lowered it again.
 “I’ve been down this road before. What’s in here—is it Vitae? Purified maybe, centrifuged, or—”
 “It’s Tass,” Reagan answered. “The hell is Vitae? Some drug?”
 “Yes,” she answered, without hesitation. She inhaled again, searching for that familiar metallic tang of blood purified through the body of a beast.
 If someone offered a glass of it to her now, Lyra could never have turned it down. Part of her craved its strength, the health and life that came for one who served the kindred.
 Nothing forced her to drink this. She lowered the glass to her lap, nursing it with both hands. Just to see if she could. 
 She did.
 “It’s a vampire thing,” said another voice, weak and struggling. Akiko rested up against the wall now, her expression unfocused. Whatever impossible things she’d suffered earlier in the day, her pain was no less human.
 I can help her. She wasn’t sure where that thought came from, like so many others that tormented her. Maybe it rose from deep in her chest. She knew pain, and she knew how it could end. 
 To live is to grow. To grow is to mend, strengthen, and improve. To repair, replenish, and restore. Did all that knowledge come from a cup of tea?
 “Don’t ask how Lyra knows. She doesn’t like to talk about it.”
 Lyra lifted the glass, then took a sip. Possibility flooded her. Not pleasure, not the familiar aching she satisfied whenever she took another sip of stolen blood. No guilt filled her when she drank. Instead, there was only comfort. She ought to have this, far more than this if the world was fair. Maybe everyone should.
 “You’re still hurt,” Lyra said. She stood up, passing Reagan back her empty glass. “Your leg is broken.”
 Her old friend nodded weakly. “Reagan already set it for me. But the best we can do is speed things up. I’ll be… wearing a cast for another week at least.”
 “Two,” Reagan corrected, without a second’s hesitation. “And that’s only if we top you up every morning. Four weeks if we don’t.”
 Lyra sat down on the empty cot across from her friend, just like Reagan had done for her. “Who was that?”
 “Tempest Shadow,” Akiko answered. “Pretty sure. Matches everything we thought about her. Obrimos—throwing lightning around like she’s never heard of paradox.” She leaned back against the wall, groaning with the pain of supreme exhaustion.
 Not that it mattered—Lyra didn’t understand most of what was going on in front of her. But if there was something she could do to help…
 Possibility twisted and spun through her now, concentrated opportunity. With it came another voice, somehow without and within her in the same moment. She wasn’t sure which, and maybe it didn’t matter.
 This is how it always ought to be. Life flowing through the Phenomenal. You do not change, you return.
 She touched Akiko’s shoulder. Her friend looked up, confused and nervous. But much too weak to resist when Lyra acted. 
 There were no words exactly, just concepts—the same ones she’d seen in that strange jungle. Regrowth, when her own body tore open and healed again. She could command the same of her friend.
 Akiko twitched, recoiling from her. She squealed, cowering up into a corner. She touched her back to the wall, pulling both legs up to her chest.
 Little wisps of light emerged from Lyra’s fingers—curling vines that wrapped around her wrist, reaching all the way back to her heart. They traced along her veins in an organic, sprawling pattern of light. For that instant, Lyra could almost feel that pure living place beneath her feet. Longing ached in her, desperate need to find a way back.
 Then she was back in the fancy wooden basement.
 Both of Akiko’s legs were whole. No wound remained, just pale skin emerging from the edges of a fresh bandage. “That was magic!
 “Yep.” Reagan folded both arms, leaning up against the wall. “Guess I should’ve waited until she got up. Kinda… wasted my time with first aid.”
 Lyra mouthed the word “impossible,” but this time it didn’t leave her lips. What was that thing Akiko had said about lies? It wasn’t just possible, it was natural! 
 Her friend didn’t stare down in shock for too long. After a few seconds she peeled away at the bandages, poking at her leg with one hand. She tensed, but didn’t react to the touch. “She wasn’t a mage this morning, Reagan. Sleepwalker, but that was recent.”
 The tension faded, gone as quickly as it had come. There was so much more Lyra could do—but only that one flash of power demanded itself of her. The rest could wait until the world made more sense.
 Besides, something else had changed. That swirling possibility inside her had already diminished. What once had been a storm was now only a drizzle. There was power in the tea, power I had to use to heal her.
 None of this made sense—but reality did not seem to care about what once made sense to her.
 Abandon the illusions of the Quintessence. The Phenomenal is so much more than a lie.
 Lyra stood up, handing Reagan the other empty cup. Who are you?
 If there was anyone in her mind, they didn’t reply.
 “That thing you signed—it’s called a Watchtower. The Nimbus I just saw tells me Thyrsus. And the… healing five seconds after your Mystery Play thing. This one’s packing heat, Twi. Literally too—hell of a gun you had.”
 That brought her back to reality, and a bevy of far more familiar fears. Her gun—Bonnie’s gun, borrowed to keep her safe. In a way, she supposed it had done its job. “I need that back. It’s not mine.”
 Akiko stood up too. She held to the wall a few seconds, eyeing her formerly-broken leg with anxiety. Then she set her weight on it, and exhaled. “In a bit. Rar—Tabby’s patching things up out there. She wanted to poke at it before we gave it back.”
 Never show it to anyone. Lyra clenched one hand to a fist, then sighed. “Tabitha is… out there?” She tapped the door with two fingers. “She’s part of this… thing… too?”
 Reagan patted her shoulder with one hand. “Longer than any of us. Atlantean bloodline stuck up and perfect…”
 “Flattered you think so, darling. But I’m afraid you’re mistaken—Akiko here was still a tweenager when she first saw the Watchtower. I walked that path a little while later.”
 Reagan spun, and Lyra followed her. There was another door against the far wall, almost hidden by a shelf. That door was open now, and her friend stood there.
 Closer than Reagan, anyway—Tabitha had lived in Ponyville as long as she could remember.
 Of all the ways Lyra imagined the burgeoning fashion designer, it wasn’t wearing plain overalls, heavy gloves, and boots. It wasn’t with a hardhat glowing with pale blue light either. “Lyra. I heard you came to Akiko’s rescue. We’re all lucky you were here—she least of all.”
 Lyra nodded weakly. She wobbled, barely keeping her feet. Life itself sustained her, replenished her, overflowing into her muscles and joints. She stopped swaying.
 “Happy to help. Would do it again in a heartbeat. But do you think maybe someone could tell me what actually happened? Maybe at Azucar? I could really use a drink.”
 


  
    Chapter 5
They didn’t go to Azucar3, but they did give her a drink. Just through the door was the basement retreat, with its size stretching far greater than the building overhead. 
 Despite having the same shape, the underground rooms were entirely transformed since the last time. Every broken glass container was back together, every piece of torn art hanging where it used to be. Even the walls weren’t burned anymore. 
 They didn’t go back to the dead-end where she had fired at a dangerous assailant with Bonnie’s gun—but through another door, to a tiny lounge with its own bar, and many glittering bottles. 
 “She saved your life, you get to tell her.” Reagan went straight over to the bar, where she immediately started pulling out glasses, bottles, and other supplies. Her friend might not always be the friendliest girl, but at least she knew how to mix a delicious drink.
 Tabitha led her to a table, and soon Akiko joined her on the other side. 
 “Where is—” Akiko began.
 “With the Hierarch now,” Tabitha interrupted. “Heaven knows what she will say about all this. Will it be open war, or pasting happy masks over our faces for a few more months of pretending. As though we can’t all tell precisely what’s happening here.”
 Lyra settled into the corner chair with the weight of someone several times her size. She leaned back and closed her eyes, hoping that maybe she would sleep. The rest would not come—inexplicably, she wasn’t tired anymore.
 “Everything you say is making it worse,” she muttered. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. What does it have to do with that vampire who attacked you?”
 “Vampire?” Tabitha gasped. “Heavens, no. None of those awful beasts. Something so simplistic would never penetrate Akiko’s wards, let alone prove so dangerous to her. If they knew the truths she mastered, they would keep miles from her at all times.”
 I want to learn those truths too, Lyra thought. But she didn’t ask them now. If she let them change the subject even for a moment, they might slip away to more irrelevant conversation about who knew what, and not explain what had just happened. 
 “Wait, those are real?” Reagan smacked a bottle with one hand, dislodging the cap with entirely non-supernatural dexterity.
 “Yeah,” Lyra said, right along with Akiko and Tabitha. She quickly fell silent again, so her friends could continue with their explanation.
 “Tempest isn’t a vampire—” Akiko finally said. “At least not in the way you’re thinking. A vicious predatory monster, yes. The ones she serves are even worse. I don’t know how, but she must’ve heard we had this.”
 She settled something on the table between them—and instantly all attention turned towards her. There was the flat mechanical pocket watch that wasn’t a watch, resting gently on the polished wood. “That gun you used saved my life. Interrupted her spell somehow. That shot was perfect timing. Right when she was throwing vulgar magic around. Tossed it right into her own face.”
 “Magic,” Lyra pressed. “That’s what you call it? What she was doing…”
 “What we all do.” Tabitha set something down on the table between them, then pushed it over to Lyra. Her gun, undamaged from the last time she’d seen it. The frost had melted from its wires and tubes, and the connector on its side was still loose. 
 “Except for this. No magic here, Akiko. No enchantment, not even a pinch of luck. There’s nothing exotic in its construction, yet clearly it worked as intended. One evil sorceress inflicted enough harm to make her flee. If the rest of us had been there, perhaps we could have caught her, and brought her to justice. Assuming the Consilium was in the mood to administer it.”
 Reagan set something down in front of her, a tiny glass, with several colors of liquid swirling around inside. “Here. Try this.”
 Lyra wasn’t usually big on liquor. Tonight she took it without a second thought, then knocked it back in a single swig. It felt smooth going down, with a slight fizz. Nothing supernatural this time, no concentrated possibility flooded her chest. Unless a slight tingle on her lips counted as magic.
 “Good.” 
 Reagan smiled back. “I’ll do another for you in half an hour, if you want one. But your weight… probably won’t.”
 She shrugged. “Depends on whether everyone answers my questions. That was magic, right? What is magic? And why can I do it?”
 “Magic is the result of imposing the true laws of the Supernal on the material world. Its true laws force the material to conform to your will, at least for a little while. That can mean throwing lightning around, or something as simple as seeing things other people don’t notice.”
 “Or repairing a perfectly good Sanctum after it’s been trashed by a barbarian attack. Would that I could do anything for the tea. That’s the greatest tragedy of the evening.”
 That was closer to what Lyra expected from Akiko—complex, methodical.
 Akiko might not make complete sense, but what she said still felt true. 
 “Which you can do because of the whole—tower thing. Signing your name, all that.” Reagan passed around glasses to the other girls, then kept one in her own fingers. “Congrats, I guess. Not sure if this was what you wanted, but it’s where you are. Now that you know, you can’t leave.”
 “I wouldn’t want to forget. Go back to the way it was before, thinking the world was out to get me and I couldn’t do anything to protect myself…” Lyra set down the glass, running her fingers over it. She traced symbols into the glass, symbols that meant nothing to her at first—but now she knew. She’d seen them written on the stones, grown into the leaves and bark of that great forest.
 She didn’t yet understand precisely what those things meant. But she didn’t have to understand everything right away. She would learn. Eventually.
 “Easy to say now, before you know what it means. Akiko. You like teaching.”
 “Right.” Akiko sat up straighter, ignoring her glass “And you did save my life. Thank you for that, Lyra. You could not have chosen a better time to awaken.”
 She nodded again. “I don’t think I really picked it, but you’re welcome. I’m glad you’re okay. I’ll be even happier when you explain.”
 “We need to go back a ways,” Akiko said. “I should inform you, most of this is speculation, guesswork, or based on unreliable sources. But it’s all we have, so it’s the story we use. It all started with Atlantis…”
 Her friend told her. Lyra would’ve dismissed such a story as superstition or myth out of hand the night before. To her ears, it wasn’t much more logical than Terri’s stories of crystal healing and earth spirits. 
 Akiko told of an ancient city in the days before civilization—a city of wonders and achievement beyond anything she could imagine. A city built on the bones of dragons, written in the words of the true tongue. Atlantis.
 Then it fell, plunging all the world into darkness, and stealing the light of magic from every human soul. Until at last the Watchtowers rose, shining beacons across the newly-created absence called the Abyss.
 “That’s what happened to you,” Akiko finally finished. “Your soul saw the Watchtowers, like ours did. You followed the call, you came, and you passed whatever trial waited for you. You signed the tower, binding yourself to the realm it was in forever. With that connection, your soul isn’t asleep anymore, it’s Awakened. You’re a mage.”
 Not the first time she’d heard that particular word—but now it made a little more sense. It carried the weight of that miraculous healing, of the truth she saw in dream, and the ephemeral creatures she met there.
 “Why me?” she asked. “My girlfriend—” She fell silent, turning over those words in her head before speaking again. 
 “If we knew the answer to that, we would all be happier,” Tabitha said. “Believe me, it’s about the most important question any mage has ever considered. How can we take the sleeping masses of Earth and wake them up? How do we return the birthright that was stolen from them?”
 Reagan slid over a barstool, propping her legs up on the table, then leaning back. “Not a clue. If we thought we could, we’d be doing it all the time, every chance we got. But nobody knows why.”
 “Exposure to magic usually helps,” Akiko said. “And you’ve spent much of your life around us. Magic was all around you, constant exposure. Maybe some of it sunk in eventually.”
 Not them. Not her thoughts, exactly—that was the other voice again. The more it spoke, the more easily she could distinguish it from her own thoughts. Not just her mind or her imagination, this was something much deeper. You know.
 Just because you say that doesn’t make it true.
 The voice didn’t respond. Lyra hesitated, and nearly asked about it—but kept her mouth closed. If she told her friends she was hearing voices, they might just think she was insane, and not teach her anything else.
 “It’s entirely unpredictable,” Akiko finished. “There are certain signs. Sleepwalkers often manifest powers of their own with enough time. Others serve the pentacle faithfully their entire lives without ever awakening. But from how you spoke this morning, I suspect your awakening may have been at the threshold for weeks.”
 Now she regretted asking. Once Akiko got started with something mysterious and academic, she could probably go for hours. But Lyra wasn’t ready to ponder the mysteries of the universe. She had more pressing matters on her mind.
 “What happens to me now?” she asked, a little louder. “Now that I’m… a mage, you called it? You’re all still… normal. You have jobs, families, and… other stuff.” She eyed Reagan and Akiko. But if the two knew she knew, they made no visible sign. “What changes?”
 “Rather a lot.” Tabitha stood up, circling around the table. “You wield the fires of creation now, Lyra. By your will are fallen laws undone. By your voice, whispers of truth are kindled again, and dreams stir in sleeping souls.”
 “She doesn’t need your Ladder poems,” Reagan said. She pushed Tabitha’s shoulder, making her stumble back. “We have a responsibility—that’s the three of us here—to report you to the Consilium. That’s all the other mages anywhere nearby. Once that happens, everyone is going to want to recruit you. All five orders. Probably not the sixth, after what you did to their local—whatever Tempest is. But the five. If you’re smart, you join us before that happens. The other girls and I, we’re a—Cabal. That’s the word. There’s only one you haven’t met, Starlight. She’s telling the locals about what happened. When she gets back, someone will be with her. You can tell them you’ve chosen the Free Council, and we’ll take care of the rest. You stay with friends, instead of strangers.”
 Orders. Free Council. Cabal. None of that meant anything to Lyra. But she knew friendship. If she could trust anyone, it was people she already knew.
 “They’ll train you,” Akiko continued. “There are rules you need to learn. Resources they’ll make available to you. The Mysterium’s hollow is leagues above the other orders. You can even dreamwalk there, if you want.”
 “Which she doesn’t understand either,” Reagan said. “Look at her face. This girl is either going to melt into a puddle or turn you into a toad. She can probably do that, so don’t piss her off.”
 Turn her into a toad? The statement was so obviously absurd she wanted to dismiss it out of hand. Something taken from every old story about evil witches could only be taking the piss. Right?
 “I don’t know about changing anyone into a frog—but I have to talk to my girlfriend. She needs to know about this.”
 She stood up, but someone caught her arm. Reagan, her grip as firm as before. “Wait. What we just said about rules? That’s… a big one. Thou shalt not speak of the Mysteries to a sleeping soul. They get real biblical about enforcing it too. If someone knows more than they should…”
 She didn’t finish, leaving her words hanging over Lyra like a blade.
 “Hello?” called a voice, echoing from down the hall. “What words do you sing, pentacle?”
 Lyra’s companions each looked up, turning sharply for the doorway. It was Akiko who answered—not in English, but somehow Lyra understood anyway. “A new path to the same truth,” she yelled back. Then in English, she added “In the parlor!”
 The door opened moments later, and several figures rushed inside.
 All wore the same strange outfit—a dark cloak, covered in marks and shimmering symbols. They each wore masks, an ancient style with only narrow slits for eyes. Each carried little wooden objects in their hands, with the same delicacy they might wield automatic rifles. Wands?
 “Hail, Libertines,” said one, sliding their wand away in a dramatic, ritual fashion. “We’re here to escort you. And to take any threatened thing into safekeeping.”
 “Nothing is threatened,” Reagan lied. How she’d gotten in front of the table so fast, or emptied what was resting there moments before, Lyra couldn’t tell. But she spoke with such confidence, Lyra would never have known it was a lie—if she hadn’t seen the encounter herself. “Except us, obviously.”
 The strangers shared a look, or at least Lyra assumed that was what they were doing through their masks. After a few moments of silence, one gestured to Lyra. 
 The same one spoke again—male, she thought, though she couldn’t be sure. There was something distorted about the voice emerging from behind a stone mask. “And this one. You have not defiled the Mysteries with a sleeping mind, have you? You’ve always been unspeakably liberal, but not so brazen.”
 “Nothing of the kind,” Tabitha said, stepping protectively between the strangers and Lyra’s seat. “She’s newly awakened. We just completed her initiation in the Council—haven’t we girls?”
 “Unfortunate timing, sister.” The speaker approached Lyra in a blink, clasping her hand and yanking her forcefully into a standing position. There was no skin contact, only a pair of black leather gloves. “But we must know before we open the way, or risk Paradox. What did you learn tonight?”
 There was more of their double meanings—the endless maze of mysteries, questions, and lies. They obviously expected something specific, but what?
 She tensed, trying and failing to pull away. But the stranger’s grip was too strong. So she reacted with something else—magic? “You’re blind,” she whispered, horrified. “Your eyes are…”
 “That will do.” The stranger released her, a little too forcefully, turning their back on her. “If she enlists with your Council, you will have the duty of instructing her in proper behavior. Search not where not invited, sister.”
 “Stand close,” said another of the masked figures, gesturing with their wand. “The Hierarch waits.” 
 Lyra obeyed, joining her friends in a tight circle around the masked strangers.
 Akiko reached over, taking her hand and squeezing it with a gentle, reassuring pressure. “Close your eyes. It makes it easier.”
 “Makes what—”
 The strangers circled around her, whispering in that language that wasn’t anything she had ever learned, yet was somehow perfectly clear. “Holograph, distance, transit, converge, open… gate.” While she spoke, both hands traced through the air, leaving a faint trail in behind her. She was writing, though the words were not clear the same way as the words she spoke.
 It’s so crude, isn’t it? Babbling in the true tongue. Spells are poetry. This—this is barbaric magic.
 There was nothing crude about what happened next. Lyra’s eyes weren’t closed—she saw space fold, two locations lifted upward through a dimensionless infinity. Ripped, pulled, torn—and the basement was gone.
 


  
    Chapter 6
Lyra spent the next several hours in a waking delirium. She moved through strange places, speaking strange words to strange people. She learned some things—though not as many as she would’ve liked. After having her world transformed so completely in one night, only a few details really stuck with her.
 There were more mages in Canterlot—a few hundred of them at most, based on the small scale of their hidden headquarters. The dean of the city’s humble community college was also somehow their powerful leader, wielding the fire of creation so completely that all others respected her.
 But that also left her with the second, more important truth.
 Seeing the incredible powers a mage could field dredged up plenty of old memories in Lyra—memories of other creatures with similar powers. Despite their beautiful exterior, the Kindred were beasts underneath, obligate parasites more monstrous than most even understood.
 These mages—were still people, underneath. They had jobs, families, and ordinary lives. Dean Tan began their meeting by offering her a granola bar and reminiscing about Lyra’s harp performance at their graduation ceremony. 
 There were plenty of confusing things, plenty of scary new abilities and creatures she didn’t understand. Her first few hours of instruction sounded more like something out of a Lovecraft short story than anything scientific.
 But they weren’t vampires. There were no human slaves here. There were some almost ordinary people, who Tan affectionately called “interns,” working in clerical or other minor roles in the headquarters. Sleepwalkers—those who could see and understand magic without unraveling it.
 None of them seemed enslaved—more like ambitious students, studying and working all they could in the hope of one day awakening themselves. None had scars on their necks from repeated feeding, or haunted looks in their eyes. Mages might be many things—maybe they were all insane, or secretly evil, or plotting against her. But they weren’t parasites. They didn’t hunger the way vampires did. She could look at herself in the mirror without feeling revulsion.
 They didn’t whisper the word “human” with disdain on their voices, or switch it interchangeably for “chattel.” The mages had their own word, “sleeper.” They spoke it with pity instead, and a protective, almost parental tone. Sleepers were the victim of some ancient calamity, one that stripped all humanity from their birthright. Until it could be restored, those who awakened were their protectors. Like Bonnie. We’re more alike now.
 Lyra could never learn everything they wanted to teach her, not when she was so overwhelmed. But since the mages were human too, they didn’t expect her to. So long as she could remember one principal lesson, they would allow her to return to her life, and study more gradually.
 That lesson was Paradox. She still didn’t know exactly what it was, or why it was so dangerous—but avoiding it was simple enough for her to master.
 “Sleepers may not ever see the Mysteries. The Quintessence in their souls will unravel them, strengthening the Lie. Only subtle magic can be wielded around them. To teach the Mysteries is a crime—to leave a spell in their presence is a greater crime. The Paradox it might create.
 “Even as a neophyte, there will be no excuses for this crime. A small breach might leave thousands dead, or spawn some manifestation that haunts all Awakened for the rest of time.”
 They made her swear, made her repeat a dozen different ways that she wouldn’t speak of what she’d seen to the sleeping souls, or brazenly work her magic in front of them.
 “So we… can’t do anything?” Lyra finally asked, as soon as the Hierarch had retired, and only Akiko remained. “Regular people are everywhere. We can’t use magic around them, so… nothing changed.”
 “We can’t use vulgar magic,” Akiko corrected. “We can’t do anything obvious where sleepers are watching. Doesn’t mean you can’t do anything. Sleepers don’t want to see magic—they actively ignore it, avoid it. The Quintessence inside them recoils wherever Supernal light shines. The ones who notice—they’re already worth investigating. They might be sleepwalkers already, or on the verge of awakening. I still can’t believe I let you just go to work after what you told me.”
 “I’m glad you did,” Lyra countered. “I might’ve been electrocuted before I figured out… everything.” She gestured vaguely with one hand.
 “True. We shouldn’t question the Oracles. Even if we can’t always understand their vision.”
 It was early morning by the time Lyra finally stepped out onto the familiar streets of Ponyville, exiting the city bus a few blocks from home. There was probably someone in the “Consilium” who could give her a ride, even with Akiko’s car now trashed. But part of her felt better if they didn’t know exactly who she was and where she’d come from. 
 So Lyra was back on familiar streets, walking through a town she’d lived in since graduating. Her familiar neighbors were only just waking up, passing her on the road in their little cars. Despite the incredible transformation Lyra had experienced, life went on. The flowers opened and faced the sun. The trees stretched higher, and stray cats prowled in the alleys.
 As she walked, a black one emerged from the shadowy corner, mewling his usual greeting.
 Lyra stopped. “One sec, sweetie. Let’s see what I’ve got.” She dug around in her pocket for a moment, digging in vain. Sometimes she remembered to keep a can of wet food, or at least a packet of dried fish. Today she had forgotten both.
 She dropped to one knee, running one hand along the cat’s smooth fur. He was doing better than the last time they spoke—no more missing patches, though there was still a gap torn in one ear, likely the consequence of another devastating street fight. Could she heal that wound the way she’d mended Akiko’s broken leg?
 Probably not the best use of her magic just now. She still knew so little about where the power came from, or how long it would last. Beyond Reagan’s magical tea, she wasn’t sure how else she could get more of that possibility into herself, to fuel more magic. That particular lesson hadn’t come up yet. “Sorry I don’t have more for you. I’ll bring the tuna flavor next time, that’s the one you like.”
 The cat looked up, meeting her eyes. Bright green, more vivid than any human. Remarkable comprehension lurked underneath. She was barely even surprised when it spoke to her.
 “I thought I would deserve a little more, after being so helpful. Did I ever lie?”
 That voice—Lyra recognized it instantly. She jerked away from the animal, toppling sideways in the alley. Her back smacked up against the wall, and she could retreat no further. A mangy tomcat was hardly a physical threat, even to someone as slight of frame as Lyra.
 “How are… you…”
 “Not, anymore.” The cat prowled over to her, rubbing up against her thigh the way felines often did. Not the least bit strange, except that he was speaking. “You’re doing this. You learned while you were up there, I think. Faster than some I’ve taken an interest in. I appreciate the brevity.”
 To her left, cars kept passing on the street, along with the occasional morning pedestrian. Ponyville wasn’t an ordinary suburb—it was centuries old, built long before the automobile made everything far away. That meant plenty of its people just walked, and would see her here. Would they hear her making silly cat noises? If so, that was hardly naked magic—lots of pet owners did that.
 It was still enough to make her self-conscious. She stood up, careful not to kick or step on the feline’s tail as she did so. “You were in my mind.”
 “Your soul, actually.” The cat hopped up onto a nearby dumpster, so that he was almost at eye-level. “But not anymore, obviously. I needed a bit of a break, and I thought I might catch you on your way home. Lucky for you.”
 She folded both arms, glowering down at the black cat. She was past arguing with impossible things anymore—that path led only to madness.
 “Tell me who you are, or I’m going home.”
 “Capper,” he answered, without hesitation. “That’s a good cat name, isn’t it? I’m your familiar—or I could be. If you’re smart.”
 She turned her back on him, stalking out of the alley. This was it—Lyra was at her limit. Everyone talking to her like it was supposed to mean something, and there wasn’t room for more. 
 Without looking over her shoulder, Lyra somehow felt the little paws scampering along behind her. Scarcely ten seconds had passed before she heard him, voice a little distant, but still clear to her. 
 “You don’t know what you’d be missing out on! You have any idea how hard other mages sometimes search to find one like me, all the rituals and hunting and bindings and oaths… it’s quite involved.”
 She slowed her pace a little—enough that the cat could keep up without straining too badly. I don’t want to do anything I might regret. I might wish I’d listened to him later.
 She said nothing, not until she was out of earshot of anyone else on the street. “You were helping me earlier?”
 “Trying to.” He scampered along a nearby planter box, dodging between the flowers. “Sometimes you listened. It would’ve been easier if you paid more attention. But don’t feel too bad—most humans don’t hear me at all. Even when they wake up, they’re so stuck in their old ways of thinking. Old shackles that need to break. Two legs, two arms, two eyes. Clever, stupid. You’re the most compassionate creatures on this planet, but also the cruelest. Go ahead, risk your lives to save the beached whale, then keep pumping poison into the sea.”
 She stopped beside the planter-box, pretending like she had just noticed him there, and wanted to pet the cat again. She let him touch up against her palm, then ran her knuckles along his side, following the grain of his fur. “You’re not a real cat.”
 “I’m in one,” he answered, circling around her hand the same way as ever. “My arrangement with the animal is no concern of yours. I’m offering you something, Lyra Harper. Think carefully before you refuse. You won’t see me again otherwise.”
 Her girlfriend would’ve denied him out of spite. Bonnie did poorly with boundaries and rules imposed by others. She always made her own decisions, even when they were difficult. Even when they broke the rules.
 But Lyra listened. Her memory of the night was already blurring together, but some clarity remained. Those whispers from outside had always felt useful, even if the meaning wasn’t always obvious. “What happens if I say yes?”
 “Familiar,” he repeated, slightly annoyed. “Better than any other familiar you’ll ever find. I’m older than they are. Worked with your kind for a long, long time. I can teach you things they’ve forgot. Help you with your magic. Keep you company when you’re on four legs, so you don’t hurt yourself. Walk beside you through the Gauntlet into Shadow. Watch the ones you love when you cannot. Channel your spells through my paws, if you wish me to.”
 He settled onto his haunches there, licking at his paw with sudden, casual comfort. As though that long list of incredible things were no more interesting than picking a dressing for his salad.
 “What was the part about four legs?”
 He mewled in frustration, loud enough that she backed away from him. There was no meaning behind it, or no meaning more than the emotion radiating from him. “Who else would transform themselves but a mage of Life and Spirit? That you even asked shows how important it would be to have a chaperone. Me, obviously. A cat who will answer all your stupid questions and keep you from stepping into the path of an oncoming train.”
 A cat who can whisper things into my soul. Even by accident, he told her more about her powers than she retained during a night of hushed conversations in the Consilium’s hidden headquarters. “What do you get out of all this?”
 He hopped down from the planter, brushed past her leg, then walked ahead of her, down the familiar route to her home. “A listening ear. An end to boredom. A friend who remembers what flavor of wet food to give me.”
 She trailed behind him, keeping her voice a low whisper. “Sounds… like I get more than you do. You’ll do whatever I tell you?”
 He laughed—high, mewling, almost giggling. “I’m a familiar, not a slave. I won’t charge to my death for you. I won’t sell my soul for you. But I’ll be your friend. I can even dreamwalk with you, how many other familiars can do that? Without masters of the art, none!”
 She sighed. “Bonnie is gonna be furious with me. She doesn’t like animals much.” 
 “She likes mages a lot less, but here you are.”
 “How do I agree?”
 The cat scampered past her, circling around her legs once in a sudden burst of energy. He was still young, still small. An older tomcat would never move that way. “You just did. Let me prove how useful I can be to you, Lyra! Your girlfriend is already home. See the car in your spot—that’s not hers, but she drove it. She needs you.”
 They reached her apartment door. Lyra went for her key, then stopped. The door hadn’t shut properly—it was still open a crack.
 Lyra nudged it with her foot, peering through the opening. Something deep red was splotched on the floor, leaving a wet trail towards the kitchen.
 After years a slave to it, Lyra knew that smell better than anything. Human blood.
 


  
    Chapter 7
Lyra hesitated at the threshold, balling one hand into a fist. Her other reached into her purse, wrapping tight around the barrel of her borrowed gun. No ammo left. It used up its only tank. She released it just as quickly, eyeing the cat beside her. “Is it…”
 “No one else is there,” the cat whispered, though maybe that was just her imagination. Could a cat even whisper? “You should be able to feel that. Open up your eyes and feel the pulse of the living world, Lyra. The heartbeat… it sounds within all things.”
 She did. She wasn’t sure exactly how—truth she had learned, memories of tower and jungle and the strange creatures that spoke there. She could whisper in their words.
 The world answered. Suddenly there was her—there was a cat, and the presence that it carried. Then there was… more. Wings caught the air, thousands of teeth gnawed, paws scurried. She wobbled, pushing it all aside. Those little things were not what frightened her.
 Her own size, there were—others, in the buildings on either side. Children, their parents, sitting around a breakfast table. On the other side, a single older man, still in bed. Then her home.
 Only one life was inside, so faint she’d almost missed it. A single, struggling heartbeat. It might not be beating for much longer if she didn’t do something.
 “What did I tell you?” the cat said, his voice smug. At least that emotion was familiar for a cat. Lyra shoved the door open, then slammed it closed behind her. She locked each of the several different deadbolts and security bars—all Bonnie’s idea, but needed now more than ever.
 Not that mechanical locks could keep out someone like Tempest. If she knew who I was…
 Lyra couldn’t think about that now—all that mattered was finding her girlfriend. Or reaching her, since her supernal senses told Lyra exactly where Bonnie had ended up. There, curled against the kitchen table, in a pool of blood. Bandages wrapped around her, tied inexpertly—they were all soaked through. Only the tourniquet worked, wrapped so tight around her damaged left arm that the flesh was gray and sickly.
 “Bonnie? Sweetie?” She dropped down beside her, stomach turning in her chest.
 A long time ago, before she first tasted blood, Lyra might have recoiled in horror from such a scene, and fled before she could offer any help. What was she supposed to do for someone so far gone?
 “L-Lyre?” She opened one eye. Bonnie groaned, body spasming. She reached for something on the floor—a fallen first aid kit. “Y-you… weren’t… thought you would…”
 I was supposed to be home to help you. 
 She rushed to her side, smearing blood over the floor. “Hospital!” she exclaimed. “I only know first aid! I was in the girl scouts, not the marines!”
 “C-can’t. People… kill me.”
 “The flame still burns in her. When it fades, no magic you wield might rekindle it.” Capper circled around the table, pawing gracefully over the smeared blood. He stood behind her girlfriend’s broken body, alert. The mockery and humor was gone from him now.
 “How?” Lyra demanded. She took hold of her girlfriend, pushing her back down. What little she did know about first aid was that one should never, ever move the injured without proper knowledge.
 “Too late,” her girlfriend gasped. “I’m… just hoped… see you again.”
 A lie, Lyra thought. Her girlfriend believed it—the whole world did. The world was wrong. 
 “Rest,” she whispered. Not just words—she spoke to the cells, the brain, her girlfriend’s whole being. “Sleep now.”
 She did, collapsing against the kitchen floor. Where she wouldn’t see whatever came next.
 “Like what I did with Akiko’s leg,” she guessed. “It’s the same thing. She needs to heal.”
 “A start,” the cat agreed.
 She closed her eyes, and felt the heartbeat of the world. There was so little power left in her—tenuous links trailed thin, fraying at the edges. She’d used so much with Akiko, if only she knew what was coming.
 “No stumbling, illiterate mess,” Capper commanded. “Repeat after me instead. Speak these words of power.”
 She did. Lyra touched one hand over Bonnie’s chest, where it was entirely soaked with blood. She said the words, though she didn’t know the language. Capper gave her the meaning. “Long shadows hang heavy over the water. The water is gray, the fish languid and sickly. No more. Flow again first river. Roots reach deep, the creeping things eat and purify. Hearts beat, and red flows. From sun to leaf to flesh to soil again. Now the fish are numerous, the beaver labor at their dam. The wolf stalks in the brush, fat from rich hunting.”
 It was language as Lyra had never known it—the meaning of whole sentences in single complex syllables. This wasn’t just another tongue, taken from another culture. These were the words the universe was written in—words of command.
 Spectral grass appeared beneath her, covering the blood, spreading over the wounds. The heartbeat of the world echoed in her ears again, louder than before. It demanded to be heard, so loud it shook the walls and the building beneath her. 
 “It’s not enough,” she realized, once it was already moving. Magic roiled in her hands, pressure expanding and demanding to be released. She couldn’t hold it for long—and it wouldn’t be enough. “I need more…”
 “Mana,” the cat said. “This is a good lesson. Mana resides within, Lyra. It forms every tissue, every bone. Borrow it.”
 Borrow it from… there. His words were a key. There was more, if she was bold enough to take it. Her own flesh overflowed with it. For any other cause, she would’ve turned away. But not now.
 She shuddered, feeling weakness overtake her. Her breathing became labored, and the exertion of the day suddenly pressed harder on her. But as her body weakened, possibility flooded her again. A great outpouring, more than enough to serve for a spell like this.
 She released the pressure building between her fingers, into her wounded girlfriend beneath her. Something clattered out onto the ground at her feet—bullets. What she’d done for Akiko might be the same practice—but compared to this, her first attempt was barely a warmup. Bonnie was scarcely alive anymore, might not be in a few minutes.
 Slashed skin closed, ruptured organs sealed shut. Pale new skin grew over what was torn and ruined. Gray flesh on her left arm turned deep red and swollen, and the tourniquet cable snapped.
 Then Lyra’s mana ran out. She collapsed atop Bonnie, barely breathing herself. When she reached for more power—none came. Her body had no more left to give.
 She wasn’t sure how long she lay there, soaking in her girlfriend’s blood. Did she sleep, or only collapse from the shock?
 Regardless, something did change. A paw touched her head, nudging her to alertness. She blinked, then sat up. The kitchen was back to normal—no ghostly grass or heartbeat or any other touch of the Supernal. 
 Except for one. Her girlfriend, with closed wounds and a beating heart. “Not bad. She’s gonna be feeling that when she wakes up. But thanks to you, she will wake up.”
 Lyra nodded weakly. “I guess I should… wash this off. Get her cleaned up.”
 Her familiar pawed away from her through the kitchen. “The sleeping soul recoils from the sight of supernal flame. But give it an excuse, an avenue to believe that the Lie remains, and it will readily accept.”
 Lyra ran one hand through Bonnie’s hair. Tangled and matted with blood and oil, maybe something else. What were you doing last night? “Which means?”
 “Dress her wounds. Clean your home. Give her reason to believe that her injuries were not as severe as she imagined. She will soon remember that truth instead. Make a show.”
 “Or I could tell her the truth,” Lyra countered. Her girlfriend was still asleep—she still felt the compulsion on her. Somehow, Lyra’s magic remained. How long it would last, she didn’t know. “Imagine how happy she’ll be. Whoever she’s working with… probably get into all kinds of danger. Now they’ve got a friend who can help.”
 The cat laughed again. He circled around her once, before settling down on a single clean patch of kitchen floor. “Your senses are dull yet. You don’t feel it. I can.” He pawed at Bonnie’s arm, where her jacket was slowly turning brown from dried blood. “Your kind did this. Pentacle or the other… I don’t know. I suspect she would not care about the difference if you told her.”
 Lyra stood, surveying the damage to her apartment. Blood everywhere—knocked over furniture, where Bonnie had stumbled in, then searched for the huge first aid kit.
 Her girlfriend wasn’t exactly easy to move around. If Lyra had more of that invisible mana, there were probably ways Lyra could make herself stronger. As it was, she had to rely on patience, leverage, and frequent breaks. She carried her girlfriend to the bath—cut away at her damaged clothes, then cleaned her in warm water. 
 All the while, she expected her stamina to finally fade, and for her to collapse into unconsciousness, but somehow she never did. She dried her, carried her to the bed. After that came the lie. 
 She tied fresh bandages where the old ones had been, dabbing a little blood onto the cloth to make it look convincing. She scattered the first aid kit all over the floor, dumping out some of the hydrogen peroxide and spilling it on her fingers.
 When she finally made her way downstairs, Lyra found… nothing. No blood, no stains on the wood, just toppled furniture, and a few dented bullets. 
 “W-what…”
 “I may’ve helped with this one,” said Capper, lounging on her bookshelf. “But the magic was yours, not mine. All that work to clean up, hide the evidence… now it’s gone. No blood, no flesh. Only the physical remnants.”
 Lyra bent down, scooping up the bullets and running her fingers over them. “You can do that? Cast spells for me?”
 “Not exactly, no. Glad you’re getting comfortable with the concept, though. Spells. Another barbarian word. Magic used to be so much more. You’re a sapling growing into a mighty wind, Lyra. Once there were forests, their trunks so vast that we could ascend to the heavens on their branches. Now… this. The Lie. You shouldn’t have to lie to the ones you love. But if you did not, she would kill you.”
 “She wouldn’t.” Lyra’s weakness remained. She ached, and probably would for days to come. But if Bonnie was still breathing, she would accept the pain. “She disobeyed her orders to save me once before. She rode out the withdrawal for weeks.” Was it weeks? It felt like lifetimes, strapped to a plain wooden table in the basement. Screaming, swearing, threatening, clawing—until it ended.
 “Maybe. But know this—the pentacle is watching. At this moment, they study you. Are you a wild and untrustworthy new willworker, who demands a short leash and high convent walls? Or are you trustworthy and reliable? Can you follow the rules, prove your discipline, and keep your old life?”
 “Walls can keep me trapped?”
 “They can now.” He hopped down, landing on the sofa beside her leg. “You can’t fly as a bird, scramble over the rocks with delicate paws. You can’t hide and creep as a mouse. Your knowledge of the Arcana is impressive for your age, but it is a pale and feeble thing. Do not fight the pentacle—they are old, and some are wise.”
 “So do everything they say?” she argued. “Listen to them the way I used to obey Ventus? Not as evil, but still…”
 “You aren’t a slave,” Capper said. “You already broke their rules today, in some ways. Healing one with knowledge of the Mysteries—some would say she should be allowed to die, for the safety of the pentacle.”
 “Not you, though. You helped me.”
 “To live is to grow, Lyra Harper. To grow is to improve. Your girlfriend—Bonnie—she’s still growing. I take no joy in salted soil and dying flowers. Even if they do no more than bloom, this may be enough. Their likeness brings joy to the gardener. Their thread may be small, but still there is a place in the Tapestry for them.”
 Lyra nodded. It was all she could do—wet tears streamed down her face, and her body shook with sobs. She wasn’t exactly sure what had held it back all this time—but now the floodgates were open.
 She scooped the cat into her arms, and cried like a little girl. Cried so long that the sunlight faded from her kitchen window. Cried until she heard a frightened, confused voice from upstairs. “L-Lyra? Lyra, are you there?”
 Her girlfriend was awake.
 


  
    Chapter 8
Lyra stumbled into the bedroom, delirious with exhaustion and pain. She reached the bed, wobbling from the effort. Finally the effects of her night were catching up with her. The last time she had felt this weak, it was while she went cold-turkey from a substance much worse than the worst mortal drug. 
 But none of that mattered, not when she saw Bonnie’s eyes open. “What happened? I thought… thought I was dead.” She held her right arm against her left, where the tourniquet had been. A faint impression still remained on her skin, and that arm remained an angry red. But when Bonnie flexed her left hand, the fingers responded. She wasn’t going to lose her arm.
 She settled on the bed beside her, wrapping her girlfriend in a hug as tight and desperate as any human could. “I wasn’t sure you would wake up. It’s good to hear your voice.”
 Bonnie returned the hug, some of her characteristic strength already back. If it wasn’t for her internal injuries, she might be in better shape than Lyra. “You saved my life,” she said. “You must’ve… found me. Did you get the bullets out?”
 Lyra shook her head once. She couldn’t meet her girlfriend’s eyes while she lied. Her best chance of actually fooling her was to spend as little time on that topic as she could. “I cleaned you up. Changed your bandages… but I think you’re giving me too much credit. I think you got hit by a car or something—there’s a lot of bruising on your belly. 
 “They shot me in the gut.” She opened the robe, letting it slide down off her shoulders. No gunshot wound remained on her chest, just a spiderweb of purple bruises, just below her navel. “Right here.” She touched the skin, eyes widening. “Felt like they did, anyway.”
 “Maybe you were wearing a vest.” Lyra touched her cheek, turning her attention away from the improbable injury. “What happened, Bonnie? Why did you come here instead of the hospital? If you really were dying, I couldn’t have… made a difference.”
 Her girlfriend took a few seconds to reply. But now it was her turn to look conflicted. If she thought Lyra had just saved her life…
 “Wizards. They’re moving in Canterlot. Maybe… more of them than we ever thought. At least half a dozen. My whole cell… dead. Not sure if my superior made it out or not. They have contacts at the hospital… they’d know I was there. Wouldn’t wake up. But if you were home…”
 Lyra took her girlfriend’s arm, pulling it close to her chest. “I was here. You’re alive. But I think we should find you a real doctor.”
 Bonnie shook her head once. She touched her injured arm, then her belly. “Metahumans are… the most dangerous monsters we’ve faced. No physical signs, not even a full genetic scan will show you anything. No weaknesses, except for staying in groups. They’re way better at killing solo agents. Or… small cells.” 
 Her hand fell limply to the bed in front of her. “I need to keep my head down for a while, see if the agency calls. In the meantime…” She slumped backward against the pillows. “Take that stuff off. You smell like a hospital. Help me forget about last night for a while, please.”
 Lyra wasn’t much stronger than her girlfriend right then—but she could share some of the same feeling. 
 She woke up sometime the next morning, resting up against Bonnie’s chest. It was one of the worst smells she had ever experienced, a caustic mix of sweat, blood, cleaning solution, and other fluids. She was still sore, albeit in some very different areas than before. She might’ve closed her eyes and gone back to sleep, if Bonnie hadn’t whispered something in her ear, a rush of sudden nervous fear.
 “There’s something in here with us. Breathing.” She lifted the covers, just enough to show the dagger clutched against her bare chest. “I’ll kill it.”
 A single green eye emerged from the dark, glowing with reflected light. “It would be better if she didn’t. For all involved.”
 Bonnie’s expression turned confused, and she flopped back to the side. “Hold on. Did I just… was that a cat?”
 Lyra rested one hand on her girlfriend’s wrist. She didn’t try to yank the weapon away—that might get her defensive, or encourage her to start fighting. She held on just hard enough that Bonnie would need to move her out of the way first. 
 “His name is Capper,” she said. “I was going to tell you about him when you got home on Monday. Something else came up.”
 Bonnie glanced down again, at the deep bruises covering her belly. Many of those had already faded into pale echoes compared to the day before. Her girlfriend had always been a quick healer.
 “We’ve talked about pets before, Harper. They’re not on the lease agreement. If he claws up the walls…”
 “You won’t claw up the walls, will you Capper?” Lyra asked. “Who’s a good kitty?”
 Could her girlfriend tell what she was doing? If there was anything magical about it, Bonnie showed no sign of recognition. She just sat up, tucking the knife away under the mattress where it had come from. 
 He hopped up onto the bedside table, stretching in that exaggerated, feline way. “Get me something to eat, then. A litterbox, a few toys… and a door I can use whenever I want to go outside. Then it’s a deal.”
 “Talkative little guy,” her girlfriend said. “He looks like a stray, but he doesn’t act like one.”
 “Long story.” Lyra rolled out of bed, shuffling past the open first aid kit, and all her discarded clothes from the day before. “I still need to pick up some things for him. But I think I’ll shower first. You coming?”
 She’d never know her girlfriend had nearly died the day before. Bonnie was already strong enough to beat her to the shower. And to do some other things, while she was at it.
 The next few hours were almost a return to normal for the two of them—except that her girlfriend didn’t put up a fight with her insistence that she adopt the cat. Maybe it was saving her life—however good a job Lyra might’ve done with the illusion of ordinary medicine, she still caught her girlfriend eyeing her when she thought Lyra wasn’t looking.
 She thinks I’m hiding something. She’s not wrong.
 She didn’t join Lyra on her trip to the pet store—but Capper did, riding around on her shoulder or occasionally scampering along the ground beside her.
 “Your strength is restored,” he said. “You felt it. Gave me a demonstration of it—”
 “You didn’t have to watch!” she hissed, face turning bright red. “That’s gross!”
 The cat twisted his shoulders in something almost like a shrug. But they wouldn’t be able to talk for long—she was already pulling into the parking lot. Lyra still wasn’t sure where the beat up old Civic had come from—but her girlfriend insisted it was safe. God help her if she got pulled over with identification papers from Randolph in the glovebox.
 “It is not wrong for you to view from such a human lens,” he said. “But are you surprised that I do not? You should not be. When you can wear an animal skin as I do, you will see. Their thoughts are simpler.”
 She smacked the brakes, a little too hard. Hard enough that he went jolting out of his seat, yowling in protest. “I’m not gonna turn… gross,” she said, twisting the key sharply in the ignition. Maybe a little too hard—but this car hardly inspired her to take good care of it. She wouldn’t be surprised if parts fell off during the drive.
 “Your perspective will shift. If you are a bird or a cat or a horse or whatever, you will think like one. The power to maintain the singularity of human thought requires total mastery of Life. You will never reach that mastery without walking in a thousand shapes. Only when you have worn many skins will you know how to maintain the mind of your own. If you choose. Not all willworkers of the Stone Book make such an effort.”
 She said nothing to him during the next little while, which was even worse. While she filled a cart with cat supplies, she could do nothing but listen to his mewed instructions, and not react with more than an occasional pat or whisper. Plenty of other pet owners brought their animal friends into the store. They all needed leashes. Hers wielded the secret truths that wrote the universe.
 This one was mostly telling her about how pointlessly prudish humans were, and how she would surely see that once her eyes were opened. While those words largely disgusted her, the truth burned underneath gripped her mind and wouldn’t let go: she could change shape. Even the other girls had said as much, if only incidentally.
 It wasn’t going to turn gross—but some part of her knew that already. Capper wasn’t being serious—he was tormenting her, mocking the other humans who came up to give him affection while he mewed immensely graphic, lascivious things he’d done in the back alleys and dark corners of Ponyville.
 Finally she was at her trunk, with a cart full of supplies. She popped it, only to stare down in horror at what was inside.
 Dozens of plastic cases and little boxes, all set into dense foam. She’d been with Bonnie long enough to recognize what these must be—rifles, handguns, shotguns, various kinds of specialty ammo…
 She smacked the trunk closed, and piled everything onto the backseat instead. She had this ready. Does she have a safehouse too? Maybe that’s where I’m already living.
 “I want to know how to do that,” Lyra finally said, once the door was shut and the engine croaked to life. “Not—don’t. Don’t even start or you’re getting dry food for a week.”
 He hopped up into the passenger seat, settling onto his haunches there. For a cat, he clearly understood humans quite well. Better than he should. “Bold of you to assume I cannot hunt my own. I could fell an ox if I wished. More with your magic.”
 She shrugged. “You know what I mean. You said you could teach me magic—that’s what I want to learn. Changing shapes. I’ve always…” She looked away from him, pulling back out onto the road. “I’ve always been curious about what other shapes would be like. Being stuck as one thing… my old master could change, but his was horrible. Like he was ripping himself apart… I got sick every time I saw him do it.”
 Capper didn’t laugh. “Thyrsus. Of course. In the old days, we understood these things. Some patterns were already written into the human soul. No one knew why. But I am not surprised. It will take time… practice, patience, discipline. You must abandon every lie confining you to one shape in order to be free of it. We can start with something simple. A tail, perhaps. You’re clumsy enough to need one.”
 She drove along in silence for a little while, considering. The cat wasn’t the only one who promised to teach her—the Consilium would do the same. In fact, they would require her to study. She had to learn things… things she didn’t remember now, though were all probably important.
 “What am I going to tell Bonnie? When I… go off to spend time with the… Free Council? She’s an investigator. She’s going to know if I lie.”
 “Don’t, I guess,” the cat said. “Ensure that what you tell her is true. Give her no reason to investigate. You know how she thinks—if anyone could do this, it’s you.”
 She turned that over in her mind during the rest of the drive. Stop her girlfriend from investigating—there was only one way to do that. She would need to give up working at Octavia’s, or at least go part time.
 She drove through their favorite noodle shop, and bought more than twice as much food as they really needed. She could probably eat all of it herself—she craved it.
 I could keep the music lessons. Sales are slowing down now that summer’s over. Octavia doesn’t need me every day.
 “I don’t want to give up my old life, Capper. I liked my life. Liked my work, what I did.”
 Her familiar laughed at her. She should really be used to his mockery. “The Lie is comfortable. It wraps familiar arms around you, it squeezes tight. Its words are all lies. To wake from the Lie means abandoning the pantomime it urged in you. Obedience, complacency, compliance. Always cowering to them, head low before the imposter gods. To live is to grow, Lyra. To grow is to improve. Sometimes growing can hurt. But when you finally tear away the last threads of Abyssal corruption and walk your own road into that sacred grove, you will arrive without regrets.”
 She wasn’t sure what any of that meant—but like so many other things Capper said, there was truth to every word. He could be cruel, he could be uncaring, he could be callous—but he was honest.
 “I didn’t thank you yet. For helping me save… save her. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
 He stretched on the seat, pointedly avoiding her eyes. He might speak with wisdom, but he still moved like a cat. “I require no gratitude. If you live long enough, you will know how you can help me. Until then, grow. I am no gardener. Trust me—everything I try to grow dies. But you can learn, and I can help keep the weeds away. I will walk beside you when you first taste the void. I won’t let it take you.”
 She pulled into their parking spot, then walked around to empty the cat supplies from inside. By the time she pulled the door open, the cat was gone, and one tin of food was missing from the pack.
 Lyra found her girlfriend in the study when she finally got everything inside. Granted, she’d never seen the study looking quite like this. 
 Every surface was transformed—paintings, computers, desks, all flipped over, revealing a menacing suite of heavy weapons, ammo, and various tools. A single gun rested in a harness on the desk.
 Lyra’s borrowed gun, with its tank still missing. “Brought the pho,” she said, holding up the plastic bag. “Still warm, I think.”
 Bonnie tapped her screwdriver against the side of the gun. “Harper, what happened? My gun—you shot a wizard with it. This tank wouldn’t be empty if you shot a vampire.”
 A lie came to her mind, something about an accident, maybe banging it against the wall, or something similarly absurd. But then came Akiko’s words, when she thought she might die from saying them. She spoke them anyway. Every lie deepens the shadow.
 “I guess I did. Didn’t really think about it much at the time. Was just trying to stay alive. Or make sure you did, when I got back. How are you feeling?”
 “I’ll be better when I know the details. You can tell me over lunch.”
 A few minutes later and they had lunch before them, a smattering of mostly-still-warm pho and a few plastic bottles of their favorite lotus tea.
 “I think you know more about them than most people,” Lyra said, as soon as they were eating. “Being near them kinda… fries your brain. Makes it hard to think.”
 More lies—but less of a lie than what she’d been contemplating before. At least she knew a little of that feeling.
 “I need to know where.” Bonnie rested her disposable chopsticks on a napkin, well away from the device. “There’s a GPS beacon in the gun, saves coordinates of where it was fired. But the buffer got wiped. I had to flash the control circuits to get it to turn on.”
 “She was throwing lightning around,” Lyra said, almost casually. “Not sure how close it got to me. But I think the gun worked. She flipped the hell out, maybe teleported away? Not sure.”
 Bonnie’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not taking this seriously. Throwing lightning? Teleporting? They have weird powers, but they can’t break the laws of physics. They were probably messing with your head.”
 The sleeping soul recoils from the touch of magic. Everyone told her as much—unfortunate to see just how right they were. You were supposed to believe me.
 Lyra shrugged. “I’m telling you what I saw. Or—I saw the lightning. I don’t know how she escaped. One minute she was there, the next she was gone. Maybe it was an illusion or something. I’m not an expert in fighting mages.”
 “Wizards,” Bonnie corrected, almost instantly. “Or witches. Where’d you hear that word?”
 She shrugged, digging into her food. She ate in silence for a few minutes, giving her time to think. Finally, she spoke again. “Do you think they’re all evil? I mean… they’re not vampires. They don’t need to feed on people. They’re still humans, like you said.”
 Bonnie removed a tiny tank from under the table, securing it in the gun. “I’ve never seen a vampire kill like this. I think I’ll have… nightmares about it.” She slid the gun back across the table towards Lyra. “Next time you use this, try to avoid the line of fire. If we knew where they were hiding…”
 Lyra nodded. She took the gun, hefting it in one hand. She half-expected it to explode, or else start lighting up with alarms. But nothing happened. I’m still human.
 “What happens now? Did you reconnect with your… organization?”
 Her girlfriend nodded weakly. “They’re calling in specialists. With one of our… partner organizations. I’m not supposed to talk about it, obviously.”
 Lyra nodded. “And you didn’t. But while you were talking to a witness who survived an encounter with them…”
 “It doesn’t matter if you know. They don’t… exist, officially. None of this does. The Order of St. Ambrose. They’re who the Malleus Maleficarum sends in when a few hunters and prayers just aren’t good enough. Witch finders.”
 Lyra ate the remainder of her meal in relative silence, staring down at the gun. Its barrel glowed faintly blue in her fingers until she flicked the safety, and it retracted into inert silence. 
 What would happen to her if Bonnie fired at her? More importantly—what would her girlfriend do when she discovered one of the “witches” she was hunting shared her bedroom?
 There has to be a way to let her see. Now just isn’t the right time, that’s all. She just needs to understand that there’s good ones and bad ones, same as with regular people. We’re not like vampires.
 Lyra wasn’t like a vampire. She’d stake herself first.
 


  
    Chapter 9
“Slowly, Lyra. The last place you want to invite paradox is with your own pattern. Take as much time as you need.”
 Her familiar spoke so gently now that his words were not even vocalized. She heard them just the same, through the gradually-strengthening mental link the two of them had built over the last few weeks. Strong enough to hear everything he wanted to say, but also weak enough to dislodge him when he got too nosy or annoying.
 Lyra rested in meditative repose in the center of the Free Council’s Hallow. The sacred space was hidden inside what she had always thought was a nondescript maintenance building at Canterlot Community College. As it turned out, the structure had been built around the Hallow.
 The space was itself contained within a glass shell, entirely open to the sky. The floor was strange grass planted in a ring, so pale green it was almost white. And there at the center, an ancient wooden book-stand, with a leatherbound book open to a seemingly random page. The book and its stand were themselves enclosed in a dome of solid force, protecting the mana that flowed freely from Supernal heights down to this place.
 Taking from that well required greater rank in the organization than Lyra had earned—but she was still welcome to visit and study, practice, and meditate.
 Or in this case, learn a new spell so potentially dangerous that it might very well invoke the fathomless Abyss and unleash havoc into her own body.
 There were wise ways to study dangerous magic, and ways that were not so wise. Thankfully for Lyra, she had friends who could guide her to the path of wisdom. 
 That path represented a tome of soft tan leather as big as a paving slab, written entirely in an indecipherable script.
 Or rather, everyone told her it should be. But when she read, Lyra found the words came to her as naturally as when Capper spoke them. If anything, she found the language of it awkward and clumsy, as though someone had tried to write a textbook on theoretical physics after a year of ESL.
 “You are almost ready. Take your tool one last time, and speak the words. When you release the spell, prepare to contain it within yourself.”
 She knew what that meant, kind of. Some magic was safe, the changes it invoked subtle enough that she could slip them into the world with little risk. Others, though—defied the fallen order of the world so deeply that the Abyss latched onto her magic.
 Lyra knew the least about this awful corruption, except that it was the same endless black abyss that separated her vision from the Supernal forest. The same place where she spoke to a dragon formed of many parts, who told her to rip out her own heart.
 Lyra lifted something from the empty ground in front of her. It was formed of obsidian, a curved irregular blade she had made herself. The leather for its handle was crude and uneven, frayed in places and with gaps in others. 
 She had made every part of it, dedicated it with drops of her own blood. Capper called the writing on its blade crude, but still “leagues better than what some of my apprentices are capable of.” In the language called Atlantean, she had written the only thing that made sense. “To Live is to Grow.” Somehow, that phrase could be represented as a pair of two complex, overlapping glyphs. 
 Importantly, using it grounded her magic, staving off the awful touch of the Abyss. 
 “What do I say? The words in the book?”
 Her familiar stalked along the oversized book, squinting down at its pages with visible disdain. “Not these. Mastering this rote is critical to reliable shape change without paradox—but not a rote written by a child with a speech impediment. The mudras are right, but not the words. Follow the gestures, and speak with me.”
 Mudras—a series of complex movements, mostly with her hands. Each one invoked the different aspects of her magic, though she still didn’t fully understand how. They guided the spell into shape, ensuring she could cast it the same way every time. When cast successfully, anyway.
 Thankfully, there were no other students using the Hallow today, so no one to mock her pronunciation. So far, that was the only downside she’d found to working with her strange familiar. The cat had his own specific ways he thought things should be done, and that rarely aligned with the way other mages did things.
 Trouble was, Capper’s way worked better. The words made so much more sense when she copied his pronunciation, instead of theirs.
 She did so now. “Once two wandered among the ancient pines. The swift spoke to the wise. ‘Do you wish for all the forest to hear your passage? Walk beside me, not above. See as I see, and know what I know.’ The wise knew what this would cost, that to know the beasts would be to relinquish a little of what was human. He did, and his eyes were opened.”
 As usual, Capper’s suggestions had nothing in common with the way other mages cast their spells. If she ever tried to just say nearby words in Atlantean, he would bite her ankles until she stopped. But of all the spells he’d given her so far, this one had particular meaning. Was he speaking from personal experience?
 The last word left her lips, and all at once the spell was released. All her preparation and memorization, her painstaking calculations in choosing its variables and scope—struck her all at once.
 There was no room left for doubt anymore—no place left in Lyra’s life for believing magic was impossible and that her spells wouldn’t work. She would not be bound by the Lie anymore.
 Such a powerful spell would normally demand some of her precious mana to fuel it, just enough to ease the passage of Supernal laws on the material world. But this was why she had come to the Hallow in the first place—mana flowed freely here, including into her spells. 
 It worked. The air rushed past her, as though she’d just tumbled painlessly down a flight of stairs. But she wasn’t falling, unless she could somehow fall into herself. 
 She squealed in confusion and surprise as her knife tumbled from her grip, landing atop her borrowed spellbook. Seconds later, she was entirely swallowed in a prison of overlapping fabric.
 “Capper, help! I’m… I think something caught me!”
 She struggled and fought, but not even her body made sense anymore. Her fingers wouldn’t close right, but still caught on the cloth underneath her, making her stretch further and further. She smacked sideways against cloth, which quickly entangled her. 
 In seconds, she’d gone from serene discipline to a tangled ball, swallowed by a vast prison on all sides. Lyra screamed, but her voice no longer sounded even remotely human anymore. Now it was a desperate mewling, yowling, and gasping.
 She might’ve spent the next several minutes thrashing around like that, trapped in a prison she couldn’t see but could certainly smell. Fortunately for her, she wasn’t alone.
 “I’ll admit, I’ve seen more grace from a first attempt. I did warn you about the clothing—without mastery of matter, it was bound to entangle you. It is usually better to remove before you change.”
 Capper’s familiar voice cut through the fear and confusion, at least enough that rational thoughts prevailed. She might be confused, she might be uncomfortable and afraid—but this wasn’t unexpected. Lyra wanted to transform. She’d done this to herself.
 She stopped struggling instantly, relaxing onto her back. As she did, her hands stopped adhering to every surface. She was still confined to a small, dark space, she was still confused and her body still didn’t quite make sense. But it was a start.
 A second later, light appeared in her world, an opening in what she thought was a wall. There was Capper standing over her at impossible size. His scent was similarly overwhelming—but not in the way she was used to. Lyra had met a few crazy cat ladies in her life, with homes smelling of ammonia and depression. 
 This was something entirely different. Capper smelled like adventure, confidence, and blood. He smelled powerful, friendly, but not exactly safe. “Well look at you. Calico, isn’t that cute. You’re not going to blend into the dark very well with all that white fur.”
 Somehow just seeing him move was enough to reorient herself. Her legs stretched out too long, but with all four of them under her, she could stand up.
 Not like walking on her hands and knees—this was natural, not awkward and clumsy. Her legs knew what they were supposed to do, even if she didn’t.
 She stumbled out through the opening, shaking her paws free of whatever had been holding them. Then she was out in the open, with the freedom to stretch. Her eyes narrowed in the true sunlight streaming down from the open ceiling. 
 “Mirror over there. Every mage wants to see one when they change. Suppose they forget the transformation they were intending in the time it takes to occur. If it helps, you are a cat.”
 She already knew that. But Capper was right—she wanted to see. Fortunately, the Hallow had mirrors spaced regularly along its length, arranged to create an illusion of perpetually reflecting eternity with only the strange book in focus.
 But if she pawed her way over to one, Lyra could still get a clear view. 
 She would’ve described that view as a thin, lanky calico. Her body was mostly white, though broken at random with splotches of yellow, black, and orange. She touched one paw up against the glass, and found it every bit as strange as she expected. “It worked.”
 “I told you I would teach you.” Her familiar settled onto his haunches beside her, looking particularly smug. “You shouldn’t be so surprised. With greater mastery, you should be able to alter the individual traits of the animal form you take. The easiest transformation is this one—a translation of your human self into the animal. Your age projected onto their lifespan, your physical traits roughly scaled against a member of the new species. This is satisfactory when any form will do—less useful when you are attempting to remain hidden.”
 She turned away from the mirror, then stalked towards Capper instead. She slid past him as any cat might, brushing against him so a little of her scent would mix with his. “Everything is so… clear.”
 He answered with laughter. That sound was at once so strange for a cat and so familiar to Lyra that it cut through her thoughts. “You see the greatest danger here. It is not body alone that is transfigured, but mind. You must be a cat to control that tail, those claws, to breathe through those lungs. When the body is reminded of what the animal might do—you may find it difficult to resist. Fortunately, I have more practice.”
 Lyra’s head swirled with the possibilities. She could be something else—she was something else! How many other things could one person be? What lessons could she learn from each one?
 “I can’t wait to show—” She stopped abruptly. Her girlfriend couldn’t see this, just like she couldn’t see anything of her new life. If she had been watching, the spell would probably not have worked. Even if it did, she would be breaking mage rules by trying. “Right.” Her tail fell limp, ears drooping to either side.
 “Don’t look so glum. Your partner spends so much of her life hunting your kind that her perspective is changing quickly. Pity—the quintessence in her soul is one of the few effective protections she wields. Once it fades, even vulgar attacks will strike with force.”
 Lyra’s attention snapped back to him again, without any of the confusion that animal instincts had inspired. “Wait. That can happen?”
 “Obviously. The quintessence finds a home in every human soul. To Awaken, you must cast it off. If none could, there would be no Awakened. Yet here you sit, asking silly questions while failing to notice what should be obvious to you.”
 “What should be—”
 The glass door hissed, and heavy footfalls shook the ground. Lyra squealed in surprise, darting behind the nearest object of any size—her spellbook, which was now tall enough to hide behind completely, if she kept her head down. But not so far that she couldn’t peer up at whoever had come to interrupt her conversation.
 Another familiar scent, albeit harsh and artificial. Peaches, mixed with the ozone she got from exposure to Akiko’s overwhelming energy.
 Reagan Hayes was almost unrecognizable from a few inches off the ground. Humans were so tall that focusing on her face took effort. When she spoke, she might as well be shouting.
 “You… actually did it. Less than a month, and you’ve gone from whiskers and a tail to true transformation. Could work on your timing.”
 Lyra emerged from behind the book, taking small, cautious steps. Her body remained tense, tail stretched out behind her. That should feel stranger—but becoming something else somehow meant its various parts all felt natural and familiar. So long as she didn’t dwell too long on how that pile of cloth on the ground was what she should be wearing…
 “Didn’t I have until night? The schedule said no one was coming in until sunset.”
 Her friend dropped to one knee, extending a hand towards her. “Aww. That’s adorable. Guess you still think you can talk, huh?”
 “But I—” She glanced sideways at Capper, who only tilted his head to one side. Right. She spent so much time talking to cats that she sometimes forgot others couldn’t. “Can I still do magic?”
 “Magic? Yes. Rotes? Not usually. The mudras were written for hands, which you lack.”
 Something huge snatched her body, suddenly enough that Lyra yowled in shock. She flailed wildly with four claws, slashing at whatever she could reach. Until she couldn’t. Her body went abruptly limp, legs falling slack under her. Was she under attack?
 “Watch it with those claws, Lyra. Those are sharp!” She looked up, the only motion she could manage under such cramped conditions. Reagan had scooped her into her arms. A few fingers now had little red lines from her claws, deep enough to draw blood. Something tugged on her neck, not hard enough to pull her, yet somehow her limbs refused to respond. “One second. Let me just… there. Say something now.”
 She didn’t really want to. The same feeling that stopped her limbs from working also kept her mind from forming coherent thoughts. She was completely content, even though she was now fifty feet in the air with only someone’s arm to hold her. “Why did… you…?”
 “Oh good. It’s working. Listen—Akiko just made a breakthrough. We need you at the Sanctum, like—yesterday. How much longer is this transformation gonna last?”
 The longer she was up here, the more she could ignore the strange pressure on the back of her neck, and the numbness that came with it. “I… think… a while. Capper, how long?”
 “Sunrise,” he answered, sounding almost bored. “I planned to introduce you to Canterlot from a different perspective. Show you what the mages on two legs never notice. I suppose we’ll need to find another time.”
 Reagan didn’t follow her gaze—but her friend probably hadn’t used the same kind of magic that Lyra might to understand her. She couldn’t understand animals generally—she might even be listening to her thoughts!
 “Sunrise,” she said. “Do you want me to… end it early? You’ll have to put me down first.”
 Reagan answered by holding her out in both hands, all the way at head level. That left her legs dangling weakly underneath, her body stretching further and further to find stable footing. “And deprive the girls of this? No way. You just… stay near my boots. Your familiar can come too. Just so long as he doesn’t try anything. Little cutie like you…”
 “Little is the operative word. We’re not in the same order of magnitude.” Capper approached Reagan anyway, looking up with a rich helping of his feline disdain. But considering what Reagan had just implied, she deserved it.
 At least she set Lyra back down. Once she had her paws safely under herself, the world made sense again. “If this is that important, shouldn’t I be… human?” she asked. “I can end the spell, really. It isn’t that hard.”
 “When we get back. Easier to find a private place to change in the Sanctum, anyway. I know it doesn’t bother you now, but you probably wouldn’t want to be human this exact second. Not with half a dozen different clerks and sleepwalkers right outside this room.”
 Right. Her tail tucked between her legs, and her ears folded flat again. She didn’t know exactly what Reagan meant—but it was still there, somewhere. Probably better if she didn’t probe it too closely. “Okay. Don’t forget my knife. And my clothes, and… my purse? You can close up the spellbook and just put it on a shelf wherever. I won’t be studying it anymore tonight.”
 Reagan obeyed, or at least Lyra was pretty sure she did. Watching her move around all those things quickly got boring, so she was distracted with other things by the time her friend was ready to move them. A leather boot nudged her to one side, pushing gently enough that she didn’t resist. “If we weren’t on the clock, I’m sure you’d catch that butterfly eventually. Maybe next time, Heartstrings.”
 Then they were somewhere else.
 


  
    Chapter 10
Time got a little confusing when you weren’t something with a clear conception of time. Lyra was somewhere else—somewhere with lots of interesting new smells and places to explore. She wandered around for a while. A few times people came her way. They were familiar enough that she didn’t want to run, but rarely novel enough that she stayed near them for very long.
 Long enough for them to talk about some things, or others. But none of them were as interesting as all the exciting corners of her new place. Until she had poked her head into every opening, corner, and hiding place, and someone appeared in front of her. 
 One of the other new girls, the one she knew the least. But “Starlight” was luckier than anyone she’d ever met—it wasn’t too surprising that she would find her.
 “Hey, Heartstrings.” She dropped into a sitting position opposite the exit, blocking any potential escape. Lyra wasn’t sure exactly where she was—a square shelf filled with various magical oddities, all of which smelled strange enough to attract her attention. 
 She’d escaped from the other girls more than once already—but she probably wouldn’t do quite so well against someone so lucky.
 So she settled onto her haunches, glaring out at her friend.
 “I’ve seen this kind of thing before. I have a friend—he can change too. This sometimes happens to him. It’s almost guaranteed your first time.”
 Most of those words had meaning. Whether or not she cared to listen was something else…
 “Makes me wonder if that familiar of yours did it on purpose. Convincing you to make this so long… you could’ve gotten into all kinds of trouble if you got outside.”
 She pawed her way towards Starlight, tense enough that she could flee if she had to. Starlight wouldn’t be able to reach far enough fast enough.
 “Rarity was going to bring her familiar too. But she’s not as well-behaved as yours. Probably for the best if you learn the secret language of beasts another time. Maybe when there’s less of a time-crunch.” She set something down in the space just outside the box—an overlapping layer of cloth, covered in the strange patterns of mage writing.
 “He says it gets easier—the more times you’re exposed, I mean. It’s not my area, so I have to believe him. You could also try something larger next time—not a lot of space in a cat brain.”
 Not a lot of space—was she calling Lyra dumb? Granted, she didn’t precisely know how the magic worked, but she had some idea it was more complex than that. If she was entirely stuck in the brain of whatever form she used, then no mage could ever change into something small or stupid and still hope to get anything done.
 She couldn’t argue the point with Starlight, though—she didn’t have the magic to understand her. She would have to change back for that. Which… wouldn’t be that hard. She didn’t have to cast a new spell, just end the one she was already using. 
 “I wouldn’t interrupt you—honestly, it seems fascinating. But Twilight is getting so nervous she’s started vibrating in her chair. Could you join us, please?”
 When she asked the question so politely, how could Lyra refuse? Besides—Capper wasn’t playing with her anymore. He’d said something when he left—but now he was gone. It would be more fun to explore with friends. Too bad she didn’t know the magic well enough to use it on someone else yet. That might be interesting…
 Changing back would be interesting too. She pawed forward, closer to the exit. However confused and bewildered, she still had a pretty good idea how bad it would be to get bigger in a space that didn’t have any room for her.
 “Please don’t run away,” Starlight added. “I can even introduce you to someone who knows all about changing into things. Or—deer. Specifically deer. But I won’t do it if you make us chase you.” She backed away from the opening, resting one hand on her hip. “No meeting my friends if you can’t behave.”
 Lyra could behave! All she had to do was remember how the spell worked…
 It took considerable effort to find, and more concentration to stop. But if she reached deep enough, past where any eyes could see, there were the threads of a spell wrapped around her soul. She wasn’t really a cat, she’d just tricked her pattern into resembling one for a little while. Apparently it was time to go back to the way it used to be.
 The spell remained strong, though she couldn’t say how long it had kept going. Hours? Maybe less—it was hard to tell at her size. But it felt strong—strong enough to go for hours more. Unless she broke the loop.
 Lyra’s world spasmed and convulsed, then shrank. Rather, she expanded, so fast that she knocked Starlight backward in the rush of acceleration. It wasn’t just her size that came back either—suddenly she felt bare skin pressed to the wood floor. And by extension, everything she wasn’t wearing. 
 “Welcome back, shapeshifter.” Starlight sat up, covering her mouth with one hand. “Brought you something to wear. Unless you’d rather try catnip.”
 She did not in fact try catnip. Instead she dressed as quickly as she could, tossing the light robe on over her bare shoulders. Whoever designed it had obviously not intended it to be worn on bare skin—but at least she had something to wear.
 She ran one hand through her hair, brushing it back into something approximating order. “That was way more intense than I thought it would be.”
 Starlight waited nearby, mostly on her phone. At least until that moment, when she tucked it away abruptly. “Did you think being an animal would be easy? I get that you have more natural talent than we do, but come on. If this stuff was easy, more humans would be waking up.”
 She waved into the room nearby. “We’re all impressed with your magic, Heartstrings. But we’ll have to congratulate you later: we’re on the clock.”
 Lyra tightened the strap, shifting her bare feet on the chill floor. She could probably get a few minutes to change back into her proper outfit—but considering the chaos she’d just caused, maybe she deserved to be uncomfortable.
 She rejoined her new friends in the magical workroom, the same place that she’d accidentally saved Akiko’s life. There were no signs of that old attack visible anymore, not even melted patches on the wall.
 Despite wielding the strange powers of nature, her cabal worked on folding tables covered with butcher paper, leaving them free to scribble over with whatever interesting notes or theories they had.
 Lyra’s face turned bright red as she saw the full extent of the workspace. Somehow she didn’t imagine that a third of the space had been dedicated to polaroid photos of a little cat playing in various parts of the Sanctum, or the other girls posing with it.
 “I thought we weren’t supposed to capture physical evidence of vulgar magic,” she said, tapping the largest of them with her fingers. Even Akiko had posed for that one—that technically meant the whole cabal. Accepting that one of its members wasn’t quite herself at the time. “Something about… risks if they’re discovered. The Guardians of the Veil or… something.”
 Tabitha nodded sadly. “Tragically, these images preserve evidence of the Sanctum that could be used against us in an attack. They shall need to be destroyed. Except that one.” She nodded towards the one Lyra was already touching. “Just friends sharing their appreciation for your accomplishment.”
 “But now that we’re done having fun…” Akiko said, before she could continue. “I did call everyone for a reason. We won’t have another opportunity like this for another year. Reagan, put away the cat pictures. I don’t want to see any of them online.”
 Some of them were pretty cute. Lyra wouldn’t mind, except that she still remembered posing for some of them. Or—posing might not be quite right. Part of her understood that her friends were giving her attention, and she enjoyed that part.
 The other girls each took their seats. Except for Reagan, who spent the next few seconds gathering up cat pictures. She didn’t toss them into the nearby fireplace, but into a pocket when she thought no one was looking. 
 “Now… I’m sure you all remember this. The artifact I’ve been studying for the last few years.” Akiko settled it onto the table at its direct center, into a gap in the diagram apparently made for it. 
 “The artifact we almost lost to the Seers of the Throne,” Starlight said. “But that Heartstrings was there to stop them from running off with. This is the same one?”
 “Same one,” Akiko said. “I’ve called this meeting because I know what it does. We have a chance—a single limited opportunity—to take advantage. Otherwise, we’ll have to hold it for another year. I think we all know our odds against whatever attack comes for us next.”
 Tabitha nodded her agreement. “It’s rather unwise of us to continue using the Sanctum as long as we have. The Seers do not typically abandon their targets once selected.”
 Starlight squinted down at the diagram, and the strange object at its center. “Wait… are you saying we’re only going to need it once? Don’t most artifacts have permanent effects?”
 “Correct.” Akiko bent down, removing a tight bundle of paper from under the desk and spreading it out. There was an opening at the center, exactly the right size for their little artifact. All around it were great gears, wires, and pistons—an incredible machine, as elaborate as anything an 18th century inventor might’ve imagined in their wildest opium-fueled madness. “But this one is a key. Once we open the door, we won’t need to hold it.”
 “I thought it was a battery.” Even Reagan had finally set her phone down, attention focused on the diagram Akiko had provided. “Last time we talked, you said it had a reservoir of energy that ran deeper than anything modern mages could build. A well that could hold enough mana to drown someone.”
 Lyra shifted nervously in her seat. She wasn’t just a little uncomfortable in the robe—she hadn’t seen her familiar since returning to her human shape. Clothing she could do without, but where was Capper?
 “Yes, it does have that. The diagram here… you can see. Incredible energy. But I was wrong to think it held mana. This takes electricity. More precisely, I believe this device is meant to store lightning.” She lifted the clockwork device into the air, turning it sideways so its little glass reservoirs were visible. “Once filled, this artifact would serve as more than a key—it would also power the ruin, infusing it with the energy to operate.”
 “What ruin?” Lyra asked. “Sorry, I’m sure this is supposed to be obvious. I just—don’t remember talking about any ruins before.”
 “I don’t… precisely… know…” Akiko admitted, settling the artifact back down between them. “Reagan, did you find anything?”
 She shook her head once. “Only that this thing has sympathy to somewhere close—maybe a hundred miles or less? My guess is it will be much easier to follow once it’s charged. Later on it will want to be used. It’s not ready yet, so it’s resisting me.”
 “To answer the question I believe you’re asking—” Tabitha continued, resting one sympathetic hand on her shoulder. “Atlantean ruins. Many were built as colonies when the ancient city still stood—more after the Fall, when survivors fled all over the world carrying what was left of their secret knowledge and relics of power. If we could find our way in, it’s almost impossible to express the value of what we might uncover.”
 “Oh.” Lyra nodded, keeping her head down. Atlantis was the name of the ancient culture of mages, from the world before humanity was all cursed. Depending on who was telling Lyra about it, Atlantis was either a very real ancient empire, reaching the uttermost heights of technology and magic—or it was a mythical ideal, and never literally real.
 Many members of her new organization, the “Free Council” saw Atlantis this way—an ideal to be admired, but as real as the square root of negative one. The city had never literally existed—but its presence still guided much of Awakened life.
 Not her new Cabal, apparently. 
 “What I’m not understanding is why this was so urgent.” Starlight stood up, pacing in a slow circle around the table. “Obviously owning that key makes us a target. But if it goes to an Atlantean ruin, whatever’s inside will keep for as long as it takes. Either that, or it rotted away a long time ago. We can take a few months to figure out how it works if we have to.”
 “I already know how it works.”
 Akiko removed something else from under the table—a codex of overlapping paper, tied with leather straps along the spine. She flicked through it about halfway, until she stopped on one page among many. There, a faint sketch of the artifact occupied the top of the page, along with a meandering scrawl in Atlantean. “We need lightning—real lightning, nothing summoned by magic. All we can do is guide the power into the artifact. The storm has to be natural, or it won’t work.”
 “Like the big one we’re getting tomorrow night?” Starlight said. “Biggest thunderstorm in a decade. Last big storm of the season too, unless other powers intervene.”
 “Correct.” Akiko settled heavily into her seat, taking the key up against her chest. “We have an opportunity to charge the artifact. If we can’t take advantage of it now, we could be waiting years before we have another chance. Can everyone be available tomorrow evening?”
 One by one the girls nodded. Everyone had their own concerns—plans they might need to reschedule, or preparations they wanted to make. But ultimately they all made time for it. So when it came to Lyra’s turn, she had no choice but to accept.
 “Bonnie and I were going to—I can probably get a refund. Unless you don’t think you need me.”
 Her friends shared a look, before Reagan broke into nervous laughter. “We’re talking about lightning, and we’re planning to make it hit. Trying this without a healer seems… dumb.”
 Just one look at her friends told Lyra how likely they were to wait this out, even if she couldn’t come. And if she wasn’t around to help when something terrible happened…
 “If money is the question, I could see such concerns… overcome,” Tabitha said. “I know you’ve been reluctant to accept my help thus far, but perhaps you could reconsider for such an important cause? I’ll make up the difference in whatever you’ve spent.”
 If it was just the money. But given the intensity of Lyra’s new life, she had missed more than her fair share of time with her girlfriend. Not all of it was her fault—Bonnie had to cancel things too, as her current investigation with VALKYRIE demanded more and more of her time.
 But between one night at the opera and a risk that her friends could get themselves killed—the decision was obvious. “Something to make it up to Bonnie… fine. I won’t turn you down this time. And I’ll be there. What time?”
 The rest was just working out specifics. Lyra had little place in the plan for the spell itself, beyond needing to be close by and topped up in case someone got struck. 
 Tabitha nudged her shoulder. “If you’re feeling up to it, you might try that transformation again. A cat could make for a great lookout.”
 “Refuse,” demanded a little voice. She turned to the side, eyeing the little cat from around the bench. The others turned to look too, though they couldn’t understand him. But in a group of other mages, they knew he did more than make cute, harmless animal sounds. “You are not ready, as we saw. A single sniff of catnip and your discipline and focus are shattered.”
 He hopped onto her seat, nestling up against her lap. Capper spoke with the same confidence and poise as ever, even when reclining in an animalistic way. He cared as little as any real cat for what she thought. “Besides, transformation constricts the pattern. It is not wise to take a tiny form when surrounded by danger. A blow that would kill any other cat will fell you just as easily in their skin. And if that doesn’t discourage you—it will be pouring rain. You’ll hate it.”
 Nothing forced Lyra to listen to Capper’s advice. But the cat sounded genuinely disappointed in her. Almost nothing made him sound like that. So she would pay attention.
 “He sure had a lot to say,” Akiko muttered. “More than most familiars do. Fascinating.”
 “I don’t think I’m ready to field test that new magic quite yet,” Lyra said, before they could turn the subject towards Capper. None of the others quite understood why she accepted a familiar so quickly. The more they investigated, the more trouble they gave her. “But I can hide pretty good. Better with magic, if I need to be hidden.”
 “Practically invisible,” Reagan said. “Remember—the Seers work for the ones who won. They know things about Atlantis that we don’t. They might realize what that key opens. Maybe that’s why Tempest didn’t try to take the key a second time. She’s going to let us do the hard work, then take it already charged.”
 They spent the next hour or so planning things out. Akiko’s organization was meticulous, much more than Lyra’s patience. But given the choice, she was usually better off with an overprepared friend than someone who leapt in without thinking.
 Her own part was simple—where to hide, what to watch for, and how she would help if anyone got hurt. The pressure wasn’t on her, she was just a contingency. 
 


  
    Chapter 11
Lyra stepped off the bus a few blocks from her apartment. The shelter of sunlight was long gone, along with the armor it might’ve offered against the Kindred. Their dark influence might be gathering in any shadow.
 Not long ago, Lyra would’ve insisted on waiting for a direct ride home, rather than venture unprotected after dark. Even Bonnie’s strange weapon couldn’t make her feel safe enough. But since Awakening, she saw the world differently. No common vampire would ever sneak up on her again. If anyone moved in the dark without a heartbeat, the living world would tell her.
 She saw none that day. Just long shadows and dark clouds, heralding the storm to come. Lucky for her familiar, there was no rain yet, though the pavement was already damp in places.
 Ponyville was not some remote, impoverished little corner of the world—it had wide sidewalks, bright streetlights, and an affordable bus system. Even without magic, Lyra would have no trouble navigating her way home.
 That said, there was very little activity on the streets after sundown. Only a handful of restaurants and shops remained open long after dark, and none of those were close to her home. That meant she had the sidewalks mostly to herself, while families behind glowing windows prepared for their evening meal. 
 Bonnie had probably ordered a pizza or something. Her girlfriend was an excellent chef, but rarely had the time to express that talent. She was too busy saving the world.
 “I trust you were learning today, student,” Capper said, pawing along ahead of her. “Many lessons. I trust you will approach transformation with the appropriate level of care. We may need to find another place to practice next time, where we won’t be interrupted. We had scarcely begun your lesson.”
 Lyra rolled her eyes. The more other mages and their familiars she met, the stranger Capper seemed by contrast. Even those who looked like animals were actually ancient spirits, and many had served more than one mage. But none she’d ever seen talked to their partner like they were an apprentice.
 It was fine with her, so long as he kept teaching. Without Capper, she wouldn’t be learning half as fast. “Do you think Starlight was right? I should try something with a bigger brain next time? Maybe a deer, like she said. They seem like they have fun. Running… eating grass… and they’re graceful like you are.”
 Capper laughed with his usual bitterness. “That would be easier, Lyra. It would also be easier for the aspiring athlete to replace their weights with foam. Yet would their body benefit? What is the purpose of a challenge if it does not allow you to grow? That magic is within your reach, yet it would not provide an adequate obstacle for your talents.”
 She slowed as they approached the last crosswalk. Her own door wouldn’t be much beyond it. Bonnie had some of the sharpest senses she’d ever known—the last thing Lyra needed was having her girlfriend overhear her talking to a cat. For better or worse, she was only speaking English. That meant whatever she said could be easily understood, if anyone was listening.
 “You’re saying I’m talented.”
 He spun, batting at her ankles as she passed him. “Obviously. I can’t cast the spells for you, Willworker. The triumphs are yours. Do not grow complacent in your victories—the understanding you have yet reached is feeble and shallow. To achieve mastery, much more is required. Study faithfully, be obedient, and you may survive long enough. I hope so. I don’t want to watch another one die.”
 The walk sign illuminated then in a flash of white, but Capper didn’t follow. That wasn’t entirely unexpected—Bonnie still didn’t know the extent of their relationship. If she ever discovered Lyra was taking the cat with her, she might eventually grow suspicious. She was hunting witches after all—and Capper was the perfect stereotype of a black cat.
 She found the windows of her own duplex all dark as she approached. Strange—her girlfriend’s new car was in the spot. Not even feeble cracks of light emerged from inside.
 Lyra hesitated on the threshold, forcing both arms to her sides. She resisted the urge to whisper more of Capper’s powerful words to her spell. But that wasn’t always the best idea, particularly when she was trying to keep hidden. She’d already found her girlfriend hurt in there once before.
 Even without the words, it only took a moment’s focus to tell her what she needed to know. Many things lived in these buildings, great and small. Importantly there was only one inside her apartment. Bonnie wasn’t bleeding to death, or even lightly injured. Instead, she radiated nervous energy, moving rapidly back and forth through the apartment.
 Good. Lyra took her keys, then unlocked the door. It swung only an inch or so, then caught on one of several redundant locks. Bonnie never locked those when she wasn’t around!
 “One sec!” a voice called from the other side. Her girlfriend darted to the door, then pulled it properly closed. Locks clicked, chains rattled, and mechanisms shifted. Only then did it finally swing open.
 Despite the darkened windows, every single light blazed inside, filling the space with uncomfortably harsh white. Lyra lifted one arm to shield her eyes—only for her girlfriend to catch her by the wrist and yank her inside.
 No sooner was she through the door than Bonnie slammed it closed behind her, locking each security mechanism as fast as her considerable dexterity would allow. “You’re late. You didn’t text.”
 Lyra nodded apologetically. “Time got away from me. I thought I would make the earlier bus.” She looked around, eyes slowly adjusting to the harsh conditions.
 Every window was dark because they’d been entirely covered, with a strange steel barrier over the inside. They resembled the security doors on some shops, jointed steel that swung down in a roll and locked on the bottom. Every window had one, along with little piles of sawdust and heavy cardboard boxes that they had probably shipped inside.
 “Woah. You did all this after I left for work?”
 She didn’t really have to ask. Bonnie wore dirty overalls soaked and smeared with sweat. Grease and other things covered her skin wherever it was exposed. Despite her strength, there was a sluggishness to Bonnie’s movements that was usually absent. 
 “Yes. I wish I had better news, Harper. There’s… been a development. Nothing good.”
 She followed them into the kitchen. Sure enough, a stack of pizza boxes sat on the table, already soaked through with grease and probably cooled until they were lukewarm. Bonnie nodded towards them, almost practically. “Hungry? You should eat.”
 Lyra flipped open one of the boxes—chicken alfredo pizza, her favorite. Besides, it was still warm and tasty enough to enjoy. If she had something stuffed in her mouth, then Bonnie couldn’t expect her to answer any hard questions. “What happened?”
 Her girlfriend circled past her, checking the metal shutters on each window in turn, then the larger one on the back door. All were secure. “Nothing yet. It’s about what will happen—tomorrow, just after sundown.”
 Lyra nearly dropped the pizza from her fingers. We just planned that a few minutes ago. She can’t possibly know! But Lyra didn’t actually have any idea of just what her girlfriend knew. Her knowledge was at once far reaching and woefully wrong, often varying widely between the two. Whoever she worked for did not understand magic very well. But that wasn’t surprising.
 “I know,” Bonnie said, sympathetic. “We’re not going to make the opera. I’m sorry… I know how much that performance meant to you. I’ll find a way to make it up.”
 She winced, looking away from Bonnie. She’d seen her distress, but that was what she thought bothered her? She finished chewing, then set the half-finished slice on the box lid. “I don’t understand… if something’s bad enough that you wanted to put up metal on the windows, wouldn’t it be easier to just get out of town?”
 Bonnie rested one hand on her shoulder, holding with her usual protective, possessive energy. “If I could be the one to take you, yes. Otherwise—no. There are forces moving, forces you can’t imagine. Anyone caught out in that storm is in trouble. Local government is already stepping in—schools are closed, buses shut down. We’ll get the highway in and out of Canterlot closed a few hours before sunset. FEMA’s standing by, National Guard is mobilized… and I don’t think it’ll be enough.”
 She gestured at the basement door, which stood open. Light radiated from inside. “Supplies are down there. Should be enough in case infrastructure breaks down. But it’s not enough for the neighborhood. We can’t save everyone, Harper.”
 We’re not trying to end the world, we’re just charging up a key! Which meant something that should have been obvious to her—whatever Bonnie expected had nothing to do with Lyra’s friends. Or if it did, it was just as unexpected to them as to her.
 “Are you sure this is… all necessary?” she asked. “Bad things happen all the time. The way you look when you get home sometimes, I know there are more monsters out there. Why is this one so serious?”
 Her girlfriend released her shoulder, then collapsed into the chair next to hers. “If I could tell you, I would. But knowing wouldn’t help. These powers are bigger than us. All the tenacity and ingenuity in the world might not be enough.” She looked sideways towards her, eyes wide and desperate. “I have to go. Everyone is mobilized for this. I report at…” She glanced at the clock, then sagged further into her seat. “Ten.”
 Not even two hours. “You’re supposed to report like that? Why would you do all this?” She gestured around the house, at the walls covered with new metal shutters, the empty boxes and tools.
 Bonnie looked up, expression overflowing with pain. “You have no idea how dangerous these people are, Lyre. They don’t just screw with your head—they can make things change around them. Bullets don’t shoot straight, vests that don’t protect you, cars that stop and computers that malfunction. I had to put you somewhere…”
 She reached suddenly across the table, gripping Lyra’s arm. “You need to stay in here. Locked up, far away from the danger. Until you hear from me again, or you hear the go-ahead from FEMA that it’s safe to go out again. I’m… sure they don’t know where this is. It will protect you.”
 “You might not make it back,” Lyra argued. She stood, yanking away from her girlfriend. Given her weakness, it was trivial to pry her fingers off Lyra’s arm. She backed away, over to her little cupboard of teas. All from Akiko, either as gifts or as an excuse to chat over at the shop. “You’re exhausted, look at you. Let me mix you something. I’ve got some of your favorite oolong here somewhere…”
 Bonnie was too weak to protest. She leaned back in her chair, eyes half-closed. “If that helps you feel better. Sure. That’s fine. I’d like some tea.” Then she stood, tossing the overalls over her shoulders. “I need to rinse this off. Have it ready when I get back?”
 Lyra nodded. She leaned forward, kissing her lightly on the cheek. “Sure, Sweetie. I can do that.”
 Bonnie nodded weakly, slinking out into the hallway and up the stairs.
 After a few seconds, the shower kicked on. 
 Lyra worked at a fever pitch, tossing the water into the microwave to get it hot enough in time. She poured it over the leaves to steep, touching the edge of her obsidian knife to the liquid. Even without Capper standing beside her, she could still cast the way he taught. She just needed to get creative with her words.
 “The sun sets, but the crier’s alarm pierces the night. The huntress rises to her duty. What was weary is refreshed. Her duty fills her body with purpose. Her reflexes sharpen, her eyes are alert. Her shots ring true.”
 The power left her a second later, leaving a glass reverberating faintly with the coiled potential of the spell. She stuck the knife away into her skirt, seconds before boots came hammering down on the steps.
 “Change of plans. When I said ten, I meant ten minutes. Transport is on its way.”
 “Drink this first.” Lyra settled the glass into her hands, pushing firmly. “Something warm will help you, Sweetie. It’s gonna be cold out there tonight.”
 Her girlfriend was dressed for work—all in black, wearing the strange too-heavy fabric vest meant to protect her from certain kinds of supernatural attack. Or maybe just bullets.
 She still took the tea, eyeing Lyra for a few seconds. “I don’t deserve you, Harper. When this is over… I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I’ll take all that leave I’ve been saving. Two months, anywhere you want. Any country—but I’d be happier if you picked a safe one.”
 Lyra nodded eagerly. They hadn’t traveled anywhere further than Canterlot for over a year now. “I’ll think of somewhere. Maybe Italy—the musical history there goes back a thousand years!”
 She stayed close, eyes on Bonnie until she took the first sip.
 That was all it took, though the effects would come on gradually over the next few minutes. If she’d cast it right, anyway. 
 “You’re right, this is my favorite. Thanks, Harper.” She took a few more sips, before settling the glass half-empty onto the counter. “Now, I need you to stay here until you hear from me again. If things work out—it should be two days. Not more than three. If it’s been that long, I didn’t make it.”
 “You’ll make it,” Lyra said, wrapping her in the tightest hug she could. “I’ll be waiting for you.”
 


  
    Chapter 12
Lyra paced nervously back and forth in her bedroom. She’d circled the ground there so many times that a thin layer had worked its way into the wood. Every few seconds she stopped, took out her phone, then stuck it back without sending anything.
 Her old self would never have hesitated to send a message instantly, but she was wiser now. The Free Council was clear in their rules—magical affairs could never be sent using unprotected methods. There were too many ways to overhear, too many listening ears who might take whatever they learned and use it against the Awakened.
 If she was a little more important—enough that they thought she had anything interesting to say—she might have one of their magically-reinforced devices by now. But for reasons Lyra didn’t know, only Tabitha had enough prestige in the organization to earn one.
 “Let me guess, she found one of the cat pictures? She’s afraid you want to adopt yourself.” Capper spoke from behind her, perched elegantly on the dresser. How he’d gotten there, or how long he’d been watching, she couldn’t say. 
 Her usual attentiveness was certainly weaker than it ought to be, given the stress on her mind. She could always tell where Capper was lurking, if she bothered to concentrate.
 “Nothing like that.” She stopped beside the dresser, resting one hand on his side. “My girlfriend left to fight again. I think she’s hunting the Seers… I hope she is. But she doesn’t know enough about the different factions to even know for sure who she’s after.”
 “She was scared enough to lock you in tight,” the cat said, nuzzling up against her hand. His usual pride and disdain for her was absent then. “Didn’t make it easy for me to get in. But she couldn’t patch up every hole. Humans never look close enough for that.”
 Lyra said nothing for a few moments, petting the cat as she might’ve done for a real animal. In some ways, maybe he was—or maybe he was both a real animal and her familiar. “She thinks there’s gonna be some kind of… disaster. It can’t be what Akiko was up to, could it? Charging up a key… no one would get hurt except us! And there’s like five of us, not some army. Sounds like half of VALKYRIE will be here.”
 The cat slipped past her, batting her fingers away from his side. “You’ve just now discovered something that should’ve been obvious. You are one small figure in Awakened society. The Pentacle’s five arms all work in secrecy, rarely communicating with each other. Then there are others—the Seers, and worse lunatics outside the Pentacle’s embrace. Your lover could be concerned with one or any of those. But what will you do about it?”
 She turned away from the cat, stalking over to the window. Usually she would look out on Ponyville, remind herself of what still connected her to her lifetime of old friends and family. But now she couldn’t even do that—she only had a metal barrier, sturdy enough to stop bullets. “Akiko needs to know something awful is happening tomorrow night. Charging up her key can’t be worth the risk of getting killed. If we have to hide it and come back in six months… better than getting caught out with half the army.”
 Capper hopped up onto her bed. He walked slowly along the edge, knocking each of Lyra’s stuffed dolls and pillows to the floor in quick succession. “You should be warned. Your lover did more than physically bar the doors and windows. Devices watch over this place—if it opens, she will know.”
 Lyra balled both hands into fists. “She’s babysitting me. She didn’t trust me to stay inside.”
 “You are planning on leaving. She knows you well, though she simultaneously remains entirely ignorant. Like all humans, she is trapped by her biases—only a monster could be a mage, which you are not.”
 “Is there a… magical way to disable them?” she asked. “Wait, don’t say anything. I know there is. Is there a way I can use?”
 “Not easily. Your study of the Spirit Arcanum lags far behind. I doubt you could convince the mind of the machine to obey you. Fail once, and the alarm might sound. I would not attempt it in your place.”
 You wouldn’t need to. Lyra picked up her phone again, flipping through her contacts. Any message she sent might get read at some point. Bonnie could probably hack and read everything on her device, even if she insisted otherwise. But she didn’t say I couldn’t tell anyone. I just can’t get specific.
 Her fingers danced over the touchscreen, composing a message to Akiko and Tabitha. The other two would hear from one of them—but if Lyra sent every message to the same group, it might provoke its own kind of suspicion. “I’ve just learned some very bad news. Bonnie has canceled our weekend plans, and told me not to leave the house. It’s going to be very dangerous for a while—I think everyone should keep their heads down and play it safe.”
 Not a great message, so far as codes went. But if anyone was clever enough to assemble hidden meaning from what she didn’t include, it was Akiko.
 She sent the message, then stuck the phone back into her pocket before the anxiety could swallow her. Right now they would be reading over it, trying to figure out why she sent it, and what it could mean.
 “You think that will be enough?” her familiar asked, hopping down beside her. “Whisper to the others in your Cabal, and they’ll undo whatever nightmares? You think the Obrimos will abandon her ambition? I don’t. I smell it on her every time she speaks—she is consumed by her need. Nothing matters more to her than mysteries solved, power reclaimed. She will not change for this, you’ll see.”
 She did, a few seconds later. The phone flashed, and a message appeared there. “If you think the danger is real, we should talk about it. Tabitha’s is closest.”
 Seconds later Tabitha’s message appeared at the bottom of the group text. Even so, the message was short and noncommittal. “I planned to burn the midnight oil. I’ll listen for the door if you stop by.” 
 Lyra slumped onto the bed, beside a pile of discarded plush toys. “They don’t know about Bonnie. If they knew my information came from the ones hunting for mages—I think they’d listen better.”
 “Maybe. But then you would need to decide which loyalty was more important. They might expect you to probe deeper, report her movements, and eventually lead you to acts that could get her killed. The perils of loving a Sleeper—in all things you will be so tormented.”
 She whimpered, resting her head against her knees. “I don’t even know what’s gonna happen. Except—Bonnie’s not dumb. If she thinks it’s bad, she’s right. It can’t be a coincidence that it’s happening the same night, can it?”
 “Anything could be,” Capper said. “Yet I agree with your assessment. Someone moves among the traitor kings. That Seer you encountered the night of your Awakening, perhaps. But much more than just a single soul, or mortal authorities would not have mobilized so strongly. They believe great numbers are here arrayed. They are right to bring force against the Awakened if they hope to succeed. Only such an overwhelming response has any merit.”
 “And my friends will be out in it,” she said. “And me. We could get caught with the evil ones.”
 “You could.” Capper pawed at her shoulder, nudging her into a proper sitting position. “Or you could tell the other Willworkers in your Cabal what you know, convince them to change their course. They might.”
 “I’d have to get out first.” Lyra stood up, hurrying down the steps. She stopped beside the reinforced window and door covers, squinting over each one for signs of whatever anti-tamper system her girlfriend had left. They were only held in place by mechanical lock, meant to be opened from her side. Lyra could open any of them.
 But if she did, her girlfriend would know. She might be so consumed with worry that she didn’t fight well. Worse, she might even suspect Lyra had something to do with the new enemy she was fighting.
 This was so much easier when she hunted the Kindred. 
 “Okay, I give up,” she said, after completing one circuit of the house. She didn’t have to turn around to know her familiar was following close behind. “How do you think I should get out?”
 The cat laughed. “Eat well, so your mind will be clear. Then hang up your clothes, take your knife, and follow me.”
 She hurried back into the kitchen and tossed several slices of pizza onto a plate. “After today? If I follow you out the same way…”
 Capper shrugged. “I would not have allowed your mind to wander. They interfered in my lesson. No one is here to do so a second time. Trust me, Lyra. Have I ever taught you false magic? Have I made promises I couldn’t keep?”
 She scarfed down a few slices of reheated pizza, wishing very much that her girlfriend could be there to share them. It took her only a few minutes—long enough to make up her mind.
 “I have to trust someone,” she said, tossing her plate into the trash. She went through the house then, switching off lights, closing doors. She reached her bedroom, where she paused to check her phone one last time. No new messages.
 Lyra settled it into the charger, removing only her magical tool from her purse before putting the rest aside. 
 “We need something soft to bind it with—bandage, leave that within reach. You’ll thank me when you don’t have those thumbs anymore.”
 She obeyed, tossing down a little roll of bandage from the first aid kit, before removing her clothes one item at a time.
 That wouldn’t be an option in the Free Council’s Hallow, but in her own bedroom—she would manage. Her familiar surely didn’t care. “The same spell as last time? Do you think I can cast it without the book?”
 She settled onto one of the discarded pillows, then took her knife carefully in one hand. More so than usual, considering how little she wore.
 “You will, and you must. Any other method risks detection by your lover. Besides—there may not be another opportunity to instruct you. Given the danger, it is likely we will need this magic again in the next two days. Better to practice now, when the wave hasn’t yet come crashing down.”
 “I thought you said I’d hate it. Cats and water, I mean…”
 “You will,” he agreed. “But so will I. Misery loves company. As it turns out, most mortal snipers are somewhat less likely to shoot alley cats than mysterious figures in the shadows. Let’s not see your promising career ended by a bullet tonight.”
 She nodded tearfully, wiping away moisture on her arm. “Right. I think I’m ready. I remember the words.”
 “Begin,” he ordered. “Make no mistakes. You have no Hallow to sustain you this time. Invoke no paradox—we have too much to do.”
 


  
    Chapter 13
Capper always kept his promises. That included Lyra’s first uninterrupted chance to practice with the magic of true transformation. With his careful guidance, prodding her away from caving to the instincts of her form, Lyra kept from getting into too much trouble.
 Her trip across Ponyville was not quick exactly. Her companion was still a cat, and cats were not terribly interested in running when there were more dignified ways to get around. But from a foot off the ground, there was no chance of being accidentally detected.
 She felt the tension in the air—sometimes with the supremely alert animal senses, but also with that diffuse, unnamable instinct, raising the hackles on the back of her neck. Ponyville was in tension, a spring pulled back as far as it would go.
 She saw it in a dozen ways. Barely any traffic on the streets, with numberless owls and crows gathering in the skies above. People glanced furtively to either side when they went out, and parents pulled their children closer as they hurried them into their homes. 
 Even humans could tell something was wrong, though there were few overt signs. The most direct she saw was the barricaded freeway onramps, and evening buses that just didn’t arrive. The forces commanding Bonnie had already taken steps to slow travel. But is the attack coming in Ponyville, or Canterlot?
 Strange people moved through the streets, scattered in small groups. They dressed in nondescript black clothing, often concealing bullet-proof vests, and drove unmarked SUVs. 
 A few of them glanced in her direction when she emerged from an alley, only to turn away from her.
 “I can’t believe I can just… get away with this,” she mewed, when they finally emerged from the last of the back alleys and reached the road leading towards Saddle Lake, where Tabitha’s mansion was located. “Naked vulgar magic, humans looking right at me. But no paradox.”
 “Nothing improbable about a cat wandering around at night,” he answered, amused. “Rewire your car to drive it at this size, then get pulled over. See how long your magic lasts then.”
 It wasn’t really an invitation, of course—it was a warning, one she needed no instruction to honor. Adopting a new pet already tried Bonnie’s patience enough. If she started making a car a cat could drive, her mage-hunting girlfriend was going to get suspicious.
 “So like… the same way Bonnie doesn’t notice me healing her, or making her not tired. So long as I make it plausible—”
 “The sleeping soul recoils from Supernal light,” Capper finished. “But not forever. Just as the wolves that once retreated from ancient fires, in time they saw the warmth for what it was, and the outstretched hand replaced the spear. I see her soul stirring.”
 You can do that? Lyra didn’t ask out loud, or will the question to her familiar. She could keep thoughts to herself when she wished, so long as he wasn’t watching closely. If he heard her question, he didn’t answer it. Besides, they were soon joined by another.
 A strange white cat leapt down from a nearby tree, where she had likely been watching for some time. She landed dexterously despite the distance—of course she did. Only human bias suggested that jump should be anything difficult.
 “Greetings to you,” she said, inclining her head. “My master who is alchemist sends you welcome, and warning.”
 Opal always talked like that to her ears, even when she used the language of cats. Strangely formal, halting and unnatural. Not a real cat at all, any more than Capper was. But he was much better at it.
 Capper pushed her gently back, bowing to the other familiar in a formal way. She’d never seen it before—but she’d also never been alone with two familiars before. Did they have customs the same as mages did?
 “We thank you for your greeting. What is your warning?”
 “Strangers besiege the house. My master did not know what brought them, but the Willworker is in a state of great discomfort. She advises you to retreat and find another sanctuary.”
 Opalescence was so much bigger up close. Bigger than Lyra by no small margin, with a glittering collar around her neck. Despite her perfect fur, she still had all her claws. Knowing Tabitha, they were probably sharp enough to cut through steel.
 Capper nodded to her. “The message is received.” He turned on the larger cat, brushing against Lyra in an animal way. It would almost translate as “I already have a female,” though it must have some deeper meaning around familiars. They weren’t really animals, no matter how they looked.
 “Your friend wants your help desperately,” he thought, directly to her mind. “But she won’t ask, because you’re new at this and it might get you killed.”
 Lyra stared, ears folding back in astonishment at the quality of the translation. For an inhuman spirit, that was incredible insight into how humans thought, let alone her own friends. Tabitha would never ask for help, she was always the generous one.
 “Can I help?” she asked, as silently as he had. Just as she could keep her thoughts from him, she could also focus her attention on them, increasing the chances he would listen. “Without getting killed.”
 He nudged her shoulder with one paw, then nodded in a distinctly human way. “On four paws, I think so. But if we go, don’t think I will be waiting in the wings to pull you from the fire. I can cast no spells you can’t. My powers are yours.”
 She met his eyes. Standing beside Opalescence, it was even clearer to her how different her familiar was from Tabitha’s. Something more than a cat looked back at her in both cases. But from Capper she felt something almost human.
 “No secret spirit spells you’ve been holding out from me?”
 He stuck out his feline tongue. “They’re called Numina. Spirits don’t cast spells.”
 You didn’t actually answer. She shoved past him as roughly as she dared with a bigger, stronger male, facing Opalescence directly. Despite the word, a familiar wasn’t actually some physical extension of the soul. Opal wasn’t a young cat like Capper, but an old, elegant beast, as large as any feline could grow. 
 “I want to help Rarity,” she said. She didn’t know any of the formality expected with someone else’s familiar—only the basic stuff. Tabitha could see through Opal’s eyes and cast spells through her, if she wanted. “Can you lead us to her without getting caught.”
 The cat lifted her tail, turning her head to one side with obvious pride. “I could cross from one end of this plane to the other without allowing mortal eyes to fall upon my countenance. You bumble around like a kitten crunching every leaf that falls. You would knock over the trees if they weren’t rooted to the ground.”
 Lyra blinked, momentarily dumbfounded by the reply. Not so much because it was unexpected—even when she couldn’t understand Opalescence, the cat’s mews always sounded pompous and proud. 
 If being around Capper was bad…
 “I’ll manage,” Lyra said, voice flat. “Choose the easiest path, please. Fit for a… bumbling kitten like me.”
 “Fine. My master would be glad for any help. It is not for me to judge the ones she calls allies. Come.”
 She came. Along the road, into the underbrush, then through a narrow opening in the wall. Despite what the familiar said, she kept pace with little difficulty. Lyra’s transformation went deeper than just changing her skin—she could think like a cat when she had to, balancing on narrow ledges, squeezing through small gaps, or crawling in long, dark spaces.
 “I don’t know why Tabitha puts up with her,” she said silently, as their journey continued. Rapid or not, they were still only cats, so wouldn’t be going anywhere with great speed. “Mages can always understand their familiars, right? If you talked like that I never would’ve made a pact.”
 Capper pawed along beside her, always close enough to catch her if her paw slipped, or keep her from stepping into a patch of hidden mud.
 “They’re all like that. Your friend chose a spirit of gemstones—fitting for an alchemist. And if you think this one is bad, talk to a fetch sometime. Without a body in the material, it’s little better than speaking the First Tongue across the Shadow. You can’t really have a relationship with one—mage and spirit alike just see each other as useful tools. Exchange is made, service rendered.”
 They emerged from under a log onto perfectly manicured grass stretching up a hill. In the distance, red and blue lights flashed, with a short line of cars parked in a spacious drive. Human voices conversed, but they were still too distant to identify. She could only make out their suspicion and concern—an energetic argument, with tempers flaring high.
 “But not you,” she thought back. She slowed on the grass, enough that their guide turned to glare in her direction, hissing quietly. “You never ask for essence. Why are you helping me?”
 “Vengeance.” They crept along to the house, slipping off the grass and into the damp planter-box beside it. A perfectly-manicured garden sheltered them from the night, though it did mean getting dirt on Lyra’s otherwise clean paws.
 “Willworker, be alert. There are intruders inside the house. Give them reason, and they might kill or capture you. How long will that spell last?”
 She glanced nervously at her companion. But he kept silent, leaving her to answer. “Dunno. A few hours more if I’m lucky.”
 “So don’t get caught,” Opalescence said. “Or transform while unconscious in a tiny metal box. Now—my master does not wield the power of telepathy. I must take you to… a place on the second floor. She left a message for you there. She desires urgently for you to find and read it. I believe time is counting down towards something critical.”
 “I’ll be right behind you.”
 They slunk along the building, until they came to an open window. She jumped onto the ledge, then squeezed underneath after her.
 Tabitha’s mansion was not in good shape. The lights were all out, and the contents of many drawers and cabinets had been dislodged roughly onto the wooden floor. Some of her priceless art was now broken and shattered, or trampled under heavy boots.
 Some of those boots moved elsewhere in the home. She heard them clearly, stomping around several floors above. Which meant they would need to go closer.
 The raid was surprisingly silent. She heard few shouts, only the occasional piece of furniture falling over, or door banging open. Even so, the human invaders made enough noise that Lyra felt no need to sense for their life-energy to know where they were. Despite the darkness and lack of voices, they might as well be shouting their intentions with every new step.
 Soon they were on the top floor, crawling under a heavy multi-section couch where a little slip of paper rested. Opal took it in her mouth, then led them to the light of a still plugged-in cell phone charger. 
 That tiny glow was enough to make out Tabitha’s note, scrawled so fast that she could barely read it.
 Heartstrings, they’re not here for me. I don’t know why, but they’re after my sister. I’m trying to distract them, but if they find her, please protect her. If you can get her off the grounds, Starlight can get her somewhere safe
 Her sister? Lyra tilted her head to the side, reading and re-reading the note just to be sure. VALKYRIE was moving on mages, weren’t they? So why would they be hunting an ordinary teenage girl?
 “I cannot read it,” Opal said, matter-of-factly. “What does the master ask of you?”
 “Help… Isabelle,” Lyra said. “That’s who they’re really after. They don’t know anything about Tabitha.”
 Then something exploded. Gunfire rang out through the house, piercing the relative silence. Glass shattered, and a whole wall came tumbling down.
 


  
    Chapter 14
Chaos overflowed around her. The air filled with dust, and the harsh echo of gunfire. As a human being, she’d been trained to deal with situations like this. But all that training and practice couldn’t help her as a cat—she could only press herself to the ground, cowering in terror. What was going on? Why was everything so loud? What was that awful smell of burning?
 “Child. Open your eyes. Look at me.”
 His voice might not have pierced the awful noise if it came as word alone. But Capper’s speech cut through soul as well as mind, granting clarity in chaos. She looked up, dared to open one eye, then the other.
 “Inaction is death,” he continued. “For you or your allies. Perhaps we flee, perhaps we fight. But cowering is not the way.”
 She nodded weakly, then stood. Tabitha’s familiar was gone already, without so much as a tuft of fur left behind. She hadn’t been too intimidated by the danger to rush into it. But how could Lyra help with something so destructive?
 She needed a spell, needed something. So she focused, drawing faint lines of a few symbols in the dust in front of her with one paw. Whether or not that helped at all from the paw of a cat, she couldn’t say. But she felt driven regardless. One of Capper’s lessons rubbing off on her, maybe.
 Information rushed into her mind, focused firmly on the human. No cat was prepared to sense the heartbeat of the living world. Using other magic, any magic, brought conscious clarity. 
 She dismissed all the other small creatures, focused entirely on the human-sized. Many moved upstairs, men and women overflowing with adrenaline and hostility.
 One went flying another way—straight out into empty air, landing torn and broken on the floor. Vibrant life turned to a desperate struggle at the impact, labored heartbeat and gasping breaths.
 Whoever that is, that’s where I need to go.
 Lyra bounded out from behind the couch, hopping up onto a cushion. It didn’t matter that the house was filled with humans rushing around towards their own inscrutable goal. Let them do what they would, she had a purpose now.
 She made it to the steps in a few seconds, then out through the open window she’d entered, and through the air to the grass. 
 There was someone out here—a teenager in a nightgown soaked with red blood, and a leg that bent the wrong way. Impossibly, she still moved, with strength that defied any ordinary human. How could she even stay conscious in such pain?
 Isabelle. Tabitha’s little sister crawled through the dirt, trailing blood and crying out. Or—not crying, singing. There was a melody to it.
 “Hear me trees, whisper in your leaves. Morning meadow, shimmering brook. Carry my whispers through spring and…” Her words trailed awkwardly to nothing, strength faltering. No wonder, given the sorry state of her body. Blood trickled down her lips, staining the grass.
 That almost felt like a spell. Except when she sang, the girl had no nimbus—no almost-invisible signs of Awakened will. If it was magic, it was nothing like any spell that Lyra could cast. 
 None of that mattered, of course. Whatever help she was crying for might not come. This was Lyra’s student, her friend’s sister, shot and bleeding on the ground. Worse, she felt heavy footfalls on the grass. No humans had reached them yet, but they would. Maybe they would finish what they started.
 She reached where Izzy fell a few seconds later. Lyra no longer needed physical contact to heal another—but it would still make things easier. She brushed up against the girl’s limp fingers, as feline instinct demanded. Hopefully the girl was unconscious, so she wouldn’t notice and make the spell improbable. 
 Izzy opened one green eye, locked suddenly on her. How could she smile through all that pain—like a cracked porcelain doll. “Did… Th-Theo send you?” she asked. “I don’t want to die.”
 “You won’t,” Lyra swore, though of course she expected no comprehension from her. No time to wait, or somehow ask her to look away. If paradox came, she would have to weather it.
 “No gardener would trim the cereus before the night. Though rodents gnaw, and aphids draw their sap, she refuses. Her stubborn roots reach deep. The earth’s heart beats in her. Weevils cannot build their nests in her limbs. The desert bird flies elsewhere. Death may reach, but today he turns aside. Even his ears may be moved by the song.”
 Would those words even work with her feline mouth? Capper had her so trained to cast that way that she couldn’t imagine any other.
 Lyra’s own nimbus exploded around her, outsized for her feline body. She felt the heartbeat through the earth, shaking her paws, spreading new growth where it touched. She tasted blood in her mouth—strangely sweet, unnatural—the fruit of a transplanted tree struggling to find root in new soil. 
 Isabelle stared, wide-eyed and transfixed, with no distractions or illusions to conceal the nature of Lyra’s work. Somehow, the spell worked anyway. She coughed, dislodging a half-dozen little metal balls covered in blood. Izzy inhaled, and this time her breath came without wavering. She sat up, resting on one hand. With the other, she brushed against Lyra’s fur, as anyone might pet an affectionate cat.
 “That was strange magic,” she said. Not overflowing with terror, like a teenager who’d just been shot and thrown out a third-story window ought to be. “How did you do that?”
 Brilliant lights blasted them from around the corner, as several armed figures came rushing forward. They dressed like SWAT or other special police, all vests and oversized weapons. Not at all different from the way Bonnie’s VALKYRIE unit had her dress.
 In the same moment, another sound shook the air, so strange that it had her completely paralyzed with fear. Blaring… trumpets? In the dim shadow of the night, the treeline shattered, with small trees and bushes trampled under the advance of thundering hooves.
 Lyra squealed in surprise, cat senses utterly unprepared for the explosion before her. Gigantic animals, the bark of automatic weapons, along with human shouting over a megaphone.
 Fortunately, her instincts couldn’t get the better of her—a pair of human arms lifted her, holding her firmly against soft fabric stained with blood.
 “You’re here?” Izzy sang to a stranger, stepping up off the ground onto something wooden and shaking. “That soon? I owe you.”
 “Careful how you say that,” answered another voice. Male, though unusually high and melodious. The ground shook again, so violently that Lyra squirmed against her binding. But Izzy’s grip was too strong, and so she couldn’t get anywhere. “You’ve accrued enough new debts for one night, Fairest.”
 The sound of running hooves shifted to a light trot, with gunfire and worse fading into the distant background. As the sound and light and smells faded, Lyra’s faculties gradually returned. She stopped squirming, and opened one eye, surveying her surroundings. 
 She was riding in a chariot, like something ripped right out of ancient history. Its driver was… impossible. A towering figure, his skin glittering like gemstones, with huge antlers over his head and crown floating over it all, dark metal wrapped in green vines.
 I must be in the spirit world. We crossed the Gauntlet. She’d known that focusing so heavily on Life would eventually come back to bite her.
 The girl holding her loosened her grip, obviously sensing Lyra’s calm. As she did, she could twist in her arms, enough to look up.
 It was still Isabelle, almost. But this was Isabelle as no human girl could ever possibly look. Her skin was perfect, flawless white, her hair cascading down her back like some Renaissance painting. Every suggestion was impossible beauty, more angel than girl. I healed her. She has a beating heart. She isn’t Kindred. 
 “To your colleague,” Izzy said. “I know that—no getting around it. She saved my life.” She settled down on the chariot’s bench, resting Lyra there on her lap. “I don’t know how I’ll repay you, stranger. But I will. Spring always repays.”
 Now she was calm enough to look around, searching for her familiar. But Capper was nowhere in sight. Had he even made it out of the house? If he did, he wasn’t on this chariot. “Can you hear me?” 
 Only silence answered.
 There were other chariots in the dark, though her eyes refused to focus long on their occupants. They were as freakish in their own ways as the driver in this one. And other things ran along the ground, somehow keeping pace with horses.
 Maybe she could call out to local spirits for help? Except—she didn’t even seem to need it. She felt no hostility from Izzy, only her repeated professions of a debt to be repaid. 
 “No beast of mine,” said the driver. “In fact, that creature is bound by no contract.”
 Izzy gasped. Her hand lifted from Lyra’s neck, her body suddenly going still. Those words were terrifying to her.
 Suddenly they were pulling to a stop, passing through an arch of living leaves and vines. Beyond it was another space—a little like walking into a Renaissance faire. Tents and pavilions rose up against the moonlight, standing in a field of vibrant flowers and grasses. Creatures and people moved between them, all evidently in costume. Or maybe their natural bodies just looked that strange.
 None gave Izzy or the chariot’s driver a second glance. A few eyes lingered on her, though, despite her small size.
 Finally they stopped, and the driver released the reins, turning in place. Izzy moved to stand, and Lyra hopped down off her lap onto the railing, balancing there with feline grace.
 Maybe she could navigate her way out—dodging between all those legs, and into the wilderness. But something about that seemed very dangerous. She smelled predators here, of a kind that no cat had ever met. Maybe with Capper she could face them, but not alone.
 Instead she cast another spell—simpler than healing. She would never dare use something like that with humans watching. But these clearly weren’t humans. Maybe they would tell her what they were if she asked nicely.
 “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Izzy. It looked like you weren’t going to get up.”
 Neither observer reacted with particular surprise to her speech, now that she’d cast the spell that would let her speak with human language. If anything, the taller male seemed annoyed it had taken her this long.
 Isabelle curtseyed to her. The gesture was so simple—yet somehow reminded Lyra of the same formality she saw in the Pentacle. Not the same ritual exactly, but cut from the same cloth. “Thank you. Do I know you?”
 Others crowded around the chariot, at least a dozen strange figures. Lyra did her best not to look at them—one seemed to have skin made from stone, another was shriveled and disfigured with a level of ugliness that defied simple explanation. Others had animal features, and carried similar scents.
 Best to keep her attention focused on these two, or else lose her discipline and flee in terror. As it was, she was so overwhelmed that Lyra couldn’t form worlds. In its way, this place was just as impossible as the Supernal.
 “You saved the life of one from my court,” said the towering figure. “By my authority as King of Spring, I request and require that you show your face to me, so that I might give proper honors.”
 Was that magic? She couldn’t tell—but she couldn’t resist. Lyra’s spell unraveled in an instant. Her body expanded, fur faded, and suddenly an act of effortless balance became impossible. She screamed and flailed, then tumbled backward into the mud.
 


  
    Chapter 15
Lyra was somewhere warm. She had a cloak now, wrapped tight around her bare skin. The mud was mercifully gone, scrubbed raw in freezing water. Strange perfume seasoned her skin, though she couldn’t say exactly where it had come from.
 At least they hadn’t left her out in the open. Tucked inside one of the oversized pavilions, she no longer felt quite so overwhelmed. Whatever she had seen outside, at least in here the world made sense.
 They let her keep her magical tool. She still had the little obsidian knife, which she’d carried around strapped to herself as a cat. “I don’t understand any of this,” she thought, as though Capper would suddenly be able to listen. But if he could, his words still didn’t reach her.
 I’ve been depending on Capper too much. He can’t help me everywhere.
 A bonfire lit the tent in front of her, heavy logs that crackled and sparked from a metal grate. The tent itself might be the living quarters of some ancient king away on campaign, complete with bookshelves, bed, fine dining chairs, and a ground covered in rich carpets.
 Through the eyes of Life, Lyra saw nothing of magic in any of it. Not a single spell, even on priceless objects resting on the shelf, resonating with strange energies. This place was magic—or maybe spiritual, whatever difference that made. 
 Footsteps rustled the soil, and the flap opened. A single figure entered, mercifully familiar. Isabelle had changed too, from her torn and bloody nightgown into a skirt made from—leaves and flower petals, somehow holding itself together when she moved.
 At least she’s not a vampire. No vampire could ever look so alive.
 “I hoped someone would save me,” Izzy said, lingering in the doorway. “I didn’t think it would be my music teacher.”
 Lyra adjusted the oversized robes. They’d come from the king’s own shoulders, much too large and heavy to be comfortable. Lyra smiled back, genuine despite the strangeness. Impossibly beautiful or not, Isabelle was the same girl she’d tutored. 
 “You were hurt,” she said, rising from her seat. She was still taller than Izzy, though the difference was slight. Compared to such radiance, Lyra’s simple humanity might as well be a dirty sock. “And I was in the neighborhood. How’s that leg?”
 Izzy stood up on her other leg, twisting the formerly broken one to either side. There was no sign of wounds, not even lingering redness. Lyra had outdone herself with that spell. “Not even sore. I’ve never heard of any contract that heals so well. But King Theodore says it wasn’t a contract. What did you do?”
 There were rules about “revealing the mysteries.” She hadn’t broken those rules yet, but the punishments seemed steep. But did any of those even apply to obvious magical creatures?
 “A spell,” she said. “All living things know what health looks like. I mended your pattern—reminded it how it was supposed to be. Only took a little coaxing.”
 Izzy crossed from the entrance, resting one hand on her arm. She looked Lyra up and down, green eyes shimmering in the firelight. Though no magic came from her, Lyra still felt as though this must be some kind of spell. Mage sight perhaps, glittering behind her eyes. But without Nimbus, without any hint of the Awakened soul beneath.
 “What are you people?” Lyra asked. Maybe there were more polite ways to ask—but she stopped worrying about politeness once the soldiers started shooting. “I can tell you’re not human. But you’re alive. Even that guy made of rock is alive. It doesn’t make sense.”
 “We call ourselves ‘changelings,’” said another voice. The same familiar speaker, the one who had rescued Isabelle from certain death. The one who overpowered her transformation spell. “There are some other names, but that should be enough.”
 Isabelle turned towards the newcomer, and dropped instantly down to one knee. Lyra almost did the same, but stopped short. Even without Capper’s company, she could almost sense his presence just behind her, eyes sharp with judgment.
 You are Awakened, Lyra Harper. The queens of Atlantis do not bow. Keep your shoulders straight.
 So she did, instead settling for a polite nod. “Including my… student, here? Her older sister is a friend of mine, and she’s never…”
 Tabitha was a much wiser, more powerful mage than Lyra, with years of experience and practice. Yet for all that, she never noticed her sister’s strangeness. Even Lyra hadn’t, though they had been meeting twice a week for years at this point.
 “That’s the idea,” Izzy said. “Humans aren’t supposed to know. But humans can’t do what you did, so I’m… as confused as you are, Miss Harper. I saw you, and you were a cat, and then you weren’t. Without any contract with cats to help you…”
 Contract? Not the first time these creatures had used that word. It must be particularly meaningful to them, though Lyra still wasn’t sure why.
 The king nodded back to her, then gestured for Izzy to stand. “I would like to hear her version. Though if she is not truthful, I will speak for her.” She met his eyes then, or tried. Those eyes had little similarity to anything human, fractured and multifaceted like an insect. What part of them was she even supposed to look at? “You are not so bound by truth, but in my court it is customary not to lie.”
 Lyra shifted uncomfortably in the ill-fitting robe. Too bad Tabitha wasn’t here—she could tailor it into something that made sense with a little magic.
 “I’m human,” Lyra said, without a second’s hesitation. “But I’m not the way most people are—I’m what humans are supposed to be. I don’t have a Lie in my soul anymore. We’re called mages, I think. But Capper doesn’t like that name much—sets us apart, when we want everyone to be like us. He likes Awakened instead. Because even the deepest sleeper can wake.”
 Isabelle looked back with an expression not all that different from the one Lyra wore when the chariot first came to rest in this clearing. That confusion made Lyra feel considerably more relaxed, despite the strangeness everywhere. Pretty or not, she still felt all the same things. She could still be ignorant.
 King Theodore had no such hesitation or confusion. “The Awakened are like other humans, Lady Dalton. They are subject to the Mask, the predations of the Others, and the touch of Glamour. But their powers are… indescribable—like the Lost, but they answer to no oath. They’re dangerous creatures, best avoided for our safety and theirs. Though some few prove themselves to be friends of the court.”
 He nodded to her then, the barest suggestion of respect. “You risked your life for that of the newest member of my court. As she said, Isabelle here owes you a debt, Willworker. Spring will honor it.”
 He extended one hand towards her, and thin green vines wrapped around his skin, rising up from the earth. “I name you friend of the court, Lyra Harper. Wherever Spring gives shelter against the Others, wherever dreams are protected and desires honored, you will be welcome.”
 Before she could retreat, he clasped his hand on her shoulder. Little feelers wrapped around her bare skin, as though some flowering bush had sprung to life in real time. She held perfectly still, watching as it grew up her neck, then around her head. Leaves rested on her ears in a little living laurel, with blue and yellow blossoms. 
 “Do you accept this honor? Will you be guest of the court while you stand in our lands?”
 There was magic—tendrils of it filled the air, like spiderwebs spun from his words. They formed no Supernal Imago—instead the combination was random and fragmented, flecks of gold suspended briefly in the air before falling away again.
 “Being a guest is a good thing?”
 Izzy nodded hastily, pleading. “Yes, Miss Harper. It’s very important.”
 She would not trust this stranger with his crown and antlers—but she had years to know her student. She could trust Izzy. “Then I accept.”
 “Good.” The king released her shoulder. Strangely, the magic remained, newly-grown leaves still shone there. Like a nimbus, but without an active spell to create it. It should be impossible, but so should many other things. “Then be welcome. How can the court repay this debt?”
 Isabelle is a changeling. She might not be the only one. How many other creatures were out there?
 “I…” Lyra looked down, then flushed bright red. “Something to wear would be awesome. Something that actually fits me. And if anyone has seen a black cat about as big as I was, I’d love to talk to him.”
 Theodore laughed. Izzy did too, albeit more of the forced “expectation” of humor. She didn’t quite understand whatever amused the king.
 “Something to wear, we can do. And I’m sure a swift return to the world you know. The specifics of repayment would be best discussed another time. Something roused humanity to anger tonight. Others might need my help without warning. Come.”
 He led her into another pavilion, one Lyra took to be a shop of sorts from the overflowing shelves and garment racks inside. “When she is satisfied, bring her to the mirror. I’ll meet you there.” He backed out the way he’d come, leaving the two of them alone.
 Isabelle remained silent for a few seconds, until the king was gone. Finally she wrapped one arm around her in a shivering hug. “Tonight I thought I would die, Miss Harper. I won’t ever forget this.”
 Lyra hugged her back, as awkwardly as the oversized cloak allowed. “You don’t owe me anything, Izzy. I wouldn’t let you die. It doesn’t matter what you are, or any of this… changeling stuff. I know you—you’re not a monster.”
 The girl could look all kinds of impossibly superhuman—there was still a teenager underneath. A girl overwhelmed and confused and scared. All her dignity and poise was a lie.
 “W-where I… came from… you’d be… surprised. Monsters can be pretty. The prettiest ones are usually the worst.”
 Lyra pulled back, meeting her eyes. “I know that better than you realize, kid. I know monsters—I’ve killed them before. But I know good people too. I know someone who doesn’t deserve what happened to her. To live is to grow, Isabelle. Keep living. One day, you’ll grow bigger than your nightmares.”
 She cried—not that different from the way she cried when Lyra promised to lie to Tabitha for her, and claim they were going back to the piano. Lyra’s magical senses could not pierce the mind of any creature, but she didn’t need them to see deep wounds, untreated and bleeding.
 She saw, because she recognized a pain that still tormented her on the worst nights. Izzy had seen horrors, and participated in just as many to survive. Like Lyra, she was much too young. Someone had taken terrible advantage of her, and left her ragged and scarred as a result. 
 Izzy straightened, turning her back on Lyra. She shuffled through the shelves, rattling the clothes hanging there. “I know King Theodore will make sure you get repaid. But I… want to help too. I’m new, I don’t know many contracts. But I know one. It might help you.”
 She spun, catching Lyra’s hands in hers. When she spoke, it was with that weight to her words. Magic flowed from them, though it was strange and its purpose followed no Imago.
 “By my true name, I grant you this season. See with eyes unclouded and wander in the blossom of the rose. By my name, shelter by my shield. By my name, dream without fear. By your name, you will keep my secret. In faithlessness the Wyrd will turn its curse. Do you swear?”
 Capper is gonna hate me for this. After weeks to finally start feeling like she understood the world, Lyra was up to her neck all over again. But if the magic requires my consent, it can’t be that bad? I could just tell her no.
 “I swear,” Lyra said. “But could you tell me what that means?”
 Izzy relaxed, and a familiar smile returned to her lips. “You get a little of my magic, and promise not to tell anyone what you saw. Well—anyone who doesn’t already know about us. Mostly my sister. I mean—I’m not really sure what you were gonna tell her to start with. ‘I turned into a cat and magically healed your sister? Don’t worry, she’s fine.’”
 You don’t know she’s a mage either. Lyra nodded weakly. “I guess that… makes sense.” There was that regret. Those words were there, if she’d been listening for them. How was she going to tell the rest of the Cabal about what happened now?
 I still have to stop Akiko’s plan. If Tabitha getting attacked wasn’t enough to make her change her mind…
 “Don’t break oaths,” Izzy went on, as though she hadn’t just wrapped magical threads around Lyra against her will. “It’s really bad if you do, even with friends. I don’t get to decide what happens, the Wyrd does. Anyway… how about something like this? If you fight monsters, this might help you.”
 She held up something heavy enough that she had to use both hands, right where it caught the light. An armored top and skirt, formed from thin metal scales and glittering links. 
 Like everything else here, it was impossibly beautiful. The scales were still leaves—but only shaped like them, each one inlaid with little lines like the veins on a real plant.
 Even Capper would approve of this. She took it in both hands, and jerked slightly upward with weight that wasn’t there. “It must be magic to be so light.”
 Izzy nodded eagerly. “Most of it won’t work for you. But the important parts will—keeping you safe, and looking like regular boring human stuff when they look at it. Only a changeling will see what you’re really wearing. To anyone else, it’s whatever you’re supposed to have. Suit, ballgown, bikini, uniform, whatever.”
 Akiko and Tabitha might be able to enchant something like this if they worked together. But if they did, it wouldn’t look half as beautiful. More importantly, it would radiate magic like a beacon, warning anyone who saw it that Lyra was walking in armed. But her mage sight saw nothing—no spells as she knew them.
 “I don’t expect anything for saving you,” she repeated. “Really.”
 Izzy pushed it against her chest. “If it makes you feel any better, it won’t do anything for you if you’re not a friend of the court. We’ll get it back. But for right now—I think you need it.”
 Tomorrow I will. “Okay.”
 Izzy beamed back. “Great! Hold on, I think there’s some underclothes here. Let’s not keep the king waiting.”
 


  
    Chapter 16
When Lyra stepped out into the impossible clearing, it wasn’t naked and muddy or wearing fur. Now she felt like she was dressed for war—a thin, flexible top of metal links, with a skirt to match. Somehow it fit her perfectly without adjustment, or even much struggle to get over her damp skin.
 It was magic, obviously—the strange, new kind of magic that surrounded her, or rested on her ears as a little wreath. 
 She was still a plain, ordinary human—but the locals didn’t stare and point anymore. Most didn’t look away from their work, busy at their forges or gathered around tables with tankards of mead. Curiosity stirred in her, a powerful need to understand more about these creatures and their world. 
 Many looked inhuman, but all seemed driven by entirely familiar drives. They laughed and sang and worked. They didn’t watch her with desperate hunger, with fangs emerging from under perfect lips.
 Then they reached the mirror. It towered over everyone, at least twelve feet of metal and glass, perfect and unbroken. True to his word, King Theodore waited there, lounging on a stump and reviewing something on his… tablet.
 Even this strange place had technology, it seemed. 
 Theodore stood as they approached, looking from Isabelle to Lyra and back again. “Interesting choice. Is the Willworker going to war?”
 “Yes,” Lyra answered, before her student could say anything. “Unfortunately. People have been fighting monsters so long they can’t tell when someone is on their side.”
 The king gestured with one hand. “Go, Isabelle. Make yourself comfortable in the Hollow. Returning you to the mortal world requires greater consideration. Write a letter to your family, I will see it delivered.”
 She curtseyed to him, squeezed Lyra’s hand, then scampered away into the camp without a backward glance.
 “Where are we, anyway?” Lyra asked. “I thought it was the Shadow, but the longer I’m here the more I realize that’s wrong. I haven’t seen a single spirit since I got here.”
 “It’s called the Hedge,” Theodore said. “The dream that separates your world from a nightmare you can’t comprehend. It is exceptionally dangerous for your kind to travel here. You should never seek it, or walk its doors alone.”
 She nodded. Not that she would make any more promises—but Theodore sounded like he told the truth. Like trusting Capper, it was usually best to believe the ones who had the information, until they did something to make her doubt their word. “You can send me home?”
 “Not to where we came from. Spring would never do that to a friend. But somewhere safe, yes. With more time, we could return you to a specific place. But if I had to dispatch an agent, that would spend some of what we owe. All actions in service weigh, until our accounts are balanced.”
 “Unless I want to stay friends,” she said, looking all the way up into those strange eyes. “Not because I want to be owed anything, but—because the world is full of monsters. When good people find each other, we should stick together. Work together towards common goals. Look out for each other.”
 Her eyes lingered on his antlers, and the crown hovering overhead. That kind of display was something the Kindred might use, if they were capable. But monsters like them only knew false life, stolen from others. 
 “You think that wise?”
 She shrugged. “I think you make stuff grow, like I do. Anyone who brings life has to be good.”
 He laughed—like Capper, with a mocking bitterness that came from long years and much sadness. “I warn you, Willworker. You are dangerously naive. Darkness looms over all, drooling and ready to devour. It wears many cloaks, and speaks many promises. If you listen and believe, you will soon find yourself sworn to a dozen evils. My court welcomes your desires. Others would wield you like a cudgel, or leave you lifeless in the thorns for the danger you present. All you see are refugees and survivors, Willworker. Consider what we fled.”
 He ran one hand along the mirror, brushing the glass as though reaching down into a pool. The glass rippled and split, and her reflection vanished through it. On the other side, she saw—trees, and the walls of a domed greenhouse.
 She knew that place. “The… Canterlot Botanical Gardens?”
 He nodded. “You will be safe. It is the property of my court, its guards will permit you to pass without question. Someone is waiting for you. She may already be known to you—I’m not sure. Perhaps she can answer your questions about us in a way that makes more sense to you. She still owes me.” He gestured to the glass, a little more insistent. “Thank you for your help, Willworker. I hope you will prove a friend to Spring.”
 She stepped through, and her feet found familiar soil. A huge greenhouse, with trees of various kinds growing in their specific ground. Only the moonlight lit it now, leaving her to stumble awkwardly through the space towards the door.
 Someone was waiting just outside, with a flashlight in one hand and a crowbar in the other. Lyra tensed, raising both arms reflexively to defend herself—but she let them down just as quickly, a feeble smile spreading across her face. 
 “Starlight? What are you doing here?”
 She couldn’t call the girl a “friend” yet exactly, not while she only knew her by her shadow name. Maybe they were getting there—or maybe Starlight was the one who slipped her catnip during her first attempt with transformation. Lyra still needed to figure out who had done that.
 Starlight lowered the flashlight from her face, resting the rusty crowbar on her shoulder. “You didn’t get caught? We thought they dragged you in with Rarity. You escaped into the Hedge?” 
 At least King Theodore had told her a little useful information during her brief visit. “I guess so. Do you have a phone? I need to talk to Akiko—” She reached for Starlight’s purse, then brought her hand up short. “Wait, what did you say about Tabitha?”
 Starlight slid the crowbar into a heavy loop in her belt, then took Lyra’s wrist, tugging her along the path towards the road. “She’s not the only one. I think it was mostly about her sister. Izzy was a…” She trailed off, eyeing her. “And you knew. Look at you, marching out of there like a Summer knight. That’s how you figured out shapeshifting so fast! Theo tutored you, didn’t he?”
 Lyra was out of energy for slack jawed staring. Maybe if they were all still alive tomorrow night, she would manage it. “I did not know anything until right now. I still don’t feel like I know very much. I don’t remember you mentioning you knew the king.”
 “Spring King,” she corrected, without missing a beat. “And I can’t usually talk about it. Maybe we should… work through all these details another time. Changelings aren’t the ones attacking us.”
 Lyra nodded her agreement. It was enough to know she had a friend who could help answer hard questions. When the battles were over, she could work on filling in the gaps in her understanding. “Fine. You all got my warning—is everyone hiding now?”
 “Whatever good it does,” Starlight said. “Tea shop is compromised, probably the Sanctum there too. A few other places across the orders. Nobody can exactly tell who is being hit or why—seems pretty random. How did you know about it?”
 She looked away. Better not to answer than give a lie, if she could help it. “I learned right when I sent the message. But I thought the worst of it was coming tomorrow, not tonight. This is a warm up.”
 Starlight whistled. “Well that’s fantastic. Free Council is going to ground, heads down. Other orders will probably call us cowards for it. The Arrow wants to hurt them so bad they know not to pull shit like this again. Guardians will be poking around every Sanctum in the city to find the source of the breach. But we have to live through it all first. Come on.” She broke into a jog.
 Soon they reached the parking lot, and a tiny car concealed in shadow. Starlight drove a car so small it was downright comical, one of those toy-looking smart cars. She could probably have fit a second one in the spot next to it.
 Lyra scrambled into the passenger seat. “Are we sure it’s safe to drive?”
 “For you? No. Me—yes. I’m feeling lucky.”
 She turned the engine, and it caught instantly, purring to quiet life. She left the headlights off, pulling down the parking lot. She waited there a second, motionless.
 Several cars roared down the road in front of them, sirens blaring and lights flashing. Then as quickly as they’d come, the peaceful quiet of the night returned. Starlight pulled onto the road, then picked a direction seemingly at random.
 “Sunset has a place the Order doesn’t know about—project she was working on with Twilight, to replace the old Sanctum. Kinda sucks in there, but we need somewhere. Hope you like horses.”
 Lyra shrugged. “Anywhere is fine, so long as people will listen to me. Are we going to pull Tabitha out?”
 “Don’t think so. Sunset’s scrying her, but I think they’re almost finished with the interrogation. All their questions are about Izzy. They wanted to see if she was complicit in murdering the real Isabelle.”
 Lyra gasped. Her heart slowed, fingers suddenly numb. “I mended the real Isabelle’s pattern a few hours ago. She’s not dead.”
 “They’re talking about the fetch,” Starlight said, as though that was supposed to mean something. “But she didn’t kill it. She worked something out with the fake—I’m not sure exactly what. But the fetch is gone, and someone noticed the difference. Someone who doesn’t have a clue what they’re hunting.”
 Neither do I, Lyra thought, bitter.
 Something finally answered. “Lyra, you’re alive! I thought the Wild Hunt would take you all the way to Arcadia!”
 Lyra grinned, relief overpowering annoyance at the fresh assault of concepts she didn’t understand. “Capper! Where are you?”
 So the cat wasn’t omniscient after all. He sounded genuinely relieved. He hadn’t noticed her return until she sent her thoughts to him willingly. “You’re asking me? I never left this plane of existence! You’re the one who decided to mingle with fairies! You have no idea how much danger you were in!”
 He was right about one thing, at least.
 Starlight didn’t seem to notice her distraction, focused on her driving. They wandered through the city in a meandering, random route, dodging past roadblocks and watching police with what she could only describe as inhuman good fortune. Starlight had no list of checkpoints or scanner radio, she just randomly changed direction, and always happened to drive where they needed.
 “We’re headed out of the city,” she thought. “Reagan has a secret place. I don’t know where yet, but horses are involved. Can you get to me?”
 Laughter answered, a sensation as welcome as it was familiar. “It will take time. But now that you’re back in the Material, I’ll find you. Stay out of trouble.”
 Maybe now she actually had a chance to do just that. They passed city limits, then took a random backroad among a dozen others, driving past isolated homesteads until they came to one identical driveway, with a “No Trespassing” sign and a crooked mailbox.
 Starlight parked beside it, then gestured for Lyra to open the gate. “The girls are all here. Probably the safest place we could go until it’s over.”
 “I… know somewhere safer,” she said. “If we want to use it. Please tell me Akiko doesn’t still plan on charging up her artifact.”
 Starlight sighed, with the same weight of exhaustion that Lyra felt. “I wish I could tell you that. But if you know Twilight, you know she has no survival instinct. She’ll keep pushing her luck forever, until it snaps. Taking the rest of us with her, when it all comes crumbling down.”
 Lyra opened the gate, then closed it again behind their car. Soon enough they were up the winding drive to the relatively uninteresting home at the end. She’d seen its like many times, a 1970s style oversized farmhouse, with flat bricks and metal roof instead of shingles. The land around it was overgrown with wild grass, with only the portion directly in front of the house mowed and maintained. There was also a large barn nearby, bigger and nicer than the house itself. 
 “Reagan owns a place like this?” Lyra asked, as they finally pulled to a stop. Several other cars already waited here—Akiko’s, Reagan’s, and one other she couldn’t identify. “I didn’t think her sushi job paid this well.”
 “It doesn’t,” Starlight said, slipping out the door. “Ask her about how she got it if you care. I’m the wrong girl to complain about past mistakes.”
 They didn’t walk into the house, with its windows dark and interior quiet. Instead, Starlight led them into the barn.
 There were horses inside, though thankfully they wouldn’t be remaining in that section for long. Lyra would have to resist the urge to try and talk to them—this time. Past the animals was a staircase leading down, then old equipment and a tunnel of rusting metal, until they came to a hidden workshop.
 Compared to the Sanctum they’d left behind, this place was laughable—naked cable ran along the floor of rough stone, with little more than rubber mats for protection. The walls had no fine art, only arcane glyphs cut into them, pulsing with their own power. Wards—powerful ones, if how they felt was any guide. They were so complex that a glance told her nothing about what she was seeing.
 She found her friends gathered around a folding table and some camp chairs, surrounded by hard plastic boxes. One of them sat open, revealing industrial quantities of firearms within, in scary-looking black metal.
 “Lyra, you made it!” Akiko appeared, giving her a brief, tight hug. “Sounded like you were going over to see Tabitha, then…”
 “I did.” She explained what had happened, at least until the moment she ended up with Isabelle in another world. She had made promises about that, and breaking them would probably be an exceptionally bad idea.
 “She got away,” she finished lamely. “I’m not sure where she is anymore, exactly. But she’s safe. I think Starlight can vouch for it.”
 Starlight had a plastic water bottle from somewhere, turning it over in her hands. She cracked the seal in two fingers, then nodded weakly. “We don’t need to worry about Isabelle. She’s in a safehouse the humans can’t find.”
 “I’m more interested in how you knew everything was about to unravel,” Reagan said. She didn’t look up from her work, attention fixed on something in front of her. A gun, along with a set of tools to go with it. She worked the weapon over with the kind of loving attention one of the Kindred would give to their prized possessions. “Are you getting visionary dreams now? That’s usually a Fate thing.”
 Visionary dreams? Maybe she could get them to believe that, and preserve the true source of her information. The less anyone looked into Bonnie, the better off she would be.
 Any lie strengthens the Lie.
 Her familiar didn’t even have to whisper anymore. She’d been trained into his way of thinking. 
 Infuriatingly, Capper was right. “I don’t know specifics. But I know some things. People hunting us—hunting the Seers of the Throne, and sometimes catching us in the net instead. But they usually didn’t know the difference. They’re planning something huge tomorrow night. So big they shut down the freeway, closed public transport, and called in the National Guard.”
 “Tomorrow?” Akiko asked, panic visible on her face. “Their big move wasn’t tonight?”
 “I don’t think so. This source wouldn’t lie to me. I was supposed to stay home, locked in where I was safe. But that would mean abandoning you, which wasn’t happening.”
 “Tabitha is in an interrogator’s chair in a monastery eight miles from here. If she slipped, we might have to rescue her at any second. Who captured her?”
 “They’re the… Order of St. George,” Lyra answered. “Witchfinders. Like I said, they’re here hunting the Seers of the Throne. But they don’t actually know that—they just know there’s magic here. They aren’t very good at telling friends from enemies.”
 “And you know about them,” Starlight said. “You knew what they were planning and when. Why?”
 Now or never. She looked around the circle—at Akiko, focused on her artifact. At Starlight, pacing back and forth, and Reagan with her gun. They deserved an explanation. “Because when I was a teenager, vampires made me a ghoul. When hunters showed up to wipe them out, they kept me alive. Nursed me back to health… kept me from crawling back to the Kindred when the cravings almost killed me.”
 Akiko set down her tools, then rested one hand on Lyra’s shoulder. “You… I had no idea, Lyra. When you dropped out—”
 She nodded. “Yeah. That was… when it started. Anyway, I’m still close with that hunter. We… sleep together, actually. I love her more than anything. When I got home today, she’d turned our house into a fortress, and locked me inside. Obviously I got out anyway, warned you all. That’s why we can’t charge your artifact, Akiko. I know how scary tonight was—it’s gonna get worse.”
 “Does she know about you?” Reagan asked, without missing a beat. “And the Pentacle? And us?”
 Lyra shook her head emphatically. “No idea. All this time I’ve known her, she’s talked about hunting things. She didn’t tell me because she thought I would pass the message on to friendly mages—I don’t think she even believes we could be friendly. She told me because she doesn’t want me on the streets getting killed. Which is exactly where I was, and exactly what almost happened. And if we go through with your plan, Akiko—we’ll walk right into the middle of it.”
 


  
    Chapter 17
Reagan slipped away a few minutes later, with a clear mission to “retrieve Tabitha.” She was only gone a short time before the two of them reappeared down the steps, clothes damp with rain and looking in various states of disrepair.
 Lyra jerked upright from her seat, nearly dropping the phone she’d been borrowing. A little of Akiko’s computer skills and she was hooked up to the messages forwarded from her device back home—but it made no difference. Bonnie hadn’t said anything. Because, of course, she was out there right now, maybe even hunting other mages.
 Everyone rushed over to Tabitha, embracing her with various levels of affection. Not all of them had the same affinity for her, or the same level of relationship. Even so, everyone welcomed her back to them. With Lyra lingering in the rear, squeezing her hands together.
 “Opalescence tells me you chose to come into danger,” she said, when Lyra finally had her turn. “You leapt after my sister and saw to her escape.”
 She nodded weakly. “I figured you wouldn’t be able to get to her,” Lyra said. “And I was there, so…”
 Tabitha hugged her tight, uncharacteristic for the usually dignified girl. “You’ve proven yourself more than a friend to my family tonight, Miss Harper. I assure you, I will never forget this. Whatever you ask, it will be yours.”
 She blushed, avoiding her eyes. Now if only she could leave out the hard parts…
 Tabitha released her a few seconds later. “Of course, I shall be fascinated to hear the details, when we have more time. I imagine it must have taken considerable talent to avoid that team. But for the moment, it is enough to know she is safe.”
 “She is,” Starlight said. “I made sure of it. She’s in a safehouse with some friends of mine. They’ll keep her where no mortal can harm her until the dust settles from this… invasion. When you have a plan for keeping her hidden from discovery, I can get them a drop-off point. I’m sure she’ll have a phone again soon if she doesn’t already.”
 “Right.” Tabitha looked thoughtful, one hand on her belt. A pair of scissors protruded from within, covered in the delicate etching of Atlantean symbols. Her magical tool. “I may need your help with that endeavor, Reagan. There might be a handful of memories to alter.”
 Reagan nodded. “Anything you need. Memories can be delicate but not impossible.”
 “Did you learn anything about the ones hunting us?” Akiko asked. “The… witchfinders?”
 “No, unfortunately.” Tabitha slumped into her seat at the table with the others. “They played all their cards remarkably close to the chest. All their questions were about my sister—who she knew, when she started acting strange, whether or not she had killed anyone.”
 She leaned back in her seat, working her magical tool delicately in one hand. Whether she was actually casting with it, or just playing with something familiar, Lyra couldn’t say. “Now that I consider it, they did have a point about my sister’s behavior. She has been acting strange since summer ended. But no magic, I’m quite convinced of that. I’ll take a closer look next time we’re together, see if there’s something I missed.”
 The conversation drifted for a few minutes. First Tabitha needed to hear everything Lyra had already admitted to the others—about her girlfriend’s warning, her involvement in the night’s affairs. She was fortunate that Tabitha didn’t hold anything against her—she had saved Isabelle’s life, after all.
 Would they blame Bonnie for whatever suffering her organization inflicted on the other parts of the Pentacle? She would have to wait and find out.
 “I passed the message on to the rest of the council,” Akiko said. “Which means the other Orders have it now too. Not sure what the chatter is, that’s not my area. We followed protocol, now we see if the others believe. Heirarch Tan did, and the council is responding. That’s our duty—we can turn to more important tasks.”
 “More important than our enemies sending an army of hunters against us?” Tabitha asked, indignant. “I’m not convinced there is such a thing. They tore my home to shreds looking for signs of magic. If they had any idea what they were looking for, I might not have been released.”
 “Or if your parents didn’t have more money than God,” Reagan muttered. “Doesn’t hurt to know the governor.”
 “Well, no,” Tabitha admitted, as though it were an afterthought. “But the point stands. We’re obviously under attack here. Given the method, I suspect the Seers. I can’t imagine anyone else with the resources and inclination to get this done.”
 They all eyed Lyra then. Without a word, she knew exactly what they were thinking, even if none of them said it. “I had nothing to do with it,” Lyra said. “Scan my memories if it would help, Tabitha. Bonnie’s people knew that mages were moving in Canterlot. She came back from a fight with them the same night I Awakened.”
 “What do they know?” Reagan asked. “They’re not stupid. Whatever they have must come together into something like a reason to try and wipe us out. Then a plan.”
 She hesitated. Whenever she spoke with Bonnie about her work, there was always the same implicit promise that these secrets stayed between them. She could always confirm none of it had ever been shared. What would she say the next time?
 “They don’t know about different Orders. They think there’s two kinds of witches, what they call ‘aligned’ and ‘unaligned’. Their definitions are obviously wrong. Unaligned mages are us—they know we have an organization, with different levels and traditions and authority.”
 “Aligned are the Seers?” Akiko suggested.
 “No. They’re… something I’ve never seen. Witches who think magic is evil, they’re cursed, and who are trying to kill as many other witches as they can. Like… deranged serial killers. Those ones the hunters leave alone, but I’ve never even heard of one. Do people like that really exist?”
 “Yes,” the others said, in perfect unison.
 “Unfortunately,” Starlight finished. “They’re—well, maybe we’ll talk about how I got into magic some time. Not tonight, feels like we’ve got more important things to worry about. Do they know anything else?”
 Lyra shook her head once. “Nothing definitive. They don’t really know how our powers work, how many of us there are, or how to identify us. They have some machines that can find a spell if you’re casting one—something to do with the brain—but as long as you aren’t casting a new spell, we just show up as human. That handgun I sometimes carry, it’s one of them.”
 “Sure.” Reagan rose from her chair, removing another bottle from the fridge. This one wasn’t water, and she flicked off the metal lid against an opener mounted to the cooler. “But why are they attacking us? Those guys know about vampires and werewolves and all the rest. Why bother with the Pentacle?”
 “We don’t know it’s just the Pentacle,” Akiko said. “Maybe the Seers got hit just as hard. Or maybe it’s the Guardians they’re after, or the Mysterium. If they suspected some of the experiments I’ve heard about…”
 Lyra shrugged. “My girlfriend talked about… people going missing. Homeless, mostly. Runaways, orphans. Then showing up later, looking half dead. Only when they brought them in, they were all the way dead. Almost thought she meant ghouls, but Bonnie knows better. We went through that whole process together.”
 “I don’t think it matters what motivated them,” Akiko said. “This attack is perfectly timed to make charging the key and opening the ruins as difficult as possible. Whether or not the Seers are responsible, we have to ensure they aren’t successful. When the storm comes tomorrow night, we need to charge the relic.”
 The result was far less an explosion of anger than Lyra might’ve liked. But then—she already knew this was coming. They had one test of how her friends would respond. Impossibly, they were still willing to accept Akiko’s insane plan.
 Only Tabitha put up much of a fight. “After what they did to me—and my family. It’s clear there’s no one they wouldn’t target, Akiko dear. If we’re discovered out in the storm, regardless of what we’re doing or how visibly we invoke the Mysteries—they may bring us in and confine us. If there are enough witnesses, not even Reagan’s magic could get us out.”
 “We will need to make some revisions to the plan,” Akiko said. “I’ve had the last few hours to compare notes with the information we’re hearing from the other Orders.”
 She settled a binder on the table in front of them, then flicked it open. The interior held several maps of the city and surrounding area. Most notes were concentrated not in the city, as with the last version of this plan, but the surrounding mountains.
 “These hunters will be limited in the same way as any human organization—constrained by infrastructure and deployment. We can capitalize on the differences between them and our own group to ensure the greatest chances of mission success.”
 “That’s a mouthful,” Starlight muttered. “Maybe run that by us in English? Or High Speech—either one would make more sense.”
 Akiko glared up at her. “Our enemies can’t send an army into the mountains. The roads are poor, and the trees will cover us from detection. But if we’re low enough, we should still get a similar amount of lightning. Enough to open the key. Plus, all the wildlife will mean Lyra can have eyes on every way in and out. They’ll never be able to sneak up on us. Whatever small number they send into the hills, if it’s any at all, we should be able to hide from. I believe I could diffract our heat-signatures from observation with little effort. Visual confirmation should be impossible with the severity of the storm.”
 “Wilderness in a storm.” Tabitha tapped her magical tool on the table a few times, just loud enough to keep Akiko from talking. “I know we lack many of the… restrictions as a large military force. But we aren’t immune to the climate either. We’ll be swallowed by the mud, battered by the rain, and subjected to whatever landslides or other hazards wait out there. Ritual magic may be nearly impossible in those conditions.”
 “Without a powerful alchemist, I’m sure they would be,” Akiko said. “But with your talents, I’m sure we could keep the worst of it at bay. Of course we don’t have to fear the lightning—all of that will go into the artifact. If something happens—we’ll have to react in the moment. Our cabal is stronger than ever—we have every Path now, and even our newest member has shown herself to be incredibly capable. Lyra faced the hunters and escaped. With Reagan’s magic, we could be off that peak in an instant if we had to.”
 “So long as there’s no ambush,” Reagan said. “I can’t do vulgar magic with so many witnesses. You do not want a paradox with teleportation, not if you like keeping all of your limbs.”
 Akiko flipped through to the next page. “We’ll have enough warning for that. We can do this, girls. We have the time to get out there, the means—and a good reason. We can’t let the Seers take this key. 
 “We already know what will happen to it if they get their hands on it. No one in the Pentacle will ever see it again. More of the past will be destroyed forever. Only this time, we’ll be at least a little complicit, because we let them do it. We have to embrace the magic while we still can.”
 Lyra groaned, folding her hands together. “And you would go out there without us if we didn’t,” she said, very quietly. “No matter the danger. Wouldn’t you?”
 Akiko didn’t have the decency to look embarrassed as she spoke. “Of course I would. Completing this labor is not optional. The degree of danger we face isn’t relevant. I would go unless the odds were near certain I would be discovered and killed, and they aren’t. They would be even better if you all decided to join me.”
 “We will,” Reagan said, taking her hand and squeezing tight. “If you think it’s that significant, then I agree. We’ll go. Together. We’ll win.”
 One by one, the others nodded their agreement. Even Tabitha, who had seen the scope of the danger against them. If she was going—then Lyra had to agree. 
 I’m sorry about this, Bonnie. I hope we don’t see you tomorrow.
 


  
    Chapter 18
“I can’t believe we’re actually doing this.”
 Lyra wasn’t sure how many times she’d said it. Enough times that even her familiar grew sick of listening to her, and rolled his eyes when she spoke. Considering Capper was captive in the hollow of a large tree, that was saying something. The cat sheltered there, keeping his head far back enough that he wouldn’t be washed away by the downpour of rain. It helped—she knew from their shared sensations that the cat felt dry while she was totally soaked. Lucky him.
 “I can. This behavior is so common from the Awakened that there’s a specific word for it—Hubris. It’s so easy to be on your mission, bringing light to the world, and being willing to rationalize any stupid decisions that cross your mind. Yes, we need to create this fetish from this dangerous spirit, surely none of its allies will come to save it! Yes we should venture into this ancient ruin, be damned the dangers. Yes, we should—”
 “I get it,” Lyra said, exasperated. “I don’t want to be here. We should be hiding in that safehouse Bonnie made, not… getting drenched.”
 Their clearing high on Harmony Point had only a smattering of tiny trees, little saplings that wouldn’t challenge them for the lightning they’d come to harvest. Lucky for Akiko’s mission—unlucky for anyone who wanted to stay remotely dry.
 It helped that most of her attention was on the many creatures living on the mountain, her mind wandering with them over fields and through rivers and sheltering in little caves. In the time since her Awakening, Lyra could now restrict her vision to only specific groups or types of creatures—in this case, anything bigger than a dog.
 Their view was her view, their eyes were her eyes. At her request, they watched the mountain from every height, every side, and every angle. Nothing could approach without her hearing of it.
 “I agree with your leader,” Capper said, so gently it was almost a whisper. But if it had been, she never would’ve heard him over the pouring rain, and the distant roll of thunder. “In this case, the danger is warranted. The risk is acceptable, given the stakes.”
 Lyra’s mouth hung open. In her silence, Akiko’s distant voice cut across the clearing, speaking her demands of the sky. Without intense focus, the High Speech she used blended into the background, fading in and out like waves. But she didn’t need to understand every word exactly to get a general impression.
 Akiko was calling the storm, growing increasingly insistent with every word. When the thunder and lightning crashed down on Canterlot, most of its fury would avoid the city entirely, and instead come up here. And when it does, the Seers will know exactly where to find us.
 “The Emperor’s Diadem is more valuable than any individual life. The damage it might inflict, should it be taken by the usurpers and their thralls, is entirely unacceptable. You do a noble work tonight, Lyra. Better than merely attempting it, you should complete it, then survive it.”
 She nodded weakly, the only coherent response she could manage. Some of that came from her split concentration, listening to the impressions of so many animals. Most was shock, total disbelief at the behavior of a creature she thought she knew. “It’s okay if I don’t? I thought you liked me.”
 “I do.” The cat remained perched in his shelter, poised like the pet of some ancient pharaoh. And given the way he spoke, maybe he was. “But I like the universe more. Is your shield intact? Let’s see that we keep both.”
 She nodded absently. Of all the days to reinforce it enough to last until sunset, this was it. But she felt like being sharp with him regardless. She jostled the scales of overlapping armor on her chest, grinning slyly in his direction. “Do I even need to worry about that anymore? I’ve got this.”
 He eyed the armor, expression unreadable. “A surprisingly useful gift from their kind. I have never known the fae to be generous. They can’t help it—their nature is to insulate, conceal, and gather. They are another of the endless facets of the shattered ladder, and the gulf that now separates us from the Supernal.”
 Then came the flash—thunder roared, briefly deafening her. Light came from behind, brighter than stadium spotlights. They were so bright that her life shield activated, insulating her eyes and ears from the damage.
 She spun in place, expecting a crater of charred stone and baked mud where it had struck—but found nothing. Only Akiko in the center of a ritual circle, cradling the artifact in her fingers. Light now arced from it, like a piece of glowing jewelry under blacklight.
 She wasn’t the only one looking. Tabitha emerged from the shelter of a camouflage tent canopy, resting a heavy iron rod up on one shoulder. How she was strong enough to lift it, Lyra couldn’t tell—but she didn’t seem bothered by it. Starlight slipped out of the trees, somehow dry despite the pouring rain and billowing wind.
 “We good?” she asked, shouting over the rain.
 Akiko didn’t answer, instead repeating whatever words of power she’d been using to charge the artifact. More of the same pattern that Lyra heard from everyone, except her familiar. Some simple phrase about storing power, and being real Atlanteans, over and over again.
 “I believe she anticipated far more strikes would be required!” Tabitha yelled back. “We should return our focus where it is most useful!”
 Lightning flashed again, accompanied with another boom of thunder. This one felt loud enough to throw Lyra away from the clearing, rattling the air and splattering mud. She dug in her boots, and kept her footing. Barely.
 When the light faded, Reagan had joined the group, moving slowly through the rain. She had a pair of sunglasses over her face, smeared with water and fogged against the chill. But even so, Lyra found herself wishing she had brought something similar. Maybe wearing those she wouldn’t be getting blinded over and over.
 “Akiko said she needed at least a dozen impacts!” Reagan didn’t have to yell like the others did—her voice came mentally, echoing through Lyra’s mind. Even so, there was something distinctly unnatural about the thoughts when Reagan sent them. Nothing like when she communicated with her familiar, which was almost an extension of herself.
 Reagan’s words were an obvious spell, one she could fight if she wanted to. She didn’t.
 “We should get to safety while she works! We’ll go deaf if we stay here!”
 Lyra didn’t need telling twice. She returned to her tree, scooped her familiar out under her jacket, then moved far enough through the trees that they grew tall again, offering a wall of timber against the repeated barrage of noise.
 The first few flashes might be coincidence, but by the tenth, their enemies were sure to notice something was wrong. No random patch of mountainside could attract so many impacts. With each one, a feeling of magical attention grew more intense, until even Lyra felt it clearly. 
 “That’s the Seers watching us,” she whispered, not out loud. “They’re doing the thing Reagan does—scrying.”
 “Probably,” he agreed. “But not you. What you feel is something else—the Emperor’s Diadem watches. The lightning you call rages with celestial fire, each strike captured within its pattern. It must be utterly bewildered—the world around it is fallen, the mage wielding it mumbles like a child. Yet as its vision becomes clearer, it will see there are no others. No city waits, no empress reaches to claim it. The hollow, fading world around it is all there is.”
 “Akiko thinks it’s a key,” Lyra muttered. “It opens some ruins somewhere, powering them. Is she wrong?”
 “No. It will open almost anywhere. Yet this is not always an advisable choice—when the door opens, they will expect the Emperor’s return. Many of those who linger will not be pleased by the substitute.”
 He kept going then, a long and meandering explanation of various reactions they could expect when impersonating the Emperor. But Lyra heard almost none of it—her attention was fixed elsewhere.
 Not far below, at the edge of her supernatural perception, many creatures moved on the mountainside. They scampered over one another, they galloped and leapt away from danger. 
 As she commanded, the wisest and most discerning of the beasts ran towards her position, so she could ask about what it had seen. No matter how much her power had grown, her mastery of Mind remained nonexistent. She couldn’t share its thoughts.
 “Something is coming!” a deer told her, stopping beside her in the trees. She touched it’s neck, massaging the anxiety and fear away as best she could. “Large, and many. Rolling this way. Metal.”
 “Flee this place now,” Lyra instructed. “There will soon be battle here. Your lives should not be lost in this war.”
 She knew better than to ask for more details. It was still just a doe—not a person. Despite what spending time with Capper might make her believe…
 She broke into a run, reaching the clearing in a few seconds, and waving for her friends. Akiko saw, but kept her attention focused on her work. Tabitha gestured for her to join her under the tent canopy, sheltered from the worst of the water and flashes of light.
 Not perfectly protected, of course. The floor was more mud than grass by now, and water whipped in at Lyra’s ankles. A few other boxes of supplies were scattered in here—first aid kits, food, and camping gear they could use if it came to it.
 “They’re coming,” she said, urgent. “Animals feel them driving up the road. A few trucks. Don’t know the exact number—deer aren’t good with numbers.”
 Tabitha nodded grimly. “It seems the moment has arrived. Let’s see if Akiko is nearing completion of her ritual.”
 As it turned out, she wasn’t. The other girls gathered around the circle, just outside where they would be subjected to the terrible blasts of lightning. Lyra still kept her head mostly down, where she wouldn’t get repeatedly blinded.
 “She’s trying to end the ritual,” Reagan explained. “But she can’t. She’s panicked—there are ways to accept a partly-finished spell instead of nothing at all. But she can’t—the artifact is forcing her. She’s terrified of what happens if she stops. It could kill her.”
 Lyra’s whole body tensed, expecting another dramatic blast of lightning. But none came—only Akiko’s mumbled words of power, now audibly exhausted. Even without mastery of Mind, she felt a little of Akiko’s fear there too. She wanted to stop, desperately—but she couldn’t.
 “So we teleport back to the Sanctum,” Starlight suggested. “Rip her away from the storm, and whoever’s coming. How much more time do we have, Heartstrings?”
 She shook her head weakly. “Hard to tell. I feel the cars now, but something’s wrong. There’s three trucks, and the animals see them full of people. But I barely feel anything alive in there.”
 “If we teleport Akiko away, she’ll get the full force of whatever that artifact can do. The ancient Atlantean key that’s powerful enough to sustain a whole temple. The one that absorbed enough lightning to power a small city.” She flicked something out of her pocket—a piece of broken glass, wrapped in metal wire and covered in glyphs. Her magical tool. “We’re stuck here, girls. Or we abandon Akiko to whoever’s coming.”
 “We should be able to see them from the ridge,” Lyra said. She gestured, and the group made their way over. Sure enough, that position gave them a clear view down at the switchback road leading up the mountain. Somehow, the road itself remained clear of mud and obstructions, letting the line of three APCs navigate together.
 They weren’t that far down—five hundred feet at most. Given the steep slope, the drive up would be several times as long, looping back and forth up the old access road.
 “Delightful,” Tabitha said. “Guess it’s a fight then. Starlight, how close do they have to be to give them a little car trouble?”
 Starlight grinned. “It would be a shame for all three of them to get so unlucky. Almost like lightning striking the same place twice.” She gestured sharply through the air, almost as though swatting away an insect. Her smug smile quickly turned to horror, and she went tumbling backward, landing with a muddy splatter in the dirt.
 Lyra was the first to her side, helping her into a sitting position. Smoke rose from around her body, hair now standing on end. “Maybe those odds are… worse than I thought. Those aren’t hunters.”
 “Seers of the Throne,” Starlight said. “They’re here.”
 


  
    Chapter 19
Lyra crouched low to the ground, watching as the vehicles rolled to a stop opposite the thick line of trees. After Starlight’s first attempt to magically stop them, none of the others tried a direct magical attack. The Seers knew how to put up a ward.
 “We need to get more guns,” Lyra whispered. One hand closed around her magical tool, while the other remained empty. She steadied herself against the mud. That was mostly instinct—she had already enhanced her own reflexes to a nearly Olympian level. Even a gale wouldn’t blow her over. “I would kill for a machine pistol right about now.”
 The other girls were all there, crouched low behind trees and overgrown logs. Tabitha had tossed up a bank of earth to separate Akiko and her ritual from the road, so at least they wouldn’t be able to see her directly. How much protection that would offer against numbers like these, she couldn’t say.
 Tabitha gaped at her, mouth hanging open. “A machine pistol. I thought you were a music teacher, Harper. What have you been teaching my sister all this time?”
 “Not that.”
 “I’ll hook you up,” Reagan promised. “If we live through this, and you still want one. But firearms aren’t usually our best option. Bullets are loud and stupid, they hit people who don’t deserve it. And if you’re caught with one, now you’re looking at a legal case. Or you’re crying to me to make people forget things…”
 The doors banged open, and figures emerged from within. With her enhanced eyes, Lyra saw clearly even through the pouring rain. At least a dozen people in all. Most were dressed the same—dark clothes, bullet proof vests, and P90s. But there was something off about that group, something she didn’t notice at first glance.
 It wasn’t her eyes that saw it, but her living sight. Because that mob wasn’t alive. Instead of living strength, she felt only hollow and cold from the group. A group dressed exactly like Bonnie did—no patches, just black.
 “Delightful,” Tabitha said, her voice a disgusted growl. “They’ve brought zombies. Quite fresh, judging by the lack of decay.”
 “Zombies are real?” Lyra demanded. “You sure they aren’t ghouls?”
 “Heavens I hope not,” Tabitha said. “We would be slaughtered. But zombies are a… crude instrument. Tools such as these turn against those with the hubris to employ them. Keep them off me a moment.”
 They charged. Well, “charged” might not be quite right—they didn’t have the coordination for that. They stumbled and shuffled and struggled forward, occasionally bracing themselves on trees and large rocks to keep from falling over. The group never blinked, slowed, or turned aside from their goal. Not Lyra and her group, but obviously the point concealed by a bank of earth. They were going for Akiko. 
 Then they started shooting. Lyra wasn’t sure exactly where—but suddenly the noise became overpowering. Muzzle flashes pierced the night, joined by the crack of many weapons. Trees splintered and exploded, rocks chipped and flung dust into the air. Most were at least vaguely in their direction.
 Soon enough the first of the zombies were closing, emerging through the trees in a wave. Yet Lyra’s attention fixed on the vehicles, and the much smaller group that emerged from inside. Only three people, one of which wasn’t walking so much as getting dragged along by a heavy cord.
 But those three weren’t the ones she had to worry about. Someone turned a weapon on her, despite their lifeless skin and matted hair. Her attention snapped back to her attacker, and she shoved upward with one hand, battering the weapon with the strength of a bodybuilder several times her size. It tumbled and spun through the air, launching away and into the mud.
 To either side, the sound of battle exploded around her. Her friends weren’t silent and lifeless—they shouted, with a mixture of spells and other techniques. A handful of zombies tumbled screaming away from them, or just tripped over each other as they went for Starlight. Tabitha remained furthest away of all, muttering quietly to herself.
 Lyra’s attacker turned unblinking eyes on her, then reached slowly down for something on his belt. A combat knife protruded from a holster there, within reach. 
 “What a waste of life. This man was living yesterday—but conflict with the Throne has shown its rewards.”
 Lyra didn’t even see where the cat was lurking, but it didn’t matter—her familiar would keep himself safe. She had to do the same.
 She jerked forward forcefully, smashing into the man’s shoulder. He toppled backward, one hand still reaching vainly for his knife. 
 Something battered against her chest, hard enough to make her gasp with pain. Bullets sparked off her armor, or maybe it was the shield of life underneath. Either way, she felt the bruising impacts, and flung herself away on instinct. Others charged past her, intent on the unseen place where Akiko worked her ritual most intently. 
 They would not reach it. Tabitha drew a few sharp lines through the air with her scissors, a series of sharp cutting motions on nothing. Without a word, every nearby zombie stopped what it was doing and turned back towards the enemy.
 Maybe Lyra was imagining it, but it seemed as though the zombies were almost eager to turn around. They didn’t stumble over each other so much, didn’t hesitate, but charged recklessly back into the forest.
 Not all the undead were similarly affected—many kept coming, trying to turn their weapons against Lyra and her friends. Those were their first targets.
 Until, all at once, the entire crowd collapsed, as lifelessly as animatronics with a sudden loss of power. All lost their weapons, and a few tumbled sideways off the mountain, vanishing into the gray darkness.
 “That was not yours to take,” said a male voice, taunting through the night. His voice was high, almost melodious. But if his words were music, they were all out of tune. “Now I have to kill you myself, Pentacle. Bullets would have been easier.”
 The earth shook, sending them tumbling backward. Lyra kept her footing better than the rest—instead of falling on her back, she caught Starlight, helping her to her feet.
 In time to see the other group moving through the trees, stepping over corpses on the way.
 The speaker was a stranger to her, a tall man with stark black hair and red eyes. But the others—she knew them. Tempest dragged someone along the ground, bound at the wrists and ankles by sturdy rope.
 Her girlfriend was alive, unlike the zombies. Her pattern struggled, stretched to the edge of what a strong human could survive. Tempest’s method didn’t help, forcing her forward. Bonnie did her best to struggle over whatever obstructions were in her way, but mostly just got forced by Tempest’s inhuman strength.
 Lyra and her friends made it to the huge pile of dirt, where they could stand beside it for cover. But they wouldn’t need it—neither of these attackers were armed.
 “You could also surrender the artifact to us,” Tempest said. “We could waste the time it would take to kill you. But we’ve got an appointment to keep. Run for your lives, and you can keep them for a few more hours. Go.”
 “You killed… all those people, didn’t you?” Reagan demanded. “How can you be so callous?”
 The man laughed. “Same way we’ll kill you, Pentacle. Lives who stand against the Throne are forfeit. I’ll take them as I’ve taken many others before.”
 He held out one hand, fingers stretching and lengthening to blackened claws. They dribbled liquid darkness onto the ground, poisoning every green thing it touched. Lyra’s stomach turned at the sight, though she forced herself not to look away. She needed no familiar to tell her what would happen if a weapon like that touched her.
 “Is that refusing my offer?” Tempest asked. She stopped a few feet away, lingering by the trees. “You won’t surrender?”
 “Let her go!” Lyra demanded, stepping out from cover into full view of their attackers. “Right now. You can’t have her.”
 Tempest turned to one side, looking more confused than anything. “I believe we have our answer, Sombra. Do what you do best.”
 “As though you could refuse me.” He leapt through the air, a second claw emerging from beside the first. Lyra jumped away from him, but for once even her enhanced reflexes weren’t enough to easily triumph. Instead, she felt a claw brush the air inches from where she’d been. She rolled, backing further and further away. Light flashed, and Starlight screamed, but she couldn’t see what happened.
 “Living one thinks she knows something,” Sombra taunted, swinging at her again and again. “She errs. Life is unstable, balanced at the edge of a precipice. Breathe out, exhale. Welcome the peace of your death.”
 She twisted to the side, but this time she missed a kick, driving forcefully into her shin. She tumbled into the mud in front of him, landing with a painful thump.
 He advanced on her, holding one claw to her neck. “Would you like it to be slow? Let you heal it that way, until you’ve used every drop of stolen fire you have, and you burn your own body to do it. Watching someone scour themselves to death is delightful.”
 He jerked forward—then froze. His body tensed, one claw extended, expression strained. He remained there unmoving, like a carved monument. 
 “You’re almost done killing, Seer,” Reagan whispered. She appeared behind Lyra, one arm extended to mimic Sombra’s posture. When she brought it up, his arm raised of its own accord, shaking violently with every inch. She turned upward, pointing it towards her own head. Then she shoved.
 Blood exploded from behind him, and a corpse tumbled backward into the night. Black claws vanished in an eyeblink. “Now you’re done.” She held out her hand for Lyra, face pale and haunted. Lyra took the offered hand anyway, following her back.
 She can make someone kill themselves.
 Lyra turned, searching for her girlfriend. She still didn’t know what she was doing up here, why the Seers had kept her alive when they killed so many others, or why they bothered to bind her. But all those questions could be answered after they survived.
 She found her sprawled in the mud beside a large boulder, tossed aside while Tempest fought with her friends. Lyra rushed over to her, ignoring the battle still raging close to Akiko’s ritual circle. Spells flashed, people screamed, but for a moment Lyra barely saw it.
 Lightning blinded her for a second, thunder rolling over the empty mountain. When it passed, her girlfriend was still there, struggling backward through the mud. Her body racked from shivers, clothes completely soaked in rain. Her eyes were wild, barely focused.
 “You okay?” Lyra dropped down beside her, fumbling for her magical dagger. “I’ll cut you out, Sweetie. One second.”
 “You…” she whispered, voice distant and horrified. “Shouldn’t be here. I protected you. Should be… safe…”
 Lyra pulled her into a protective hug, not caring about the slime and mud. “This time it’s my turn to do the protecting.”
 She let go, bringing the dagger up to Bonnie’s wrists. In time to see Tempest finally reach the ritual circle.
 “You’ve all had quite enough time!” she bellowed, enraged. “Give that back!” She struck Akiko with something—more lightning? Lyra didn’t see, because at that moment a terrible explosion swept over the mountain.
 She didn’t think, just jumped, spreading her body over Bonnie’s, and pressing her down into the mud. Light and energy roared over her, sending spasms of pain through the armor and spreading a spiderweb of burns along her unprotected skin.
 Her friends, though—the girls weren’t so lucky. One minute they were facing Tempest, the next—they went tumbling into the air, tossed away like dolls. Even Akiko, vanishing into a sky of clouds and rain.
 Something fell, hissing and steaming as it did. It smacked into the mud behind Lyra, boiling the water away on contact.
 The artifact came to a stop, radiating with reflected lightning. 
Lyra flopped onto her back, body shaking with pain. But merciful unconsciousness never came—she was still awake as Tempest appeared from the darkness, face twisted into a sneer. “I know you, Pentacle. So good to see you again.”
 


  
    Chapter 20
“Do you know why you still stand on this mountain, and the others have been swept from off its face?” Tempest advanced through the field of the dead, surrounded by the again-lifeless zombies. She barely even seemed to glance at Bonnie, though she was still there, her wrists and ankles bound by thick cords.
 She shouldn’t be able to see all this magic. This disbelief should’ve unraveled those zombies. They still fought.
 That last, strongest protection against the mages Bonnie fought had finally failed her. After battling magic for so long, she finally believed it. Just in time to get murdered.
 “My armor,” Lyra said, stepping between the spellcaster and the fallen artifact. It still lay in the dirt behind her, occasionally arcing with electrical energy. If any of those reached back and hit her, they might overpower her healing and kill her instantly. Or maybe they would just throw her off the mountain like they had Akiko. “It isn’t a kind of magic you could dispel. You can try all night if you want, it will still protect me.
 My friends have powerful magic. They’re not helpless. They survived. With the raging storm overhead, the darkness and clouds, there was no way for Lyra to know otherwise one way or the other. It would be better to believe they lived. She clung to that belief, because the alternative was to crumble into despair.
 “The key thrums with power. Pick it up, and I’ll explain what to do. You can end this.”
 She glanced back at the key—a dozen feet away from her now. If she went for it, she might reach it—but Tempest could get to any number of fallen guns in that time. Most of them were still loaded. Changeling armor was good, but none of it covered her head. Lyra couldn’t heal a gunshot after her brains got smeared onto the mountain.
 Tempest laughed. She didn’t go for a gun, just kept walking towards her, slow and confident. Both hands remained outstretched—empty and relaxed. Lyra knew that look well, now fresh from personal experience. Tempest already had a spell in mind, poised to cast. She was just waiting for the perfect opportunity to use it. 
 Like turning my back on her.
 Besides, jumping for the artifact would mean looking away from Bonnie. Her girlfriend might be bound, squirming against the rope, but her eyes were still open and alert in the rain. There was recognition there, filled with a kind of pain Lyra needed no magic to describe.
 “No, Pentacle. You aren’t like those others—the ones who dragged you out here. I see it in that fae vestment on your shoulders, and that echo whispering into your ear. Don’t you understand?”
 She shook her head vigorously. For every step the woman took forward, Lyra backed up, slowly moving towards the artifact. If Tempest wanted to count on the mountain slope to throw her, she would soon see otherwise. She might not be a cat right now, but her reflexes weren’t much worse. “You’re surrounded by dead. You’re a murderer.”
 More laughter, filled with bitterness. “Please. Don’t waste our time by claiming you haven’t killed when you needed to. I know a killer when I see one. If you wanted to scurry off with those woodland creatures, you could have.”
 She had no answer to that. Maybe there’s something I can use on Bonnie. If I can get those ropes off her, she can shoot this lunatic. Would she shoot Lyra while she was at it? She hadn’t last time.
 “No, Pentacle. I spared you because I see what you really are. You see the world like I do—opportunities. It isn’t about sides, it’s about what you can take. Listen to that shade, traffic with the fae, take the blood of a vampire, what’s the difference? That makes you useful.”
 Shade?
 She held up one hand, almost in the same position as Tempest—neutral, ready to cast. There was one difference of course—Lyra didn’t have a clue what she could use to strike down such a dangerous target. But if the Seer didn’t realize…
 “If the Kindred tried to give me their blood again, I’d plant a willow in their heart and fill their rotten veins with its roots.” She clenched her hand into a fist. “Whatever you’re trying to say, forget it. Get into your truck, and drive away from here. You go your way, I go mine.”
 “Or, a counter-offer. The Pentacle is shattered. Those mortals did a fine job assisting in the hunt. Those who have not yet been captured soon will be. Canterlot will not be tainted by their presence again. You could join them, or you could make alternate arrangements.”
 She held out her hand, expectant. “Give me the artifact. In exchange, I will accept you as my apprentice. We will not hold your past… association… against you. Many of us were once blinded by the Oracles’ lies, and the zombified corpse of their city. The Storm King will forgive your transgressions, and grant you new purpose. You may even meet him tonight.”
 “The Oracles’ lies?” Capper poked out from around her ankles, hissing up at the mage. He didn’t speak with human language, he never did—this was animal fury, deep and primal. “Pretenders lord over creation from stolen thrones, wielding scepters covered in truths they refuse to read. Creation rots under their feet, the Abyss worms into every thread of the Tapestry, and they do nothing!”
 Their attacker eyed the two of them, though there was no sign of comprehension on her face. Only a general sense of anger and frustration, impatience. Lyra knew that look—this was someone running out of time. Like Akiko, she needed to work the artifact tonight. And more time for the others to get back to me. They’re powerful mages, one attack isn’t going to kill them.
 “I will ask another way. Many with loyalty to the Pentacle have been so thoroughly inducted by their brainwashing and propaganda that logic alone will never work. I’ll show you tonight where your loyalty is due: to the true lords of creation. Kneel.”
 As she said it, the crushing weight of authority pressed down on Lyra. She knew this feeling—Ventus had wielded something similar. In his presence, it was almost impossible for her to disobey a command. But how could Tempest wield it? Lyra owed her nothing, and didn’t drink her blood!
 Her legs wobbled, her whole body shaking at the joints.
 “Submit.” Tempest spoke in a higher tongue that time. Not a spell exactly, though it carried some of the same weight. Behind her, the flash of lightning formed into a figure, towering larger than all creation. A twisted outline in high robes, though her eyes saw as much inhuman as she did of human shapes. Like white fur, bestial limbs, exaggerated sharp teeth, and a wickedly pointed crown.
 The shape loomed overhead, behind Tempest. “Authority. Dominion. Obedience.” She saw it—a mighty throne, a castle of onyx spires upon an impossible peak. Lightning crashed down endlessly, a storm without beginning or end, that would scour all resistance from the planet. Such a small creature as herself could only obey or be utterly erased.
 Her hands moved, twisting behind her towards the artifact. Her fingers settled around it, though she never gave the command.
 “Obey. Your. King.” Tempest chanted, over and over. “Authority. Dominion. Sovereignty.”
 She casts like a child.
 Was that Capper’s thoughts, or her own memory? Either way—the connection was instant. It was exactly like Akiko’s first lesson. Atlantean was an effective tool—but wielded like driving a nail with a book of priceless poetry.
 She held up the artifact in both hands. Energy arced from it, scorching burns into her skin, before sloughing off the surface of her elven armor and into the ground. Without that, picking it up with her fingers might be lethal.
 As it was, she still shook with agonizing pain, burning at the touch of this artifact. It might not be charged yet—but it was close. 
 Tempest closed one hand on it, overlapping hers. “Relinquish. Submission.”
 Her fingers started to loosen.
 Lyra was somewhere else. She was younger, smaller, stupider. Addicted, obedient, loyal. Even then, she could resist. Human will was not so easily broken. She looked up into Tempest’s face, and the looming presence of the storm god. Lightning froze there in the sky, the outline of a malignant presence—an imposter on an ancient throne. Stolen power, stolen wisdom, stolen authority. She owed him nothing.
 She might not know Tempest’s spell—but she didn’t have to cast like other mages if she didn’t want to. “Truth does not compel,” she said, in her own Atlantean. She wasn’t really talking to the Seer, even if she was the one looming over her. Another listened, from his distant throne. “Truth is its own advocate. It survives interrogation, scrutiny, and deception.”
 “Obey,” Tempest chanted, louder. “Kneel before the throne. Helpless before the throne. Supplicate before the throne.” The mountainside transformed around them with every word—like a Nimbus, but overwhelmingly powerful, suppressing every sense. Stone floors replaced the mud, broken trucks and fallen zombies all vanished. A palace formed around them, with a towering throne as its centerpiece. Upon the black marble, that odious figure became increasingly real—not just an outline of energy anymore, but solid. White fur from a beard so long it cascaded over his whole body. Metal armor, streaked with blue across the breastplate. Worst of all, that crown, sharpened to bloody points.
 His eyes were on Lyra—or at least the artifact in her fingers. He extended one hand, as large as a passenger van, open towards her. This king had the power to protect her, maybe to answer her questions.
 Like the ladder itself, he would tear down the path behind him. Fewer would follow her, and even fewer after.
 Energy arced from the artifact in her fingers. Though it was Lyra’s flesh it burned, that light arced towards Tempest, then curved around her. Almost as though the artifact itself rebelled. I’m not the one she’s trying to convince, she realized. If Tempest could force her, she already would have. She was just the mage standing in the way. 
 Lyra could bow to him. She could’ve bowed to Ventus too, and thrown her life against VALKYRIE like the other ghouls. She hadn’t, even if it meant her life. She wouldn’t start now. “Flames erupt from the great lighthouse, calling to the souls of all who see. They defy the lie, they cast off darkness. They stand, take up the lower lights. They shine without shadow. They burn without smoke. They mend where others have torn.”
 When she spoke, Tempest shouted louder, trying to overpower her. She chanted the same empty words, with all the will and purpose of one who knelt before the throne. The artifact wasn’t listening to her. 
 The dark palace vanished, replaced with a sprawling forest of vibrant trees, towering animals, and a fortress of stone. Light radiated from behind her, cast by a figure she couldn’t see in an aurora of pink, purple, and green. She had seen that light before, when she signed her name. 
 A hoof touched her shoulder, filling her with strength. The artifact stopped burning her fingers, which settled comfortably around it. Not just an artifact anymore—this was a diadem, worn by an ancient emperor. She was not its owner—but it would yield itself to one who walked the same path. “Begone, servant of the lie,” she whispered. Not a spell exactly—but it worked like one.
 Lightning flashed, thunder rolled, and Tempest screamed, tumbling backward through the air. In an instant the storm had swallowed her, leaving Lyra alone on the mountain. Except, of course, for Bonnie.
 


  
    Chapter 21
Harmony Point remained transformed to Lyra’s eyes. Jungle canopy towered over the rocky crags, and the mud of the long thunderstorm transformed to firm, healthy soil. Strange birds filled the air with their songs, unknown yet welcoming. The sun shone bright on her face, defiant of the pouring rain she knew must be there. No lightning flashed, no thunder rolled.
 “He demanded obedience without understanding. Loyalty without love. He was always wrong.” Not Capper’s voice. That was someone else, a speaker she had heard only once before, while her soul was in a strange vision. The guardian of the tower.
 She was there. A magnificent white mare, with cascading mane of different shades, and a little golden crown. This one wasn’t sharpened to points, waiting to put out her eyes. 
 Lyra held out the artifact to her, looking away. “This is yours?” she asked, in the High Speech. “I return it.”
 “Not anymore,” the speaker said, voice distant and forlorn. “Not yours either, I fear. Your oath is to the wrong tower. Deliver my diadem to a friend who can wear it faithfully.”
 She dissolved into mist, blown away by the storm. Rain crashed down around her, piercing the illusion in little bursts. Bonnie appeared across the clearing, struggling against her bonds in the mud.
 Lyra settled the artifact around her neck by the chain, where the changeling armor insulated it from her skin. Then she ran. Her legs pierced the illusion, dissolving supernal jungles and replacing them with the familiar mountainside. By the time she reached her girlfriend, only the high trees remained overhead, and the warming touch of sunlight to replace the storm. That remained firm, in spite of the Storm King’s fury.
 Lyra dropped down beside her girlfriend, resting one hand on her shoulder. “Hey, Bonnie. Let me get that for you.”
 “You!” Her girlfriend spat it out, face pale from the cold and twisted into vivid horror. Lyra had seen her look that way many times—whenever she returned from work covered in blood, and whispering of the dead. The way she looked around monsters. “You’re one of them, Harper. Witch.” She shoved away from Lyra’s hand with surprising strength. “I saw what you did. You’re just like them. Get away from me!”
 She lowered her knife. “I’m nothing like them. Tempest and the other monsters you were hunting—they’re evil. We aren’t all like that.”
 “Liar!” Bonnie screamed. Her face streaked with tears, mingled freely with the rain. “All this time, you lied! How long? Every night we’re together? You were using me… bleeding me for information… enchanting me.”
 Lyra met her eyes, defiant. Beside her, Capper approached through the rain, taking hesitant steps. He kept his head down and said nothing—he understood enough to know not to make the situation worse. “Only to help you. To heal you, protect you. Like…”
 Damn the rules. Damn human observation. She already suspected her girlfriend wouldn’t disrupt the spell anymore. “The hunter stands defiant of her defeats. Bruised and bloodied by the beasts, she lays in the mud, unbroken. The heart of the world is her heart, and they beat together. She breathes deep, giving her pain to the world, and feeling it in turn. She will hunt monsters.”
 The spell was almost effortless for her now—invisible, to a human observer who could not feel her nimbus. But its effects—those came instantly. Bonnie’s injuries healed, and her body was rejuvenated as though she had rested all night. Any need to eat or drink was replaced with the flow of mana in her veins, at least for a little while.
 Bonnie gasped. Her body shook, then she sat up in the mud, no longer slouched with pain and injury. Her words came clearly now, not slurred. Her lip wasn’t broken anymore. “Your… special tea.”
 She was crying too, of course. Lyra put her magical tool back down, nodding shakily. “I would’ve told you the truth. I wasn’t lying to get information from you. I wasn’t tricking you. It’s just… there’s this thing people have, like a… cancer, in their soul. Stops you from seeing magic. Makes it fail if you know about it, makes you forget. That’s why you couldn’t figure out how those monsters were fighting, and they never had the same powers. You couldn’t remember them—couldn’t learn. If I tried to tell you, it would’ve been the same way.”
 Her girlfriend glanced down at the ropes binding her, then twisted her arms to either side. Fabric frayed—then split, freeing both arms. She shook them, brushing the torn fabric from her skin. “What about now? Are you saying I’ll… forget? All the good men and women who died tonight, the things I saw… I couldn’t forget.”
 Lyra took one of Bonnie’s hands with her own. That invited retaliation—a throw backwards, an arm around her throat. Her girlfriend could overpower her easily if she wanted. She could steal the knife she used as her magical tool, cut herself free, and escape. She did it anyway. “Not anymore. Your dreamless sleep is over. You see the truth with eyes unclouded. You won’t forget what you saw.”
 Her girlfriend shuddered, body wracked by something like a sob, quickly strangled. “Horror you couldn’t imagine,” she whispered. “I thought vampires were the worst thing hunting people. I was wrong.”
 “We’re not like vampires,” Lyra said confidently. “They take—they’re parasites, stealing life to survive. Just… try to remember. It wasn’t just evil you saw up here. You saw my friends fighting against it. We risked our lives to stop Tempest. Mages aren’t creatures, Sweetie. We’re people, for everything that represents. Saints and sinners. From what I’ve seen, there are more good than bad, people trying to make the world better in whatever way they can. Not monsters.”
 Bonnie nodded, slowly, expression haunted. “I saw… when you fought her. Two worlds. One that crushed, and one that was… different. Who spoke?”
 “Daybreaker,” Capper said, very quietly. So quiet that his voice was barely audible over the storm. “You called for her. Shine without shadow. Burn without smoke. Two names of three. When the darkness is deepest, they bring the dawn.”
 Her girlfriend turned towards him, mouth opening and closing once in her confusion and desperation. “You talk too?”
 In Atlantean? Those names would never work in a fallen language, even the most gracefully expressed. But Capper somehow shared that understanding with her, so why not another? She could think of few more deserving.
 “When I am so inclined. Less when I am ignored.”
 “Of course he talks,” Bonnie said. But her anger was gone now, along with her betrayal. “You have been acting strange since you adopted him. He was the reason, wasn’t it? Whispering lies into your ear all this time…”
 “Never,” he said, lifting onto his hindlegs in indignance. “Every lie deepens the quintessence and darkens every shadow.”
 “That’s more or less how he talks,” Lyra said. “He’s my familiar, by the way. Let me get that rope around your—”
 Something struck into Lyra with the force of an approaching automobile. It hit so hard that her whole body should’ve been instantly turned to jelly, and would have without her armor.
 Instead of dying instantly, she tumbled backward through the air, ripped away from Bonnie with irresistible force. For a few seconds she saw only blurred stars, puddles of brown mud, and the occasional tree stump. 
 She tried to get together the will to cast something—but she would have better luck stopping the tide with her hands. Electricity arced through her body, disrupting her thoughts. A spell required coherence of will, a unified purpose, at least forming an Imago in her mind. She couldn’t. 
 Then she landed. Shock passed through her, an impact painful enough to shatter bones. 
 “B-Bon…” she rolled onto her back, struggling against the incredible force. Her girlfriend wasn’t even armed, she wasn’t that strong. Besides, she was convincing her! She wasn’t going to attack!
 She hadn’t. Someone walked up through the mud, their body illuminated by a glow of lightning. Her fine clothes were scorched and blackened now, but that didn’t even slow her down. Even the rain didn’t reach her, curving around her body rather than battering her.
 Tempest reached down, yanking at her necklace. “That’s mine, Pentacle,” she snapped, every drop of smug confidence gone. 
 Lyra reached for it—but she was in too much pain to put up much of a fight. 
 Then the cat leapt on her face. Capper wasn’t large, or very strong—but he fought like he didn’t care, yowling and screeching and scratching with all four claws. 
 Lyra worked quickly, mending the worst of her injuries in the few seconds that Capper bought. If she could think clearly, she could fight. She only needed—
 Tempest flung Capper away from her, into a patch of muddy ground. He landed with a grunt loud enough that she knew it must hurt—but that wasn’t the worst of it. Tempest pointed one hand, and light arced from it, bright enough to sear Lyra’s eyes. It struck the cat directly, without a shred of resistance.
 He melted before her eyes, charring to a smoldering corpse in seconds. Fur blackened, flesh boiled, and a limp corpse dropped where a familiar had been.
 Tempest pointed behind her with her other hand, fingers still shimmering with energy. “Give me that, or your lover dies next! See if I won’t find another mortal! You can watch her die!”
 Through the pouring rain, Lyra saw Bonnie, now lying on her side in the mud. Her clothes were lightly scorched, body twitching and spasming from the energy of a previous shock. But compared to Capper, Tempest obviously wasn’t trying to kill her. She could shock a mortal heart enough to kill instantly, if she wanted.
 Lyra lifted the artifact off her neck by the chain, then held it out. “Leave her out of this.”
 Tempest took the artifact with a yank, then kicked Lyra directly in the chest. She tumbled backward, landing in the mud with a pained splash. She covered her face with both arms, preparing for whatever grisly death waited for her.
 Without the artifact, there was nothing to stop Tempest from killing her, no motive to prevent her from eliminating one who had so openly defied her masters.
 “You will have cause to realize the true gods of this world before the night is out,” she said. “You think you’re so brave, so clever. When all your allies are dead and the Pentacle is ashes, you will come crawling to me, begging my forgiveness. Perhaps I will grant it to you. We shall see what kind of mood I’m in once the Storm King has received his property.”
 She turned and stalked off into the rain. A few seconds later, someone screamed—her girlfriend, voice muffled by pain and distance. A truck door opened, then slammed, and one intact APC rumbled up the muddy road, fading from view.
 Lyra lay on her back in the rain, now entirely alone. Capper’s body still smoked, steam rising from the charred fur as it met the cold water. 
 Her friends were gone, her familiar was dead, and her own body was close to failing.
 This was it—the part where she died. Even seeing supernal shores with her own eyes wasn’t enough. She had still failed.
 “Capper,” she whispered, voice feeble into the dark. Of course, there was no response. She could sense his life as easily as she sensed its absence.
 Headlights faded into the distance, weaving side to side along a switchback road, further and further from her reach.
 It was over.
 Lyra lay bleeding and broken in the mud. Thunder rolled over the landscape, along with the occasional flash of lightning. Her friends were lost somewhere in that storm, her girlfriend stolen along with the artifact.
 It was over.
 Tempest hadn’t even killed her, though she surely could have. Burns covered her skin, raw and aching despite the changeling armor. 
 Maybe she could scrape together the mana to heal it and get up—but why bother? Her girlfriend was about to be sacrificed. Her friends would die, if they weren’t dead already. And Capper—he’d been the first casualty. His charred corpse still lay in the dirt, scorched black with only the occasional bit of bone peeking out from within.
 Lyra clawed her way over to him through the mud, resting one hand on that charred head. If there was any trace of life left, even a straining heartbeat, it would be enough.
 Her spell found nothing. No flicker of life remained, no vestige of animation clinging somewhere in his broken flesh. What lived could grow—but one step past the feeble firelight and her power could not reach. No mortal could bring life to what was dead, only the crude mockery of undeath. She would never learn that kind of magic, never inflict that condition on someone.
 Lyra stumbled onto her knees, digging feverishly in the mud. She worked it slowly, opening a wide-enough gap for the corpse of her familiar.
 No—familiar wasn’t the right word. Her friend had died here, so she would live. She cried, screaming her agony into the night. No one heard—not over the pounding rain and steady rumble of thunder.
 How much longer until the artifact was charged? How many would die when Tempest’s master used it? Maybe she would be one of the first—she would deserve it, for her failure. At least that way she wouldn’t have to tell her friends the end of mage society was her fault.
 Finally she had the opening big enough, and she lowered the cat’s body inside. Even moving reverently, the body still crumbled at the touch, barely holding together.
 She managed, then started shoving in mud to cover the dead. It wasn’t easy—the earth seemed to fight her, water pouring in faster than she could replace it with soil. She worked anyway, not caring as she was smeared in the mess herself.
 But that never quite happened, because the pouring rain washed it off too fast. At the rate she was going, she was far more likely to end up freezing to death in the bone-chilling cold. 
 Somehow, she finished her work. She slumped backward, body limp. “I wish… wish I never discovered any of this,” she whispered. “Wish I stayed asleep. Everyone would be happier. World would be… better.”
 Rain poured down around her, washing slowly down the mountainside. Thunder rolled, lightning flashed. Lyra cried.
 “Don’t say things like that, Lyra. Every lie feeds the abyss. Every lie dims the light.”
 She turned, eyes wide with disbelief.
 There was a cat beside her, sitting in the mud. She’d never seen its like before—an animal covered with spots and splotchy black lines, with huge ears and stripes on its tail.
 No pet store had ever sold a creature like this—at least not legally. He didn’t seem to mind the rain and mud either, though that might be more a product of the operative will than the animal itself.
 Capper’s voice was different—higher, feminine, in a way that only Lyra’s magical grasp of animals let her understand. Despite that, the personality was unchanged. Capper’s accent, his choice of words, the way he looked up at her, somehow both wise and pathetic in the rain.
 Lyra snatched the cat into her arms, pulling him against her chest in a tight embrace. “You’re alive! How? Tempest said—”
 “Tempest works for a liar,” he answered. “Her master is the enemy of truth. Can’t let too much truth into the phenomenal, or people might start opening their eyes. How would his kind keep their power then? How would they stay in control?”
 Lyra held on for a few seconds more, before slackening her grip on the cat. Enough that she wouldn’t strangle him, and he could poke out of her arms to look at her. “You went to the Spirit World,” she suggested. “Found your way back, got a new host.”
 His head twisted to one side. “Close enough. You need to heal, Lyra. You’re badly hurt—you’re going to die of exposure.”
 “No… mana left,” she whispered. Lyra slumped back into the mud, staring down at the feline in her lap. “She took everything, Capper. Even Bonnie.”
 The cat turned, nuzzling up against her chest. “Take mine.”
 It felt a little like someone had jammed an automobile jump starter on her heart. Power flooded her, mana saturating her pattern in seconds. Whatever capacity she had to hold it was instantly filled, until tass leaked out her pores as faintly glowing sweat, dribbling down her nose and washing away in the rain. “Why?”
 She wasn’t even sure where the question came from. There were probably more important things—but that seemed to matter more. “Why come back? Why help me?”
 “Truth is more precious than thaumium,” he said. “Rarer than tass. More sacred than the perfected Rotes of the high city. If the Archigenitor claims the key, he will use it to write a hundred new lies into the world. Fewer will stir, or hear the Oracles whispering to their souls. Lights will be extinguished, and no new ones will take their place.”
 She shook her head weakly. It no longer mattered if she exactly understood the strange things her familiar said. A dark underlying truth remained.
 “She took my girlfriend—she’s going to die! But I tried to fight her, and the only reason I’m still alive is because she wanted me to see my failure. If I could teleport right up to the peak, she would still blast me with lightning the same as last time. Unless she lets me take Bonnie’s place…”
 “No!” Capper hopped down off her lap onto the mud beside her. “Listen to me, child. It does not matter if the Seers wield greater power than yours. They don’t know the sound of truth—their masters teach them half-truths and false mysteries.”
 She wiped away the tears, fought back the rain. But her body was failing now. If Lyra didn’t do something soon, she would collapse, and might not wake up. Soon she wouldn’t have the strength left to form an Imago. “What does that mean, Capper?”
 “The Exarchs don’t want slaves to grow strong enough to challenge their will. Their servants struggle constantly against each other, vying for position and control. No ministry is unified, even with the usurpers they worship. They’re always fracturing, devouring themselves, unraveling.
 “Your Pentacle is different, Lyra. You stand in the wreckage of a greater age—and you build anyway. Your teachers give you the mysteries free from deception. Your friends aren’t trying to use you to feed their ambition—they’ll risk their lives to protect you, just like you did for them. No lie casts a shadow dark enough to swallow the truth. Creation itself recoils at the unraveled threads they leave in their wake. You can bind them.”
 My friends. They weren’t dead yet—she couldn’t believe that. Akiko and Reagan and the rest all knew the mysteries much better than she did. They would’ve survived the storm, no matter how fiercely it raged. All she had to do was find them.
 “You really think we can… Can I save her?”
 Capper met her eyes, and Lyra no longer saw an animal. She saw an ancient face, creased with lines, hair bleached whiter than the snow on the tallest mountain peak and eyes of silver. “In every tyrant’s heart there springs this poison, that he cannot trust a friend. But you can.”
 Lyra drew her hand through the air, drawing the mudras she had learned in diligent study with the Free Council. But the words she spoke—those came from Capper. “The great forest is sick. A rot infests its roots, and strangling fungus snakes across its branches. Then comes the cleansing fire—and in its wake, fresh cones sprout. Saplings reach upward for the sun, and birds make new nests in their branches. Listen to their joy.”
 Thunder rolled, lightning flashed, and Heartstrings stood up. Old skin flaked away under her armor, sloughing off like the peeling remnants of a sunburn.
 Her friends were on that mountain somewhere. All she had to do was reach far enough, and she would find them—there! Four humans, struggling against the elements. Without her strength, they might not make it!
 Her magic couldn’t reach them from such a distance, but she could. Lyra scooped her fallen knife from the ground, broken and chipped. She wiped away the mud with one finger, feeling at the markings there.
 “To live is to grow.” The blade itself was broken and useless, but that didn’t matter. The truth it carried remained.
 “What could run fast enough to reach them? A deer?”
 “No,” her familiar said. “You need to fly. But no true bird could fight this deluge—you need something stronger. You will retain your form, but wielding the flight of the mightiest eagle. When you see it, I will give you the words.”
 She was past arguing now, past thinking of what could or couldn’t be done. She saw herself with a pair of mighty wings, the muscles required to move them, the other changes to her body to be light enough to fly, while still strong enough to weather the storm and buffeting winds. She wove them together, as seamlessly as the melody of a new song.
 Then she sang the words, drawing them into the world with the slow strokes of her blade, weaving through her own pattern as deftly as she repaired it. 
 “From the loftiest heaven descend the servants of what was. Outcasts, fleeing the terror that conquered their mansions. Beautiful upon the mountains are their feet. Mighty are their voices. Fierce will be their judgment on that great and dreadful day.”
 Lyra shook as the spell took her. She screamed with pain as her back split, and new organs burst from beneath, covered with a blanket of sleek feathers. Her unearthly armor parted for them, opening as though it had always been tailored for a wearer like her. 
 As they grew, her balance shifted, weight redistributed as bones turned hollow and her body slimmed, becoming lithe and graceful. Even her hair got longer, cascading down her back in a curtain of greens.
 Finally the spell was finished. Her wings opened, filled with the strength from mighty muscles. “I… did it!” 
 The cat lifted onto his hind legs, reaching towards her. “Pick me up! I’m not running up the mountain after you.”
 She did, scooping his small, soggy weight into her arms. 
 Lyra broke into a run, boots pounding along the mud. Her wings opened wide, spreading far to either side. They beat with new instincts, guided by new purpose.
 She leapt into the air, and ascended, lifting over the trees, rocketing up the mountain.
 “I can fly!”
 “In secret. Try this anywhere people can see you, and you’ll tumble out of the air like a rock! But out here, in the dark—yes! Keep low to the trees, we don’t want Tempest to see you! Find your friends!” 
 She could do that. Together, they would reach the peak, and stop Tempest’s dark ritual.
 The Exarchs couldn’t have the key, and they couldn’t have Bonnie. Lyra wouldn’t let them.
 


  
    Chapter 22
She didn’t have far to fly before she saw the first flutters of motion underneath. Lyra blinked, focusing her attention on a single patch of forest distinct from the others. Not just movement, but purpose. She felt the order that came from sapient creatures, imposed on a world that did not always welcome their intrusion.
 Someone was alive on this mountain. It could be almost anyone, if they weren’t in the middle of an awful storm after all the roads and highways out of Canterlot were totally locked down.
 As if that wasn’t guide enough, she felt the faint light of spells another second later, though she couldn’t tell exactly which. But she didn’t have to know—her enemy had gone to the peak, but this wasn’t the peak.
 She dropped into a dive, wrapping her arms more tightly around her familiar. The night had shown her Capper could return even if his cat body died. But somehow she got the feeling the process cost him dearly. The last thing she needed was to risk losing him a second time.
 “Bring them quickly. These Seers are unusually willing to risk paradox. She may decide to teleport up the mountain instead of driving.”
 And even if Tempest drove most of the way, how much longer did Lyra have? Their battle happened the better part of halfway up the mountain.
 She flared both wings as she passed through the trees, arresting her flight as best she could. Then she hit the mud, scattering it in all directions. If she hadn’t already abandoned all hope of staying remotely clean…
 A small group of people waited under the trees, huddled around the light of a small fire. Except that this one burned without apparent fuel, and remained vibrant despite the piercing wind and battering rain. 
 One by one, Lyra’s cabal looked up. They were all here—Akiko with the skin of her hands blackened and scorched, Starlight with little twigs stuck in her skin, Tabitha looking intact but miserable. Then there was Reagan, resting one arm around Akiko and occasionally squeezing her shoulder gently for reassurance.
 “Lyra.” Starlight looked her over, from her face to the powerful wings emerging from her shoulders, then the armor. She alone seemed to see it clearly. “You’re alive?”
 She lowered both arms, helping Capper out onto the muddy ground. This new cat didn’t seem to mind the dirt and the storm, at least not like the black one had. He was a wilder breed, used to weathering the storm. He circled around the group, sniffing at each of them in turn, but always remaining out of reach.
 “Still growing,” Lyra said. She opened one wing awkwardly, then the other. “Growing kinda… nervous to throw so much magic around, right now. But it was that or let Tempest walk away with the diadem.”
 There were other concerns, of course. Her living sight showed her what she needed to know about their health—but she could just as easily have guessed it given how ragged they all looked. They were barely alive, crushed by the weight of physical and spiritual exhaustion alike.
 “Diadem?” Akiko asked. When she moved, bits of burned hair flaked away from her head. “What are you talking about?”
 “That thing you were charging—the Emperor’s Diadem. Tempest has it, and I think she plans on killing my girlfriend to finish powering it. Needs a sleepwalker offering, that’s why she was still alive.” 
 Lyra stopped beside the fire, then pulled out her broken magical tool. “Not sure how much mana I have left. But I should be able to get everyone back on their feet. Just means I won’t have much juice left for when we get up there.”
 “When we get up there,” Tabitha repeated. “Harper, I don’t think there will be a when. We’re defeated. It’s as plain as the rain or the lightning. Tempest is too strong.”
 Lyra ignored the protest for now, instead tracing her knife through the air. As she did, she raised her voice instead of lowering it, speaking the Atlantean with confidence. “The mighty warriors stumble in their pursuit, collapsing to the stone. The hooves of their enemy retreated into the night, fading far into the distance. The earth beneath them refused to yield. Its strength became theirs, returned in kindness for every night they had suffered to protect it. Pain fled them, nightmares faded, and the broken thing became new. They would not surrender yet.”
 She spoke it, and it was so. Bloody twigs tumbled out of Starlight’s arms. Akiko’s skin turned pale again, burned sections peeling away in scarred sheets. Even her hair returned, though only on one side. That was about when Lyra’s mana ran out.
 That would leave their bruises behind, it would leave their minor scrapes and bumps. But compared to the way she found them, her friends might as well be new people.
 “I could… do more, but I don’t think I should.” She straightened, then circled once around the nervous group. These girls were battered bloody—a fight like that had taken its toll on them. 
 Poor Reagan looked the worst, her eyes haunted and unfocused. No matter how cold she seemed in the moment, taking life was never easy. In a strange way, she found that detail comforting. Killing with magic like that was a monstrous thing, but Reagan was no monster. Yet.
 “This doesn’t change anything,” Starlight said. She brushed herself off, and wasn’t sagging anymore. But her eyes were still downcast. “I’m out of juice, out of luck, and the future isn’t speaking to me right now. We can’t go up there.”
 Tabitha nodded her agreement. “We’re thrilled to see you, Lyra. Now we can flee this mountain knowing that none from our cabal were killed in this awful mess.”
 Lyra looked around the fire, and saw similar pain on every face. These girls all wanted to give up, even Akiko. The words of her healing spell might fix their patterns, but they couldn’t change the minds of her friends. Even if she somehow wielded that power, she could never use it.
 “Akiko—listen. If Tempest gives the artifact to her king, he’ll use it to wipe out the Pentacle here in Canterlot—maybe much further, I don’t know. What hunters did trying to track us down will feel like a joke. I don’t know how many they found—but the Usurpers won’t miss any, including us. If we leave, it’s just to die somewhere else. And…” She lowered her voice then, no longer looking so brave. “She’s gonna kill my girlfriend in the ritual. I don’t know why, but it seemed important. Even when she realized who her captive was, Tempest didn’t hurt her to get to me. She needs Bonnie.”
 There was a long, painful silence then, broken only by the occasional rumble of thunder, and the crackle of wood in the circle.
 It was Akiko who stepped forward in the end, resting one hand on her shoulder. “That word you used… it’s Atlantean. I’ve seen it in some ancient texts, but never heard the translation before. What does it mean?”
 After all that, and you’re interested in a silly word? Lyra resisted her anger, though. Her friend wouldn’t be the same girl if she thought any differently. “It means…” She glanced to the side, where Capper trailed beside her leg. “How would you explain it?”
 “Betrayal that came from deep within the high court. Those who knew no thrones would ever wait for them. Those who would slay the great dragon and climb to heaven on his back. The word you use—Exarch—gives them glory they do not deserve. They are usurpers.”
 “The Exarchs,” Lyra said in English. “How Atlanteans thought about them.”
 “The odds are looking a little better,” Starlight said. “There’s only Tempest up there, she must be as spent as us. No zombies, no help.”
 “Spent as the rest of you,” Akiko said. She drew something from her jacket, a rod of metal wrapped in wire. The tool caught the light and began to glow, with a radiance of no earthly matter. Akiko’s magical tool was something else. “I didn’t cast anything, remember? If I hadn’t been in that ritual circle…”
 Her other hand closed into a fist. “The Emperor’s Diadem, you called it? It would be quite the shame for a mage like Tempest to get her hands on it. All power, no discipline. Given new information about the artifact, I say we go. Any disagreement?”
 It was far from unanimous, at least in their faces. But no one argued the point. One by one, they joined Lyra and Akiko by the fire.
 Your friends aren’t trying to use you to feed their ambition—they’ll risk their lives to protect you, just like you did for them. No lie casts a shadow dark enough to swallow the truth.
 “Can you send us to the top, Reagan?” Akiko asked. “One last jump?”
 She looked like Akiko had asked her to take them all the way to Atlantis. “With a portal, maybe. But that would be too slow. I think maybe… two, neither of which is me. I’ll be wrung out like a sponge after this, barely thinking straight.
 “Me, obviously,” Akiko began. “And Lyra…”
 “No.” Lyra stepped back, opening both wings to full size. “I can get up there. If we only get two, send someone else.”
 “Me,” Starlight said. “Time doesn’t always work right around the Seers—but I doubt Tempest will be hiding her future very well if she’s activating an artifact. Could be an edge.”
 “And I will secure our safe egress,” Tabitha said. “When you’re inevitably victorious, of course. I’ll have something up to you by dawn. Deal with the Seer by then, if you would.”
 Lyra couldn’t stick around to listen any longer. Without the teleport, she had a mountain to climb—the old-fashioned way. She scooped her familiar up into her arms, then moved to her friends one last time. “See you up there.”
 They watched her go. She was probably imagining things, but Lyra saw awe on their faces. 
 “We will have some difficulty when this is over,” her familiar said. He spoke directly into her mind, otherwise she never could’ve heard him over the constant roar of air and occasional thunder of the storm.
 “Why?” She kept her attention on flying, staying just above the trees as she ascended. Not just because of the lightning—but if Tempest saw her, she would make for a defenseless target. She couldn’t save the world if she was dead.
 “The Obrimos—I’ve seen that look before. She’s a mage who will not stop digging once she has the smell of mystery on her nose. If she probes too close, I will need to leave you.”
 That got her attention. Lyra tensed, drooping in her flight. She fell enough that her toes brushed against the treetops before she realized what she was doing, and accelerated upward again.
 “No! You can’t leave! We’re…”
 She trailed off. Not just from the exertion, but the obvious absurdity of it. Was she still pretending she thought Capper was just a familiar?
 “I am not finished instructing you, young mage,” the cat said. “I suggest you find a way to distract her. You could lie, but others in your cabal will know, even if Akiko does not. You will drive a wedge between those who should be your closest allies.”
 She could only hope she lived long enough to worry about solving that problem.
 Lyra didn’t know exactly where Tempest would be conducting her ritual. The weather didn’t make it easy to find out, with clouds gathering around the peak. But however dark it looked, no clouds could hide the explosions of magic coming from inside.
 Lyra accelerated, no longer caring if that got her seen. Her lungs burned, and muscles that she had never before experienced were now aching with the incredible effort. She flew on anyway, with the same kind of willpower she might use during a run. Every spell she had prepared to increase that strength and endurance now aided her here, lifting her as high as any eagle.
 I’m coming Bonnie! Hold on a little longer!
 


  
    Chapter 23
Lyra passed through the cloud, and her clothes soaked through to her skin almost instantly, followed by a fierce wind sucking the heat from her body. She started to sag, but flew on, until finally the clouds parted and she saw the battle she had only heard from above.
 Black marks charred into the stone here, forming a ritual circle that somehow remained dry despite the pouring rain. Inside it was a single captive—Bonnie, bound tight by her wrists and ankles to a heavy rock. But Lyra saw no blood—her girlfriend was still alive.
 Akiko and Tempest faced each other on the mountain, exchanging spells that filled the air and vanished in the same terrible flashes. Well—Tempest was casting spells. Akiko barely had the time to turn each attack aside before the next one reached her, and she had to duck or disrupt it too.
 The battle might not be so one-sided, if it wasn’t for the crown resting on Tempest’s forehead. It tilted sideways in the rain, barely clinging there—but still it glowed with lightning, and turned every attack into an overwhelming strike.
 Akiko can’t beat her with that. She had to get that artifact away.
 “It doesn’t want her,” Capper said, obviously watching her thoughts. “Its master will have to rewrite its protections himself. That’s why they need a life. These attacks only touch the barest traces of what it holds.”
 Lyra circled around behind Tempest, then dropped into a dive. As she descended, she tucked both wings in tight, waiting until she was nearly at the ground before dropping her familiar. He made no protest, vanishing into the dark. Seconds later, she struck Tempest from the side.
 It felt more like flying straight into a wall. One wing snapped instantly, spraying blood and filling her mind with pain. Instead of flattening Tempest, Lyra sprawled backwards as though she’d been hit by a small car, sliding through the dirt. 
 Akiko was at her side in a second, helping her nervously to her feet. But the damage wasn’t as severe as it looked—Lyra ended her flight spell, returning abruptly to human shape.
 The pain wasn’t gone, though. She might not have wings, but that damage reached her all the same, and her whole body was instantly battered, small wounds opening spontaneously in her skin. 
 For all that effort, Tempest only wobbled. She took a few steps back, spinning slowly in place. But before she could slip over the edge, she stopped, now leering down at both of them.
 “You’re back. In time to see the end. The king of all storms is here, ready to accept my offering. Too bad you won’t meet him.” She spread one hand, energy arcing between her fingers—then she stopped, and her mouth hung open. “Why is it so weak…”
 Starlight slipped past her, holding a heavy piece of ancient jewelry in her fingers. “Lyra, catch!” She heaved, throwing the ancient relic towards them like a football. It lurched in the air, changing direction to fly back towards Tempest—then Akiko’s fingers twitched, and it came towards her instead.
 For a terrible second, the necklace froze between them, tugged in both directions by incredible powers. Behind Tempest, the sky opened, and a figure took shape from lightning. A temple of stone and chains and locked gates appeared behind him, with space for one atop a throne of silver.
 He spoke, but not even Lyra understood his words. They were too low, too hateful, maybe not words at all. This king had sat on that throne for so long, it may have driven him insane.
 But with each word, the necklace jerked towards him, just a little. Lightning arced around it, burning the ground in a black trail—one that would instantly incinerate anyone who touched it.
 It needs someone worthy to wear it. I can’t. But there was someone here who could.
 Akiko didn’t move anymore, other than to gesture feverishly with both hands, muttering Atlantean so quickly it blurred. As clever as she was, her wisdom would be no match to this power.
 Good thing she didn’t have to move.
 Lyra rose, then called on her enhanced strength one final time. She lifted Akiko right off the ground, then carried her towards the necklace. Lightning arced through the stone, and bits burned her feet black. She healed, leaving burned skin in a trail behind her.
 “Dominion is mine,” declared the king. “Begone from my sight, mortal. Today the chaos of the phenomenal world will be brought into order.”
 “N…no.” She fought him, just like she’d fought Ventus. “Life is… chaos, usurper. What lives… grows.” She didn’t take the necklace, of course. Instead, she pushed Akiko forward, so one hand touched its delicate chain.
 A voice larger than a mountain screamed with a rage older than her whole civilization. Lightning crashed down around her, then vanished from sight. Thunder rolled over the mountains, and was silent. The rain slowed to a sprinkle, and the winds died.
 All atop the mountain was still. Lyra wasn’t holding her friend anymore.
 Across a rocky expanse, Akiko stood over a fallen Tempest, her tool aimed directly at the mage’s neck.
 “Please… master… king of storms… help me…” Tempest begged. Tears streamed down her face, but there was no answer.
 “He’s gone,” Starlight said, joining Akiko there. “You know how the Exarchs can be. Fail them one too many times, and you’re not useful anymore. You’re on your own.”
 Lyra made her slow way over. She drew her broken tool, and kept it ready just in case. Her girlfriend was still there—but so was the danger.
 “Can’t… fail…” Tempest whispered, defiant. “He’s… king. King of storms. God.”
 “He isn’t,” Akiko whispered. She gestured, and the mountain changed. They were still high up—but now the sky was deep blue, almost pink. Light filled the air, and many creatures flew overhead, borne on glittering wings.
 A ruined castle stood here, broken by many blows. Its towers were tumbled, its windows shattered. Other sections were charred black.
 “This is what they did, Tempest—the ones you serve. And this is what we do.” She reached down—but instead of grabbing the fallen mage, a single brick settled into her fingers. Strange words were written on it, truths that Lyra did not understand. Maybe she didn’t have to.
 Akiko stepped forward, and slid the brick into where it had fallen. It settled there into the mortar as though it were never missing, and some of the grime seemed to fade. 
 Something moved from inside, and a figure of white appeared in the castle gate. But before Lyra could see her face, the vision ended.
 “It was a lie,” Tempest whimpered. She curled into a pathetic ball in the dirt, rocking violently back and forth. “Everything he… ever taught me.”
 “Yes,” Lyra said. There was no doubt in her voice—how could there be, with everything Capper had taught her? “But you don’t have to keep serving him anymore. There’s another way.”
 “Swear on your magic you will not fight or try to escape,” Starlight said. “You can either help us fight the ones you worked for—or you can die. I know Twilight won’t say it that way, so I’m doing it for her. Make a choice.”
 Tempest glanced up, over the edge of the cliff. Then she slumped forward again, head into the mud. “I swear as you say. On my magic.”
 They didn’t need Lyra’s help after that, but someone else did. She crossed the mountaintop in a few seconds, hurrying over to the ritual circle.
 Capper joined her as she did, rubbing up against her leg. “You did good,” he mewed. “You can’t even imagine how significant this is. What you just prevented…”
 She nodded. But now wasn’t the time for pride. Someone still needed her.
 Her girlfriend lay on her side in the water and mud, soaked through to the skin. “Bonnie?”
 She opened one eye, grunting with pain. She struggled with her bonds, but not with much energy. After fighting for days straight, she was finally at the end. “Hey, Harper. Nice to… see you up here.”
 Lyra dropped beside her, heaving her up into a sitting position. She kissed her passionately now, holding as tight as she dared. Not because she cared what her friends might think, but out of fear of hurting her girlfriend by mistake. Bonnie had already been through enough tonight, she didn’t need to get accidentally strangled by her girlfriend.
 “Nice to see you too.” Lyra glanced down between them, at the tight bonds holding her wrists together. She tugged sharpy, splitting one of the strands clean in half. She tossed it aside, then did the same for the rope around her ankles.
 Despite everything they’d been through, Bonnie still managed an annoyed eye-roll. “You couldn’t just cut them off?”
 She took her girlfriend by the wrist, then heaved her up into a standing position. “Why? You still think I might be a ghoul? Pretty sure vampire blood wouldn’t work even if I tried it.”
 “Vampire blood?” Capper repeated from her ankles. The cat didn’t care about her romantic moment, but now he sounded revolted. “Why would you even suggest something so vile?”
 “And cats are still talking,” Bonnie said, pulling away from Lyra long enough to glare at him. “I hoped I imagined that part.” She wobbled, clinging to Lyra for support. But this was more than just physical strength she was lacking this time.
 “What?” Lyra prompted. Without a little magic, Bonnie could’ve knocked her over. With it, she held firm. “What’s wrong?”
 “You want one answer?” She laughed, her voice straining into the hysterical. “A lot of good people are dead. My organization probably thinks I’m dead. When they find out I’m not… who knows what they’ll do. They’ll want what I know, and they won’t just ask.”
 She looked away, trailing off. The implication there was obvious, of course. She knew about Lyra now, and her friends. Even if she wanted to, she could never keep their secret.
 “This is usually the part we’d make you forget it all,” someone said, emerging beside Lyra. Not close enough for Bonnie to reach—Starlight had an appropriate level of caution against attacks. “Well not me, but we know a girl. Except…” She gestured at Lyra. “Well, her. And you’re a Sleepwalker now, which means we don’t have to worry about the awkward parts of the Lex Arcanum. We’re not defiling the Mysteries or whatever.”
 “We’re not doing anything to her,” Lyra said forcefully, resting one hand on her shoulder. She was always taller, but just now she was stronger too. At least until her enhancement spell ran out of steam.
 “You say that like I’m helpless, Harper,” Bonnie muttered, nudging her shoulder. “That witch beat you the first time too.”
 Far in the distance, the first light of dawn crested the distant horizon. It was pale still, smothered by the last dregs of storm. Soon the mountains would be bathed in it. Then maybe Lyra could find somewhere safe and quiet to sleep. 
 “I wasn’t implying a fight,” Starlight said. “Lyra cares about you, and we care about her. So maybe you could use our help to keep you from getting caught. Turns out it’s pretty easy to start a new life, if you’ve got a little magic.”
 “We have quite a lot of magic,” Akiko called, from the cliffside. Curiously she had settled down against a rock. After tying Tempest’s wrists, she made no further attempt to watch her. An oath made on someone’s magic wasn’t something even a former Seer would risk breaking.
 Bonnie eyed the two of them, taking another subtle step towards Lyra. She stretched on tiptoe to reach her ear with a whisper. “You trust them? These witches are like you?”
 “Like me,” she agreed, nodding weakly. “And we don’t call ourselves that. We prefer ‘mages.’ Shouldn’t throw around a word like ‘witch.’ You might be one soon.”
 


  
    Chapter 24
Lyra almost had it.
 She’d been stalking this target for hours now, through alleys and dark corners, across one end of the city to the other. Distance and space were malleable things, even more so when she crossed freely between the unseen Shadow and the Material with some regularity.
 Her hunting partner said nothing of course—words would give away their position, words were the tools of human hunters without access to the supernal weapons they wielded.
 Capper needed no instructions from her, merely watching her movements was enough. Sometimes they ran together, sometimes they clambered over rooftops or stalked through decorative planter boxes. 
 Once, other creatures threatened Lyra during these hunts. An enterprising owl might stalk her, or perhaps a young coyote would catch her scent and chase her.
 Painful lessons taught the animals of Ponyville to leave her be, or else volunteer to join the hunt. A rare few had even earned her respect that way, or perhaps won themselves some loyalty in exchange for help. Most were turned away with a simple spell, leaving her to return to this critical task.
 Nothing in the world could free her quite like a hunt. For as long as it lasted, nothing could restrain her—not property, not time, not culture or taboo. Only her prize, and whatever it would take to find it.
 That, and the mild annoyance of a soft band around her neck, and a little weight there. Too bad Bonnie wouldn’t join her on her night-time adventures. She was a very strong fighter, and would make for a good hunter. But she refused, instead forcing Lyra to wear this annoyance. Frustrating, but she could manage. She was fast enough to make up for one small handicap. 
 She caught it eventually, atop Ponyville’s tallest cliff—a cement building with a single central dome—the one she’d been seeking finally backed itself into her trap. Her partner chased it over the rooftop, leading it past her hiding place.
 Lyra pounced, both claws outstretched to catch the thing that was not physical and not alive. With the proper magic, her claws did not care about the distinction. They sunk deep in the spirit’s ephemera, just as her jaws clamped down on its spectral flesh.
 The creature thrashed and spasmed, struggling for escape. But Lyra was ready for this. She squeezed down harder, curling her body. It tossed and turned to fling her, smacking her furred back against the dirty tiles, then the cement dome. Still she held on, yowling through stuffed jaws for help.
 Then her partner arrived, and it was over. The female wildcat was larger, stronger, and more knowledgeable of the spirit’s weaknesses. That part still took some getting used to, but CApper had insisted that he never ended a contract with an animal as long as it lived. So he was she, for at least a few more years.
 Once Capper got his jaws around the spirit’s neck, the creature stopped struggling, falling limp to the dirty stone.
 Lyra released it, spitting a mouthful of slimy essence from her mouth. Worse by far was the debris left by birds, now stuck in her fur. Human ways would be better to clean that than her instincts, if she didn’t want to taste it.
 She brushed away the worst of it, whispering the silent words of a spell to mend a few slightly broken bones. They snapped back into place, leaving only a few faint red stains on the rooftop around her. A small price to pay for wisdom. 
 The spirit before her was not visible to mortal eyes, of course. Cats were a degree more discerning than most, and often had a subconscious awareness of such things. But Lyra needed more than feline grace today. 
 She saw the spirit for what it was, somewhere between an owl and a griffon, save it had a single glowing eye that encompassed most of its head. Its feathers were matted and many scars cut into its unreal flesh. Despite Capper’s jaws around its neck, the spirit could still speak just as clearly. Not in any mortal language, or even the enlightened Atlantean that first spoke order to chaos. 
 This was a fallen language, the guttural mockery that more spiritual mages called ‘first tongue’. “I am captured,” it said. “Will the willworker kill me? With this last sight, will I watch my own death?”
 Lyra could not hear the sounds of Atlantean without feeling called to something, driven to greater wisdom and higher action. The first tongue almost produced the opposite, especially when she was an animal. These were the words of beings that did not think as humans did. When they communicated, it was only to manifest their drives on the world. 
 Why shouldn’t she do the same? There were so many interesting places to go, so many smells. Her exotic companion wouldn’t be so odd if she matched his species. Who could say what might happen then?
 Nothing, because Bonnie was still at home waiting for her. She was probably watching the little GPS tag on Lyra’s collar, wondering why she’d stopped.
 “Not tonight.” Lyra prowled around the creature, keeping well away from its slashing claws or snapping beak. It might be frozen now, but that could change. “I came to bargain. For your life, I will hear you speak your name to me. Or I will draw the essence from you and cut your throat on this stone.”
 Lyra the person did not much want to do that. It would make the night a waste, and slay a spirit that could easily be useful to her. But Lyra the cat would not mind a better taste of that blood…
 “That is the oath?” it demanded. “My name, and I am released?”
 “Your name, and your life is spared,” Lyra said. “You will stay to hear my offer. If you consider and refuse, then you may go.”
 It wouldn’t matter if the spirit left, of course. Once Lyra learned its name, she wouldn’t have to chase it halfway across Ponyville.
 “Then I am called—” and it told her. Its name would be just as unpronounceable in her usual languages as any other word in the first tongue. But that would only make it easier to remember. “Now, release me. I will listen.”
 Capper eyed her, and his words came to her mind. “You didn’t swear it to peace. Mind the claws.” Then he let go.
 Lyra sprung backward at the same moment, just as the spirit lunged in her direction. It snapped down against the stone where she’d been standing, slashing with four sharp claws. Whether they could draw her blood or not, Lyra did not intend to find out. She sprung further away, yowling with frustration. 
 “Where is your offer?” the spirit demanded, spreading too-huge owl wings as he yelled. His strikes drove her up the dome, retreating even as Capper harried the spirit from behind. But without the desire to slay it, they could only hurt it so much. “I am listening!”
 Lyra couldn’t give it, not while so focused on her movement. Thanks to Capper’s training, the beast didn’t get its claws into her, though it did take another few tangled chunks of bloody fur in a few near strikes. The trouble with making herself able to touch spirits, they could strike back.
 Unless, of course, they couldn’t. A weak spirit like this, not focused on violence—Lyra stood up, and focused her will on the desire to sever instead of draw. An instant later the spirit crashed into her, and passed through the other side, squealing in frustration.
 “My offer,” she said, between panting breaths. “An assignment. You love to watch, so watch the ones I tell you. Come when I call you and tell me what you see. Every interesting thing you learn, I will trade essence in exchange. But you must always tell me truth, or your essence is mine and your substance will be broken.”
 The strange owl took to the air in front of her. It looked to either side, and almost seemed like it might flee from her. Then it dropped back down, claws settling silently on the roof. “That is all? I won’t be bound? Not trapped in a mirror? Not sealed to your Sanctum?”
 “No,” she promised. “Fly far, and watch. When you learn, bring me word. If I find your offering interesting to me, I will give you essence for it. So long as you do not lie, there will be no violence. Agreed?”
 She held out her paw to him, more by human reflex than anything demanded by magic or feline instinct.
 “Agreed,” said the spirit. “What must I watch?”
 Lyra settled onto her haunches, never taking her eyes from the spirit. While she sat, Capper stalked around it. Lyra had not granted him the ability to strike spirits—he could do it on his own. Hopefully he would strike it down if it tried to wield some numina against her.
 “To the north is a mountain, and beside the mountain is a greater city. There are buildings of metal and glass near the center. One of these has false windows, where humans go to whisper secrets to each other.”
 The spirit’s single eye fell on her, and seemed to glow more brightly. “I have seen it.”
 “Go then, and listen. Listen for what they plan to do to the Unaligned, and to witches. Listen to what they know of us. Most of all, watch for those who doubt. If you learn of any who suggest cooperation, learn their faces and their names. For these your reward will be greatest of all.”
 “Then I fly, willworker. When I learn, I will find you.” The creature took to the air, spreading huge spectral wings against the starry sky. Soon it was gone, soaring off towards Canterlot.
 Capper joined her a few seconds later, stalking past her, brushing his cheek against her on both sides. She let him do it of course, welcoming the touch of one she trusted. 
 “How was that?”
 He stopped beside her, meeting her eyes. Despite resembling her in essential body plan, the wild ocelot he’d taken as a host was larger than any domesticated feline. Evidently once he took a host, they were bound until death. “I do not believe you need my protection in this form any longer,” he eventually said. “I would invite you to prove it by remaining on four legs for a year, to demonstrate your mastery. But I don’t think you’d be amenable to that.”
 She laughed, or tried. Cats didn’t have the right hardware. “And let my friends see me as the Sanctum pet? No thanks. They already put a pet-door in for me.”
 Those friends all had their own work—but someone else in that Sanctum was waiting for her! Lyra stood, shaking away the dust one last time before hurrying down the dome with long, loping strides. She let the cat do what it did best—navigating the rusty gutters along the roof, until she saw something low enough to jump to on the floor beneath.
 She backed up a few times, eyeing the distance—then sprang. She landed gracefully, rolling once before righting herself again and stalking along the lower section of Ponyville’s city hall.
 “Then you are near the apex of what I can teach you,” Capper said. He followed just behind her, easily replicating her jumps, or following her out onto whatever narrow ledge it would take to navigate down another level. “You’ve come far, Lyra. Further than most students I took. You should be proud.”
 She slid down a sloped metal roof, then jumped onto a high wall around the building. Then she stopped, spinning around to wait for him. It only took him a few seconds to catch up, stalking around her again. She invited that contact, a cat’s way of reminding her that she wasn’t alone. 
 Despite his words, Capper wasn’t going to send her out here alone. Not yet. “Near the apex?” Her ears twitched, tail flicking against his leg. “What does that mean?”
 Capper gave her one of his usual sly smiles. “The reason I stay with my students until the end. To death, or… something else, maybe. Both are stalking you now, eager to claim you. Perhaps death, or perhaps the other thing.”
 She mewed in frustration, then hopped onto a dumpster, and finally the pavement. She padded along the sidewalk, hugging close to the storefronts. Thanks to her girlfriend, Lyra couldn’t be mistaken for a stray. Where cameras watched, they might notice she was often in the company of a creature that shouldn’t even live here.
 “And you aren’t going to tell me what that could be.”
 Capper seemed to take special pleasure in walking in the middle of the sidewalk, where even the occasional human was sure to notice him. He did so now, easily keeping pace with her. “I think you already know. The real question is whether you’ll be willing to pay the price that is asked.”
 Soon she found what she was looking for, an old pickup truck in the parking lot of an empty grocery store. Sleeper eyes would not see it, not with such a powerful spell of disinterest surrounding it. But Lyra was not human just then, which made the discordant sense of “irrelevance” about the vehicle all the more interesting.
 She took a running start, then vaulted into the open passenger window. 
 Well, she tried. Her jump wasn’t as graceful as in her head, and forelegs instead caught on the rubber insulator around the window. She yowled desperately, back legs kicking in vain against smooth metal.
 Then something huge gripped her by the neck, and her body went involuntarily limp.
 She was hanging then, dangling over the dirty interior of an old truck. A single bench seat covered in cracked leather spread out below her, though someone had settled a towel there. 
 “Lyra?” Reagan asked, holding her up to her huge, smooth face. “Rough night?”
 “Little,” she answered. Her limbs still wouldn’t respond. When someone held her there, she couldn’t fight. “Got what I wanted.”
 “Cute. No idea what that meant.” Reagan lowered her to the towel, then the engine roared to life. “Your girlfriend is the one who pressured me to agree to this. You shouldn’t take that for granted. Love like that doesn’t come around often. Believe me.” Capper hopped in beside her, just as Reagan reached over to roll the windows up.
 Then they were moving, in the always-disorienting rumble that came from automobiles. Lyra could do little more than curl up next to Capper and wait for it to end.
 


  
    Chapter 25
Time got weird when you were an animal. Even to a mage like Lyra, who spent days at a time with paws or hooves or wings, the strange attenuation of conscious focus never failed to confuse her. 
 Her cat self was neither interested nor comfortable during the bumpy drive back to the Sanctum, so she was barely awake for it. Her familiar gave her the occasional protective lick, stretching his larger size around her. That kept her heart calm enough that she could bury the urge to find some way to flee.
 Simply having other powers was not enough to silence those instincts. Cat Lyra could still understand on some level that she could fly home instead of ride, if she wanted. Why not get outside and do that? At least she’d be in control.
 But no—wisdom brought prudence, control, and discipline. She could wait.
 “And we’re home,” Reagan said. Maybe she said some other things, but none of those mattered quite as much as the last proclamation. Lyra sat up, then stretched to her full length. Because Reagan was kind enough to let her out of the awful metal trap, she even let her run her fingers under her chin.
 “Yeah, you’re in bad shape. Were you fighting vampires tonight?”
 That word cut through to her awake self almost instantly. Lyra pulled away, then shook her head. “In Ponyville?”
 She saw no new spells from Reagan. But this time she seemed to recognize Lyra’s intent almost instantly. “More likely than you think. They’re not all big-city monsters like Ventus. Feed on animals more than people. You haven’t seen any of them while you’re doing your Thyrsus stuff?”
 She hadn’t. But Lyra also hadn’t been looking for vampires. Why should they care about an insignificant suburb like Ponyville, when Canterlot was so close?
 “You’re going to hate this,” Reagan said, scooping Lyra under one arm. She held her with frustratingly expert technique, keeping her back legs up so she couldn’t squirm free. Not without using her claws, anyway. “But then you’ll realize why I did it, and be grateful. You’ll see.”
 She had only a few seconds to wonder what Reagan might mean—then she tumbled. A second later, freezing water surrounded her on all sides. Lyra yowled and struggled, thrashing wildly to find an escape from that awful, cold place!
 She found it a few seconds later, only for something huge to thrust her back in. “Sorry!” Reagan’s voice from overhead, loud and guilty. “I know you hate it. Just another second, and…” 
 There, something huge grabbed her from the water again. At least this one was soft and dry, surrounding her on all sides. “There we go, isn’t that better? Nice and dry… and without the blood. No giving that girlfriend of yours a heart attack.”
 She finally found an exit, poking her head out of the opening. Reagan did this—how could she throw her in a bucket of water like that?
 Lyra mewed, no longer trying for any words that Reagan wouldn’t understand. Words weren’t needed to let her know just how betrayed she felt.
 “I’m sorry, kitty. But I bet you won’t sound like that tomorrow. Just look at the water here, disgusting. That was on you. And my truck, so thanks for that too.”
 Finally she was free, squirming out the edge of the blanket. Lyra landed on the dirt floor, her fur still matted and damp. But uncomfortable or not, there was someone she could trust. She just had to get there!
 Through the old barn, past [horse] and [horse], and the grumpy old Cinnamon was a little door in the wall just for her. It clicked when she got close, and she could press her head up against it to wiggle through. 
 The space beyond always smelled interesting—the big people here burned things a lot, especially when they all gathered in the special room to sing together. Sometimes Lyra liked to sing with them, but not when she was small.
 Other smells were even more interesting—Opalescence was here. Sometimes they could have fun games. But if the cat saw her looking like this, Lyra would die of embarrassment!
 She slunk under tables and behind shelves, hiding when a set of heavy footsteps rushed inside. Reagan called her name, but she ignored her. Someone who dropped her in a bucket did not deserve her attention!
 She waited in that little gap between a bookshelf and the stairs, then bolted across the hall.
 Once she made noise walking this way, but now they had fluffy carpet here, masking her approach to all but the most sensitive ears. Finally she reached the bottom floor, and her target.
 Lyra’s suite had the door propped open a crack, just wide enough for her to slip through without needing to scratch for attention. She slid through the opening, then searched desperately for help.
 Sure enough, she found it—the gigantic Bonnie sat in front of Lyra’s desk, with a few glowing computer things around her. Her eyes were bloodshot, her breathing labored. But there was satisfaction on her face when she finally turned to look.
 Not quite in Lyra’s direction—human senses weren’t good enough for that. Lyra mewed helpfully, louder than she would for anyone else. Only this single human was trustworthy enough to understand just how desperate and uncomfortable she felt.
 “Oh. Hey Lyre. Almost out there until dawn this time.” She spun in the comfortable chair, patting her lap with one hand.
 She needed no more invitation. Frankly, Lyra was going to climb up there whether the human asked her to or not. She darted across the distance, then bounded into her lap.
 “Careful with those claws, Lyre!” Bonnie caught her, running soft hands down her back. “No wonder you’re so upset. Was it raining upstairs? You’re drenched!”
 “No. Reagan got me.”
 “I see.” Bonnie couldn’t understand her any better than the others, not without Lyra’s help. But somehow, she always seemed to know what Lyra actually wanted. “How about a hot bath instead, then? I’d like to see you a little less furry.”
 The next thing she knew, Lyra was wet again. She still didn’t like it much—but this time was better. The water was warm and steamy, and Bonnie didn’t just drop her in. At least if the big human was wet too, they could be miserable together.
 “Are you stuck again?” she asked, her voice only a little annoyed. “I swear if you scare me like that again, I’m taking you to the vet to get microchipped. And maybe spayed.”
 That did it. A little fear, a lot of annoyance with her girlfriend, and suddenly Lyra was a lot bigger.
 Not bigger than Bonnie of course—those muscles took a lifetime, and a very different set of priorities. But when they outfitted the new Sanctum, Tabitha had made sure the tub was big enough for two. Now she remembered why. 
 “Struck a nerve?” Bonnie asked. She ran a hand through Lyra’s hair in almost the same way as before. Only now there was another layer to her touch, a kind of closeness that her cat self would never understand. “You’re the one who insists on going out like that, alone.”
 She sat up in the water beside her, grinning. She still had the collar on her neck, its specially-chosen stretchy fabric comfortable even at human size. The object carried no magic at all, just a clever design to switch it off when it stretched, and turn it on again when she was small.
 “I don’t want to go alone,” she said, touching her forehead to Bonnie’s in a feline gesture of affection.
 “No, you’ve got him. I always knew I’d be lucky to have you, but I never thought I’d have to compete with an animal for affection.”
 Lyra stiffened, looking up to meet her eyes. She stuck out her tongue, defiant. “Capper’s new body is female anyway. He doesn’t usually do that, but since he needed one fast, he had to take what he could get.”
 “That’s supposed to reassure me?” Bonnie asked, raising an eyebrow. “My girlfriend is roaming with a girl cat, my bad. That sounds totally fine then.”
 Lyra dropped her head briefly under the soapy water, poking it out again only when she couldn’t hold it anymore. “Come with me and see. It would be so easy. Now that you don’t have to worry about disbelief.”
 “I’m not a cat,” her girlfriend said, splashing a handful of water down her face. “Call me a ‘sleepwalker’ all you want. I am not learning to use a litterbox.”
 Lyra flushed bright red. But she wasn’t going to relive that awful experience, when her own callous spellcasting trapped her in her favorite form for almost two weeks straight.
 “It doesn’t have to be a cat,” Lyra argued. “That’s just the one I’ve learned best. For you, I’d try anything. Wild horses out on the prairie, hawks soaring over the city, foxes or raccoons or—”
 Bonnie pushed her mouth gently closed with two fingers. “I’m happy you enjoy it. I just wish… you’d do more of your magic stuff on two legs. Animals are fragile, Lyre. And the way you always look like that one… if someone was looking, they’d realize who you are.”
 She shrugged. Explaining why she became the same cat every time she used the spell wasn’t technically allowed yet. Explaining how her Legacy worked, even if it meant repeating forgotten things only Capper knew—was still a violation of her oath to Hierarch Tan. For a little while longer, anyway.
 “Are you ready for the big day?” Lyra asked, cuddling up as close to Bonnie as she could. “You’ve been practicing!”
 “I was ready,” her partner said, a little annoyance creeping back into her voice. “Then my girlfriend left her nightgown on the floor and went into town to hunt monsters. It’s…” She glanced down at her watch, which she kept even in the oversized tub. “You want me to be ready to perform for witches in… an hour? Feel like I’m gonna collapse.”
 Lyra nodded. “We can have magic coffee in the Hallow. Will that help?”
 Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “Suppose if I was trying to hide from more magic, I’ve made the wrong choice.”
 Lyra kissed her, then rolled out of the huge tub onto the tile beside it. “We don’t get to choose what’s true, Bonnie. Magic was always going to be our birthright. The monsters who think we’re helpless victims were always wrong. All we get to decide is what we do with what we learn.”
 She shook herself out once, then froze. She wasn’t a cat anymore. Better not to act like that with Bonnie watching. She walked over to the rack, and took a pair of fresh, warm towels. 
 “What was so important you had to go out there learning it all night?” Bonnie asked, pulling the drain before climbing out after her. “I assume it must be important, since you didn’t even stop to tell me you were going.”
 “I was…” She held out the towel. “After today, I can tell you everything. You can watch the rituals, even try to practice some of them if you want.”
 Rotes shouldn’t work for someone without an Awakened soul, of course. They could try to memorize the Atlantean, practice every mudra until their hands went numb. But magic didn’t always follow simple rules. Their local branch of the Free Council believed it could help spur them to Awakening. Maybe they were right!
 “But you can’t tell me now?”
 Defile not the Mysteries. Lyra’s oath, one she would have to swear she had followed in just a few hours, surrounded by her peers in the Free Council.
 “I saw a creature that could help us,” she said. “I had to catch it, but once I did, it agreed. Can I tell you more tonight? Maybe over dinner.”
“Maybe in our bedroom,” Bonnie said. “Together. With the right number of legs, and no fur on our sheets.” From the way she said it, Lyra knew her girlfriend was not asking. Good—Lyra could use some fresh human memories the next time she struggled to remember why she should change back.
 


  
    Chapter 26
They dressed together in their shared suite, tucked away in the Sanctum. They weren’t the only ones living there full time—Izzy also had her bedroom inside, along with Reagan and Akiko. Other mages might be there on a given day, depending on whatever was happening in Awakened politics.
 The local Free Council had fewer qualms about formal vestments and robes than the Atlantean orders, but some rituals were sacred enough that even the Libertines imitated a little of the pomp and circumstance. That meant a dark green cloak for Lyra, stitched with silver thread in various symbols up and down the hem. 
 Each one represented another magical accomplishment, the rungs of Awakened mastery and understanding she climbed to reach her position in the Free Council. 
 Her girlfriend wore one too, though hers was made from gray cloth, and had a simpler cut. No fancy hood, and the Atlantean stitched onto the hem expressed no mastery over the arcana. 
 Bonnie stopped in front of the mirror, twirling once around in the outfit. “This is so silly. My old friends might think you were less weird if you didn’t act like this.”
 Lyra approached from the open door to the Hallow, holding an oversized cup of coffee in both hands. She took a long sip from it, before extending it to Bonnie.
 As she drank, the tiredness of her evening burned away like smoke. No normal cup of coffee could ever be so potent, no mortal chemistry. In a few sips, she went from tired to totally refreshed, rejuvenated by the beating heart of the Primal Wild. “Here.”
 Bonnie took the cup in both hands, though her eyes were still fixed on the mirror. “What does it say, anyway? A lot of words to tell your people I’m useless.“
 She shrugged. “Some of those words don’t work in English. Loosely translated, it says… ‘I cannot see the path, but I see your light. Guide me with patience, for your flame may soon burn in my breast.’”
 Bonnie squirmed, and spat back a mouthful of coffee into her glass. “All that? You people really love reminding others how important you are.”
 Lyra looked away. It was one of the few silly parts of Pentacle culture that Capper actually liked. He would call it a noble sentiment, if he wasn’t off doing something more important right then.
 “We copied it from the Silver Ladder, I think. They like putting poems in all their stuff. But we’re not like that, you’ll see. The Free Council is… practical.”
 Bonnie handed back the empty cup a few seconds later. Whatever she might say, Lyra saw the spell working on her. Her eyes weren’t bloodshot, her movements no longer sluggish and halting. “Practical, like these wizard robes. Gotta have the extra long hem, where would you put the poem? At least yours probably say something cool.”
 “Not as much.” She tapped the writing near her forehead, then lowered her hand again. Explaining them would probably count as defiling the Mysteries, technically. “Maybe you’ll be able to read them soon. Then you can tell me how silly we look.”
 Her girlfriend raised an eyebrow. “Don’t count on it. I’m still a hunter. I can’t spend days in endless quiet study when there are monsters to kill.”
 “And most of them aren’t even in the library with you,” said a familiar voice, appearing around the corner. Reagan had her own robes already, blue with black accents along the edges. She had far more Atlantean written there, far more achievements. A third degree master, something few mages twice her age had achieved. Lyra couldn’t read that text for long without feeling very, very small.
 “Looks like you’re both ready. I assume we’re taking the quick way. Bonnie still looks…”
 “Like myself,” she said, exasperated. Bonnie held up the charm Lyra had made for her, holding the wood and gold necklace just outside the robe. It was made from two pieces, balanced precisely on a simple mechanism. With a twist, she could easily rotate them around, breaking the rune and removing the spell. So it was at that moment, inert. “Lyra said this Free Council place would be safe. No eyes from my old organization watching us, or bugs listening. I don’t have to hide.”
 “I sure hope there aren’t,” Reagan said, slipping past them into the Hallow. “If the hunters can see you in there, we have way bigger problems than keeping your identity hidden.”
 Lyra stopped at the doorway, putting herself between Bonnie and the sacred space beyond. Silly or not, she had tried to honor her oath—on some days she even succeeded! 
 Unfortunately, her girlfriend was too smart. No gesture was subtle enough for her not to notice. She couldn’t casually lean across the doorway without Bonnie knowing she was obstructing her view.
 “You remember the words?” she asked, a little louder. As she spoke, a familiar spotted yellow cat approached them, stalking past Bonnie before rubbing up against her leg.
 “Yes,” Bonnie said, folding her arms. “I still don’t understand what’s such a big deal about all this, though. I already know you’re magic. I’m surrounded by it all the time. You sometimes crawl out of our bed as an animal right in front of me. I’ve fought against mages before, I saw that prisoner you keep downstairs throw lightning through the air. Seen the dead get up and fight. What’s the point of putting on a costume?”
 “Protection,” Capper said. From the way Bonnie looked down, Lyra knew he’d taken the effort to speak in English. Usually that was beneath him—but he knew how much Lyra cared about her girlfriend. He spoke to her when he never bothered with her sisters in the cabal.
 “From my girlfriend?” Bonnie demanded. Behind them, Reagan now raised her voice in the usual chanting that came from a spell. No matter how much Lyra tried to convince them that Capper’s way of empowering spells was better, old habits endured. “She couldn’t hurt me.”
 “Not her,” the cat said, settling back on his haunches. “The Pentacle. Some are kind and selfless, like your mate. Others are… less so. Your membership with the Libertines guarantees standing in their society. Without it, sooner or later the Guardians of the Veil would come calling for you and erase the secrets you have learned from your mind.”
 “Lyra wouldn’t let them,” Bonnie argued, raising her voice a little louder. “We fought monsters together. We look out for each other.”
 “Yes,” Lyra said, taking her by the wrist. “This is how I do that. A few minutes in a costume, a few promises about not spreading our secrets, and we don’t have to worry about it ever again.”
 
 They passed through the Hallow, a far weaker version of the same bright space that the Free Council kept at the center of their headquarters. Akiko had somehow made this one, though Lyra didn’t understand the mechanism. 
 Even so, she couldn’t help but slow as she passed through the round room, her feet clattering over the polished black floor. They kept it empty for ritual casting and the invocation of Atlantean runes. Even so, Lyra still felt like she was walking on sacred ground.
 Reagan waited near the wall, where it now opened into another place. A simple blank room, like the study areas one could reserve in the Canterlot Community College. No one else was inside, nothing but a door on the far end. She passed through first, then stuck her hand back through the opening, as though holding a door open for them.
 Lyra tried not to wonder what might happen if the spell ended with Reagan’s hand still on their side.
 “That never feels normal,” Bonnie whispered, stopping just beside it. “No matter how many times I see it. I hold out my hand and expect to feel a screen there.”
 “Distance is illusion,” Reagan replied, from the other end. “I’ll tell you more about it after the ritual, if you want.”
 Lyra took her by the wrist, guiding Bonnie through the doorway and into the study room beyond. Capper hopped through the portal a second before it closed, trailing behind them. Familiars were welcome here too, if they wanted to attend. “Who else will be there?”
 “Everyone but Akiko,” Reagan said, hesitating at the door. “Your girlfriend can relate, I’m sure. Akiko hasn’t left the excavation for the last week. Still prodding at the ruins as we speak.”
 “Is she a cat while she does it?” Bonnie asked, smiling weakly. “Then maybe I would.”
 Reagan shook her head. “Nah. I’m usually the one who…” She looked away, cheeks flushing bright red. “Tabitha and Phoebe should be there! It’s the big day!”
 Phoebe and Tabitha. With Starlight and Rarity there, Lyra could at least count on some of the loudest members of the cabal to be backing her up.
 Outside the door wasn’t the community library, no matter how similar the construction. They were underground, with artificial light instead of broad windows and wide skylights. Besides, nowhere in the college would keep Atlantean tapestries on the walls, or diagrams of their latest discoveries. A few were the scribed diagrams to new rotes, recently discovered or invented by the Council’s efforts. 
 Where other orders concealed and protected, they saw magic differently. Lyra couldn’t imagine being happy in any other order.
 Through a maze of twisting hallways, past wards and magical protections and waiting guards, they finally came to the center of the order’s Sanctum.
 It resembled a lecture hall, with raised benches and a central stage. Yet no other lecture hall kept a circle of soul stones around its border. 
 Lyra knew the second she passed the threshold into this Demesne. Just one step, and some of the awful weight of the fallen world was lifted from her shoulders. 
 The mana coursing through her veins was no longer suppressed, as though by incredible outside pressure. In this place, the Abyss could not twist her spells into paradox. Nowhere else could serve as the center of Libertine learning.
 Sunlight seemed to fill the hall, though its windows were little more than flat sheets of glass leading nowhere. Once inside, Lyra heard no hum of air conditioners, or the rumble of passing cars. Here was more peaceful than any library.
 A few dozen Libertines waited inside, scattered in the elevated seats. Many had notebooks or laptops with them and were absorbed in whatever work they did. Most dressed like ordinary people, without robes or ritual hoods. The casual Libertine wore pins instead, on pockets or collars or even stuck into their backpacks.
 Only those on the stage below had their robes, or those waiting for their chance.
 Reagan followed them to the stage, then waited just behind Lyra. Technically her role would be no less important than Lyra’s own.
 At least they were first on the day’s schedule. 
 Celestia stepped forward—Hierarch of Canterlot, and Strategos of the city’s Free Council. Not to mention the dean of the community college. Though there was no podium or mic, her voice still carried as though there were. “Our first case is Sleepwalker Bonnie Carter, who wishes to petition for association with this illuminated body. Her peer reviewers may step forward.”
 Lyra and Reagan did so, bowing politely to Celestia as they did. Bonnie lingered near the edge of the stage, fidgeting in place. But she still looked calm. Of course she can stay calm. She was a real secret agent. Or whatever the actual title was. Bonnie hated when Lyra called her that.
 “I am Sunset, third degree master of this illuminated body,” she said. “This sleepwalker has noble character and a strong mind. She aided my cabal against the Seers of the Throne in spring. She fought when some mages would’ve surrendered. She is a worthy associate of this body.”
 She stepped back, and Lyra took her place at the front. The eyes of the Free Council were on her then. At least her friends were up front, grinning their encouragement in her direction. Tabitha beamed, Starlight waved, but no Akiko. Reagan was right, she hadn’t come.
 “My name is Heartstrings. First degree master of this… illuminated body.” She glanced back at Bonnie, waiting nervously on the steps. Her girlfriend kept patting at her side, reaching for something that wasn’t there. Her gun.
 “This sleepwalker has known about the supernatural for a long time. She’s saved more people than anyone else I’ve ever met. It was her warning that protected many of you when the mortals attacked the Pentacle in spring.” She had not wanted that information shared, it was true. But if Bonnie knew what the Free Council were really like back then, she wouldn’t have wanted to attack them either!
 “I trust her with my life. I will witness for her character, her courage, and her fortitude. Let her transgressions against the Mysteries fall on my head.”
 A mutter passed through the crowd. Did they know what Bonnie used to be? Were they about to grill her for it?
 Nothing she could do about it now. Lyra backed away, leaving the stage open for her girlfriend.
 “Approach,” Celestia said. “If you will accept our association, say so now. Defend this thesis before the Libertines.”
 Bonnie stepped out onto the stage, beside Celestia. Despite the perfect fit in the robe Tabitha tailored for her, she wore it awkwardly, a costume that didn’t quite fit.
 “You want me to recite what she told me?” Bonnie asked. “Ritual and all that?”
 The crowd shifted uncomfortably. Lyra winced, opening and closing her mouth several times. There was no ritual, technically. She’d just been memorizing a version of what the Libertines were most likely to accept. Being a sleepwalker alone would not guarantee her place.
 “No,” Celestia said. “This is not the Arrow, or the Veil. Tell us why we should accept you as an associate. Make your case before this body.”
 “Alright.” Bonnie stepped forward, looking out on the crowd. She didn’t give her perfect, memorized speech. “World outside is shit. People cower away from things that hunt them like animals. They don’t know what they’re afraid of or why. For a long time, I thought you were just like all the other monsters.
 “I know you’re not, thanks to Lyra. I don’t know if I believe most of what I’ve heard about you. But that doesn’t matter—I’ve seen what you do. You want to keep them safe, and so do I. You people have better tools than I do, but Lyra says I’m not allowed to learn about them or use them until I make some promises.
 “That’s what I’m doing. I’ll keep your secrets. I’ll fight beside you like I fought beside the good people who died last spring. I’ll die before I reveal whatever you tell me. I’ll listen when you tell me that some weapon is too dangerous to touch. Hopefully I can do more to keep the people of Canterlot safe on your team than my last one.”
 Lyra remembered when she first joined the order. That day had been marked by friendly applause, and even a little cheering. Her girlfriend got only a quiet smattering of applause from the front row—Lyra’s own friends. But they fell silent after only a few seconds, following the obvious emotion of the room.
 In all the new memberships Lyra had seen, the opinion of the Free Council was usually so obvious that no vote was required. But now…
 Celestia stepped forward. “Thank you, miss. That was a very… interesting petition. I can’t remember any other quite like it. I sense the assembled members of this illustrious body may have a number of… questions, before coming to their decision. Please answer them honestly, with as much forthrightness as you can. You may refuse to answer, but the Council may weigh that decision against you. Above all, do not lie.”
 Bonnie nodded. “I get it. No bullshit.” She folded her arms, looking out onto the crowd with the sharp judgment of an angry drill instructor. “Go on then. You’ve got me.”
 It took a moment before someone spoke—an older mage that Lyra didn’t know well. “What team are you referring to?”
 Bonnie met his eyes without blinking. “Can’t tell you much about them, some of those people are still my friends. Government task force that tries to keep people safe. Without the tools or the knowledge to do a very good job.”
 A few mages actually gasped. Tabitha pretended to be very interested in some crochet she was doing.
 “By that you mean—last spring—those men in black who attacked the orders. You were one of them?”
 There were many correct ways to answer that—Bonnie chose none of them. She nodded. “We had bad intel—and they still do. I could’ve gone back to them when it was over, but Lyra helped me see how wrong we were. Since I can’t tell them what I’ve learned, and I know they’d probably execute me if I tried… this feels like the best place for me now. Somewhere I can carry on their mission, with the benefit of knowing what the hell I’m doing.”
 “Will you be…” Someone else stood up. Her name was Alice, though here she went by Moondancer, one of Akiko’s old rivals, and Lyra herself used to call a friend. The girl seemed to deeply dislike anyone attached to Akiko, regardless of the degree of that connection. Needless to say, they hadn’t reconnected since Lyra joined the council. “Will you be carrying on their mission, even in our association? Doesn’t sound like you even want to be part of the Council.”
 Please don’t say that, Lyra thought. Not a spell, she didn’t know the first thing about sending her thoughts. Even if she tried, every mage in the room would overhear. It would never work.
 Capper mewed, loud enough that Bonnie looked back in their direction. Like him or not, their long association meant she at least knew how to listen to him. If only because it usually meant Lyra wasn’t far away.
 Bonnie met her eyes, frozen for a few seconds. Desperation flowed between them, desperation bordering on terror. Don’t say it.
 Bonnie faced the crowd again, standing straight. “I know I’m not part of that group anymore. Like I said, they’d kill me if they found me. Guess that means we have something else in common.”
 “But you have split loyalties,” Moondancer insisted. “If they attacked this Sanctum right now…”
 “I’d keep the people I love safe,” Bonnie said, taking one step towards Lyra. 
 “But you won’t tell us where to find them? How we could eliminate the threat they pose.”
 “I will not.” Bonnie folded both arms. “But I will keep my ear to the ground. Warn you all if there’s another big push coming. Like Lyra did last time. I don’t have to betray the people I used to work with to join your side. That’s what Lyre taught me most of all—there are too many real monsters out there to get distracted fighting potential allies.”
 Alice sat back down. A murmur of agreement rippled through the room. 
 “Are there any further questions?” Hierarch Celestia asked. More silence. “Then we vote. All who would refuse membership to this Associate, stand.”
 Moondancer stood, along with a few others. Most glanced around the room and remained in their seats.
 “Proposal is carried. Congratulations to our newest associate, Bonnie Carter. Repeat after me, and I will administer your oath…”
 It only took a moment. Soon they were in their seats together, behind the other members of the cabal. Lyra held Bonnie’s hand under their robes, squeezing as hard as she could. Nearly gave me a heart attack. If she’d been refused, there was no telling what the order might do. Or the Veil, if they found out about her.
 They listened through the rest of the meeting, but Lyra barely heard a word. None of this would threaten her, or the people she loved most. Routine proposals for various research projects, the allocation of budget towards the construction of a new building, fundraising efforts, outreach, a vacation trip for winners of an intermural horseracing competition…
 Lyra kept her hand on Bonnie’s the whole time, holding her as protectively as she dared. It still felt strange that she was the one to protect someone so much tougher and stronger than she was. But once Bonnie had magic of her own, maybe it would be different.
 She didn’t say so, of course. She didn’t have the energy to do anything but sit up and wait for the meeting to end.
 Then it did, and the crowd wandered back out the way they’d come. Lyra closed her eyes, settling back in her seat. Finally, she could breathe.
 Footsteps sounded, and someone’s shadow blocked the light overhead. She opened one eye, and found Alice standing there, both arms folded. She looked between the two of them, eyes lingering on where Lyra still held Bonnie’s hand.
 “We all know you wouldn’t have won that vote without your victory this spring,” she said, without so much as a polite hello. “The order just feels indebted, that’s all. It’s making irrational decisions driven by emotion. Just like you did to entangle yourself with this… associate member of our order.”
 Bonnie sat suddenly upright, her expression turning homicidal in an instant. Lyra tugged on her arm, holding her back. Fortunately, she didn’t fight.
 “You’re right, obviously. It was irrational.” 
 Alice raised an eyebrow. “Really? You’ll admit it, just like that?”
 “Emotions are what make us human. The instincts we brought up with us from when we were lower animals—they can teach important lessons. If being ‘rational’ was all I cared about, the Free Council would’ve been as unprepared as everyone else. We might not even be alive to have this conversation.”
 Alice scowled. She spun in her robes and stalked up the steps.
 Soon the rest of Lyra’s cabal were surrounding them, congratulating Bonnie.
 All except for the girl who had invited Lyra into magical life in the first place. Twilight was too important to come to this meeting, or the little trip to the cafe they took afterwards. At least now her girlfriend could join Lyra the next time they went to visit the excavation.
 


  
    Chapter 27
They went to the excavation early in the evening, once the streets of Ponyville had emptied and ordinary people were all at home having dinner with their families. 
 Lyra and Bonnie sat together in the back of an old van, while Reagan had the wheel.
 “First mission!” Tabitha exclaimed, from the seat just beside Bonnie. “Are you excited? I’d be excited. Maybe a little terrified. Jumping in with both feet on this one!”
 They all wore practical clothing now, sturdy and unremarkable. That meant something a little different to Bonnie than anyone else in their cabal, who wore a tactical vest along with several different firearms, all stashed in different places.
 Unlike in her previous career, the new sleepwalker had magical protections too. Lyra told her about most of them, but not all. Her girlfriend had lived through so much on her own, relying on Lyra’s magic clearly made her uncomfortable.
 “Guess so,” she said, eyes on her hands. “Not exactly sure how this helps keep people safe. Seems a little… esoteric. Ancient ruins?”
 “Atlantean ruins,” Starlight corrected. “Not just among the most dangerous places to explore. But filled with the greatest rewards when we can get inside. Tools, new spells, ancient secrets that the exiles brought when the city fell… all kinds of incredible things.”
 Bonnie stared back, expression unchanged. “Sounds more like Thule. Digging up old trinkets they can turn against monsters. Lots of digging around through dusty old places, tinkering with things they don’t understand, and getting blown up.”
 “Sounds familiar,” Reagan said. They left Ponyville behind, and now wound their way along a one-way road, occasionally slowing as they made sharp turns. “But we shouldn’t be blowing up today. I don’t like our odds of getting in tonight. Otherwise, Akiko would’ve been calling all day, demanding we get there. Not a peep, so… things must be slow.
 Bonnie leaned closer to her from the next seat, whispering into her ear. “Does this do anything for people?”
 “It might,” she replied, just as quiet. “Depends on what we find in there. It matters to a lot of people. All those deaths in spring, that whole war—it was about these ruins. Should we throw away the key after all that?”
 Bonnie looked away from her, staring out the heavily-tinted window. “Magical ICBM?” she said. “Is that what this is? Guess it would make sense for people to want to kill each other over that.”
 She could only shrug. The one person who might know what was inside hadn’t volunteered anything useful since spring. Not even a hint about how they could get the door open. “Maybe. Could be a cure for all disease, or an amazing new crop that could solve world hunger.”
 “Or maybe it’s a prison, and we could accidentally release a monster so terrible that we’re dead before we even realize what happens,” Tabitha suggested, unhelpfully. “There’s a degree of caution in these things.”
 Bonnie made no reply, though the worry on her face was obvious even in the gloom. I promise you’re on the right side. We’re the good guys!
 Soon they were pulling the van off the side of the road. They passed a few no-trespassing signs, and finally a pair of stern-looking men wearing tactical gear and modern camouflage. They parked under some camo netting, then clambered out of the car. They made their slow way towards the crumbling wreckage of a town, lying beside an abandoned mine.
 “Good luck, Libertines,” one said, raising one hand in an almost-salute. “Try not to get blown to hell if you get the door open.”
 Lyra and Bonnie happened to be at the end of the line, and Lyra lingered for a few seconds longer. “Still slow out here? No sign of Seers?”
 One man nodded. Up close she could see few discerning details—shaved head, muscular features, military tattoos visible poking out from his short sleeves. “Not a peep. A few spirits nosing close to the entrance, lapping up the essence from underneath. Looks like they’ve had this place to themselves for a long time. If that means wolves, we’ll be ready for it. Whole squad has silver if we need it.”
 “10th Mountain?” Bonnie interrupted, eyes fixed on his tattoo. “Afghanistan?”
 “Iraq,” he corrected. “Still stationed out of…” He stopped, eyes narrowing. “Who’s the sleepwalker?”
 “Had a few friends from the 10th Mountain Division,” she said, ignoring the questions. “Absolute lunatics. Some of the best soldiers I ever knew.”
 “You’re damn right.” The man settled his glasses back into place, waving them through. “Get into the wards, you two. Arrow can’t do its job if you stand up here in the open.”
 Lyra hurried to obey, dragging her girlfriend up the narrow trail behind her. Capper followed in her footsteps, keeping his paws clear of the muddy patches.
 “You sure we’re with the right people?” Bonnie asked, as soon as they were a little way up the trail. “Those guys knew what they were doing. And some of that gear—even my old organization had trouble requisitioning those rifles. Who were they?”
 “Adamantine Arrow,” she whispered back, as quietly as she could. It would make no difference. Someone from the Arrow would be close enough to overhear. “They’re the army of old Atlantis. Hard to get in without a military background. I think they’re headquartered in a base somewhere, lots of their guys are active duty. Don’t know the specifics.” 
 Bonnie looked back, the same way she might if they passed a bakery in the mall and didn’t have time to stop for a treat. Of course, she would want to be part of a group like the one she’d left behind, not the scholars and innovators. Bonnie hadn’t even been to college!
 Neither had Lyra—but now was her chance to make up for lost time!
 They passed rusty metal tracks, a few overturned minecarts overgrown with weeds, and lots of wooden buildings. Few were still standing, or had all of their roofs intact. The words once printed here were faded, most beyond recognition.
 Her friends were already gone, except Tabitha. She lingered near a hole in the hillside, talking animatedly with—nobody?
 Lyra’s eyes narrowed, focusing on the spot beside her. Without much effort, she stretched her vision, opening her eyes to the Awakened world. Magic danced around Tabitha, an active spell with a slow, plodding resonance. Rot tickled her nose—Death magic?
 Tabitha looked over as she approached, waving. “These are my other friends! Heartstrings—she’s the one who makes turning into animals an art. And her girlfriend. Aren’t they sweet together? Yes, it’s perfectly acceptable in our time. Whyever would that be—” She looked back. “Just inside. They’re waiting at the elevator. I won’t be going down yet, some matters to attend to up here.”
 Lyra stopped just beside her, eyeing the empty spot. “Do you need help?”
 “Not unless you’ve mastered more of those Death spells we talked about. But this is Florence. She was a washwoman in the old mining town, before… well, that is a bit too gruesome to repeat. But she’s been assisting with security.”
 “Thank… you,” Lyra said, giving the empty air a polite wave. “If there’s anything I can do.”
 “There might just be,” Tabitha said, grinning. “Her old locket is somewhere in that building there, and recovering it is a bit of a priority. I have my ways of getting inside, but they risk damaging it. A set of tiny paws, though… perhaps you could be of some assistance?”
 “Right now?” Lyra asked, glancing sideways at Bonnie. “That sounds like it could take some time.”
 Tabitha shook her head. “No no, not now. Miss Florence has been gone some time yet, another few days will make little difference. Just find an opening in your calendar and talk to me. We’ll find that locket.”
 They hurried into the open mine, before an old ghost could ask more awkward questions. Bonnie caught up with her after a few steps, taking her hand again. “Typical workday for you? Talk to a ghost you can’t see about becoming a mouse for a little while. By the way, she’s not coming to the wedding.”
 Lyra grinned back. “I was thinking ermine, but yeah. Ghosts aren’t that weird. Now get spirits involved, and all bets are off.”
 They found the rest of the cabal waiting on an old mining elevator, lit by a dangling propane lamp. Starlight waited by the controls, tapping one foot impatiently. “Did you get lost on your way up?”
 Lyra shrugged. “Almost, yeah.” But I’m not doing that favor with Bonnie here. She already makes fun of me enough when I’m a cat.
 They stepped onto the rickety elevator, and soon it was descending. Metal groaned, wood creaked, and an array of old gears filled the air with a deafening rattle and clank.
 “Are we sure… this is safe?” Bonnie asked, shouting over the din. “Kinda feels like this thing is shaking itself apart!”
 “More or less,” Reagan said. “Tabitha fixed it with her magic. It’s as safe as it was when they built it in the 1800s. Which is… probably not very.”
 “Floor!” Starlight yelled, pulling sharply on the brake lever. They jerked to a stop so fast that Reagan nearly fell over and would’ve if Lyra wasn’t there to catch her. Lyra and Bonnie did a little better—one because of magical enhancement, and one because of a lifetime of difficult physical training.
 The elevator had no door, so nothing to separate them from the narrow, cramped tunnel opening in front of them. But for as dark as it was, a dull glow radiated from somewhere beyond, inviting them deeper.
 “No wonder you always want to come back,” Bonnie said, nudging Lyra’s shoulder. “Look at all the fun you have!”
 “Wait until we get the doors open,” Reagan said, voice flat. “You’ve never seen a party until you meet an Atlantean guardian. They’re hilarious. Love meeting new people.”
 A little further down the path, and they reached their destination—a huge chamber excavated from the rock with perfectly smooth walls and pillars of a shiny white stone instead of rotting timber. The slight curve of the ceiling shone with reflected light and made every sound echo.
 Including the loud conversation between Akiko and a familiar woman, shouting so loud that a small group of other researchers scattered through the camp all looked away with sympathetic shame. 
 “It was supposed to open,” Akiko said. “We should already be inside! But those secret spells you gave us didn’t do a thing!”
 At the far end of the room towered a vast doorway, at least twenty feet in height. It emerged from old rock, its surface polished to a reflective shine. 
 Akiko lingered near that door, holding something heavy in both arms—a notebook, covered with various dense markings. Far more frightening was the woman facing her—Tempest.
 She wore simple clothing now, no trace of the robes and cloaks of the Seers. A heavy collar wrapped around her neck, radiant with its own magic. Not hers—that collar was what kept them all safe. “I gave you what you asked for. If it was not performed properly, or it wasn’t effective against this barrier—that was not my intention. I’ve kept my word.”
 “The hell is she doing here?” Bonnie asked, tugging Lyra to the side. “I thought she was in a cell!”
 “She was…” Lyra said, tugging her hand free. “I’ll find out what’s going on.”
 “Fine,” Bonnie said, trailing only a few steps behind her. “And I’m coming with you. I’m not taking my eyes off that bitch for a second.”
 Lyra groaned, but there was no way to stop her now. Pushing to add Bonnie to the order could do a lot to keep her safe—but she would still have to live with the consequences.
 


  
    Chapter 28
Lyra approached Akiko slowly, half a dozen spells rising to her mind. Why would Aiko invite Tempest out of her cell, where she wasn’t contained by the wards? This woman already tried to kill her more than once—she’d been willing to sacrifice Bonnie’s life to her invisible masters—and as many mages as she could kill in the process.
 “Do the Guardians know she’s here?” Reagan asked, voice low and nervous. “We weren’t just keeping her in the Sanctum for our sake.”
 “They never knew my face,” Tempest answered, spinning on them as they approached. She folded her arms across her chest, glowering at them. “Unless you go volunteering information about me, the secret is safe. I was under the impression that you cared about what I could provide you.”
 Bonnie drew her weapon as she approached, a handgun so large it would probably tear Lyra’s fingers off if she tried to fire it. She held it ready, though not pointed directly at Tempest. At least she had that much sense. No need to antagonize a dangerous enemy if they didn’t have to. “This is an extremely bad idea. I’ve seen the powers she has. If you took her out of the cell…”
 “Everyone, relax.” Akiko spread both arms, pushing past Tempest. Right past her, close enough that the hostile mage could’ve attacked her, got her hands around her neck, taken her hostage—something!
 She did none of that. Tempest didn’t react at all, certainly didn’t attack. 
 “She can’t cast spells while she’s wearing the collar. She’s no more dangerous to us here than she would be in the Sanctum.”
 Lyra and the others moved to surround her. None moved as close as Akiko, or as willing to accept Tempest’s vulnerability. Even without looking, Lyra felt their magic beginning, each one readying a spell if they needed it.
 “In fact, it is far safer to bring me here. If abandoning old allegiances means an eternity in a cell, perhaps I would rather do as much damage as possible before I go. Put my talents to use, and you’ll find I am a valuable ally. Akiko was wise to bring me here. I know more of this ruin than anyone alive—save her, perhaps.”
 “Yet you’re still outside, and the door is still shut,” Starlight muttered.
 “At least there’s not a burning crater,” Reagan said. “And everyone’s still alive. Could be worse.”
 Akiko stalked away from Tempest, past the circle of tense mages. She approached the door, resting one hand against it. “We charged the key. We excavated the entrance. But Tempest’s spell didn’t get it open. Nothing I’ve tried worked much better.”
 “Because she’s lying to you,” Starlight said. “Waiting for a chance to get that collar off. That’s all this is about.”
 “No,” Tempest said, raising her voice. “I told her how the door worked, but she did not want to hear me. She insisted there must be a spell to force the door. I gave her the strongest door-opening spell known to my old order. Yet we are still outside, because I was right all along. There is no spell to open the door.”
 “She’s right,” said a little voice. Everyone turned to look. Lyra didn’t know if anyone else could understand him—but she could. “The Emperor’s Diadem will activate the template. The door is unlocked, but it must still be opened. Force alone will not do it. The refugees did not wish their secrets to fall into the hands of unworthy barbarians.”
 There was a brief, tense silence—broken only by Tempest after a few seconds. She laughed, so loudly that her voice echoed through the ruin. “And you told them nothing?” she said. “You watched them struggle and strain for weeks and kept your silence? A cruel ally you are, Cleon the Clever.”
 The cat only turned his back on her, tail raised high as he stalked away into the ruin again.
 “What did you mean?” Lyra called, taking a few stumbling steps. “You know how to open it?”
 The cat didn’t stop walking. Lyra could chase him, but she wouldn’t get far on two legs. 
 “If you want to go inside, listen to her. But you won’t like what it costs.” Soon he was gone, vanished into the shadowy tunnels all around them.
 “You trust him?” Reagan asked, staring off after her retreating familiar. 
 She nodded. That must mean they all understood—it wasn’t some secret gift of language known only to the Seers. “He’s saved my life more times than I can count at this point. Taught me things no one else knows. He’s trustworthy.”
 It was Bonnie who reacted first, the gun falling slack in her grip. She took a step back, as though Lyra had just struck her with something.
 There was no time to ask why.
 “We can’t keep this up,” Reagan continued. “This expedition isn’t cheap, or safe. Every day we keep this open is another day for the Seers or someone else to realize what we’re doing and try to stop it. If we’re going to get in, we should do it now. Not next month, not winter. Now.” She shoved her magical tool back into her belt, a dark metal rod covered in tiny silver writing. “Tempest, what’s this other way in? How do you think we should open the door?”
 “It is as the ancient whispered. What kind of ally is it that does not speak the truth to you? Does he only share his truths when another would reveal them regardless? No friend must be compelled.”
 “Not what I asked,” Reagan said. “Forget Lyra’s familiar. Just tell us how you think we should get the door open.”
 “Blood,” Akiko said, before she could speak. “A very particular kind, one that only the oldest and most potent of the Embraced can offer.”
 “Vampires.” Bonnie swore under her breath, shoving the handgun back into its holster. “You let the lunatic out of her cell for five minutes, and she sends you to fight vampires. Great.”
 Lyra nodded, feeling her stomach twist in her chest. Her fingers went instantly numb, eyes distant.
 Tempest turned to look at her, raising an eyebrow. “You let your servants speak in your presence? Strange choice.”
 Lyra squeezed one hand into a fist. She took a deep breath, calming her mind before she cast anything without meaning. “She’s not our servant. You’re really making me regret not killing you.”
 Tempest continued as though she hadn’t heard her. “It would be very unwise to fight vampires as powerful as these. Their powers are strange, poorly known even among my old kin. Even if they don’t rip your head from your shoulders, and you somehow manage to bring one down—their society is complex, and deeply intertwined. Every death sends a ripple through the structure of power, compelling some to service while freeing others.
 “In short, remove violence from your list of options. Even success would have consequences, which might make a dozen enemies among beings you don’t even understand. The Kindred can be quite amenable to trade, if you know who to ask. And by lucky coincidence, I do.”
 “No way,” Starlight said. She closed the distance on Tempest. Despite her smaller size, she got close, much closer than Lyra would’ve dared. Up against Tempest, she looked like an angry teenager, one who could easily be snapped in half. Without the magical restraints, Tempest very well might. “We aren’t going to some old friends of yours. Ready for them to cut you free in exchange for our blood.”
 “Never trust a vampire,” Bonnie agreed. “We’re not people to them. Turn your back for a second, and you’re dead. Anything they say is just a tool to get you to lower your gun for an instant.”
 Tempest shrugged. “You don’t have to open the ruin. Maybe what the ancients left inside is not that important. I suppose it must not be that interesting, since they lost. I don’t see your Oracles ruling from thrones.”
 “How can you still talk like that?” Akiko asked, voice suddenly weak. “They threw you away. Your Storm King’s lost. You know he lied to you.”
 Tempest nodded her agreement. “He lost this time. And He…” She hesitated, voice shaking. “He… lied. Used me. He would kill me if he could. But in the days of ancient Atlantis, his side were still the victors, not yours. An evil, deceitful god is still a god.”
 “For now,” Lyra said. “In every tyrant’s heart there springs this poison, that he cannot trust a friend.”
 Tempest chuckled, a little louder this time. “More wisdom from the ancient? Who am I to say he might be wrong?” From the sound of her voice, Tempest very clearly did think he was wrong. “Regardless, I have no intention of escaping. The Camarilla would only return me to my old masters. But if you go—there are a few who could provide what you need. Some can be civilized, if you’re prepared to bargain.”
 “We won’t trade people,” Akiko said. “Humans or mages, it doesn’t matter. We’re better than that.”
 Tempest shrugged. “What makes you think they need our help getting blood? No Kindred with such base needs could be of use to us anyway. We require a more rarefied breed. I still have a few friends—would you like to call them? I could set up a meeting.”
 “This is stupid,” Bonnie said, turning her back on Tempest. “Lyra, back me up. Nothing is worth the risk of trusting vampires.”
 Lyra started to obey by reflex, then hesitated. Lyra had touched the Diadem, she’d seen the power of those who made it. What if the ruin beyond contained some key to awakening the rest of humanity?
 “It would be foolish to send a human to them, even a sleepwalker. They can smell the difference between us, smell the weakness. One should never show one’s back to a predator, even when you meet in friendship.”
 Her friends shared another nervous look. Akiko took a step towards the door, kicking at the stone ground. “I should stay here, see if I can find another way through. There may be… other alternatives to explore.”
 “I’ll go,” Starlight said. “I’ve already dealt with changelings, how much more dangerous can vampires be?”
 Lyra strangled a laugh, turning it into an awkward cough. “Last time I visited Spring, they served tea. Last time I talked to a vampire, a dozen people died.”
 She didn’t remember exactly how many—and most of them were ghouls. But Lyra had been one too, at the time.
 “Perfect, sounds like you’re the expert,” Reagan said. “Not you, Starlight. We want people who have dealt with them before. And who don’t have any other connections they can exploit. We’ll go. Without you, Tempest. So don’t get any ideas.”
 The collared mage shrugged one shoulder, mocking indifference. “You will have a harder time in my absence. But if you insist, I could still facilitate.”
 
 It was just details after that.
 Lyra spent the rest of the night helping Tabitha with her ghost, crawling through narrow tunnels and ruined buildings. It wasn’t like they had anything else to do.
 She knew she was in trouble when they got back to the van for the ride home, and Bonnie didn’t have a single joke to make at her expense.
 Her girlfriend sat in furious silence, arms folded and hood up over her face.
 “No telling when they’ll be ready for us,” Reagan said, when they finally pulled into the dirt lot of the Sanctum. “But I’d guess it will be at night. I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”
 Lyra nodded. “Have you fought them before, Reagan? You know what they can be like?”
 She nodded, expression going distant. “Unfortunately, yes. There were three I…” She clicked her seatbelt, then opened the door. “Not something I hoped to repeat. I don’t know if your magic will do us much good—but mine should. If they plan on murdering us, I’ll make sure we know.”
 Bonnie said nothing, not until they were back in their suite, and the door firmly shut behind them. She glared down towards the floor, where Capper would usually be following, but the cat was nowhere to be seen.
 “I can’t believe this, Lyre. You of all people… you should know better.”
 Lyra looked away from her in shame. All she had to do was say no, that she wasn’t going to be part of this. But the one thing she wouldn’t do was lie.
 “It might go nowhere. But if they have something we can use to open that ruin—it’s worth playing nice for a few minutes, Bonnie. You have no idea what might be in there. The Atlanteans built that place, and filled it with… who knows? Weapons we could use, Bonnie. Weapons the bloodsuckers couldn’t even imagine.” She reached for her girlfriend, arms outstretched.
 Bonnie backed away from her grip. “It’s the cat, that… familiar. No one wanted anything to do with such a stupid plan until he encouraged you. Are you sure they aren’t working together?”
 “Of course they aren’t!” she said. Or yelled, without really meaning to. “They hate each other! Tempest tried to kill him last spring!” Technically she had killed him.
 “But do you know who he is? Really know? This thing you sneak out with all the time, running naked through the city—”
 “Cats are always naked,” she said, annoyed. “Don’t have to say it like that.”
 “Whatever.” Bonne lifted something off the desk, then slipped past Lyra to the door. “I’m not tired anyway. You get some rest. Don’t let them eat you.”
 


  
    Chapter 29
Lyra had a day to prepare for the meeting with the Kindred.
 Normally her first source of information about such a dangerous meeting was Akiko, the mage who could answer any question about magic. She wasn’t always right—or Capper didn’t think so—but even when she didn’t know, she was always honest.
 Reagan wasn’t around either, though Lyra wandered out into the barn more than once to look for her. She even asked the horses for help, but they hadn’t seen her. Whatever preparations she had to make, Reagan wasn’t making them at the Sanctum.
 There was a library, though. Lyra dug through it for a few hours, searching for any references to the other dangers of their world. Thanks to her last few months with the Free Council, Lyra was pretty good at digging up information she needed from old books. 
 Akiko’s personal library was out and open for all to read, if she was brave enough to do her studying under the watchful eye of Akiko’s familiar.
 Spike mostly kept to his dog-bed, only ever looking up to remind her to re-shelve things correctly. 
 That didn’t mean her study was completely normal. Capper wouldn’t go anywhere near the library, even on the days when he had decided to follow her around. Some truths about dogs and cats went deeper than magic.
 What Lyra learned was not terribly useful, unfortunately. Akiko’s books on the subject mentioned the Kindred only in passing while in reference to other subjects. It almost seemed like the mages didn’t really care about the undead, or else weren’t very afraid of anything they did. 
 Lyra didn’t need the ancient truths of the Awakened to tell her vampires were parasites, drank the blood of humans and animals, and couldn’t go out during the day. Telling her they had “various strange powers” did little but waste space on the page.
 So, she did the same thing she always did when she didn’t know what else to try; she went to Capper.
 The old cat had no specific hiding place, but that was fine. Somehow, her familiar always knew when she needed him.
 She found the cat lingering near an old barn on Reagan’s property, one the elements had claimed a long time ago. The old tin roof had long since caved in, and the walls were blackened wood covered with a light curtain of green plants. Wildflowers grew between the rotten floorboards, and many little things skittered and crept out of her way as she walked. 
 Except for the one she was looking for, of course. Capper reclined on a large rock, one with an unbroken path to the sun high overhead. He barely cracked open one eye as she approached, stretching in exaggerated disinterest.
 “Two legs, I see.”
 “Bonnie’s mad enough without me doing that,” she said, stalking over to his seat. Lyra wasn’t a cat, not really. But part of her did see that rock differently now. There was so much room, and it would be so warm from sitting out in the sun like that…
 “I’m trying to prepare. Didn’t you say a mage was only as good as their plans?”
 He turned up his spotted feline nose, then tucked his head in against his chest, wordless.
 “I’m going to meet the vampires tonight. One of your enemies says these ones are safe to talk to. That’s the only evidence we have.”
 Capper opened one eye, gazing lazily in her direction. “You want to know how to fight the undead? Most of your spells would not be effective. They are not spirits, nor are they alive.”
 “Fight…” She looked away. “I want to fight them. But that won’t get us into the ruins. Why would old mages use blood to lock the door, anyway?”
 Capper stood, stretching. “There’s more than one type of blood. There are others—but your prisoner did not tell you. Nor did I—for I knew the original method would be unacceptable to you. Unless, of course, you believe one of your friends would offer their lives as a blood offering. I didn’t think it would be worth discussing.”
 Lyra sighed, settling down amid the wildflowers and the weeds. No, that suggestion wouldn’t be worth talking about. If anything, she was grateful he hadn’t mentioned it—she could only imagine how furious Bonnie would be.
 “So, what do I do? I’m walking into them tonight. Same people who…” She reached up to her throat, two fingers against the skin there. After years in Ventus’s service, she’d developed scars where he always bit her, permanent marks of her position. Nothing Bonnie did could ever get them to heal.
 Except now, she couldn’t find them. 
 Capper nudged up against her knee, lifting his tail high behind him as he did so. “There were no Kindred in the days of the first city. No true tomes from that age will give you any help. Those that claim to contain spells that fight against the Kindred are forgeries all, slipped covertly into our libraries by spies and traitors of the Camarilla.”
 She clenched one hand into a fist, while the other moved gently along his back. “So, what you’re saying is—there’s no spells we can use. I should talk to Bonnie about anti-vampire weapons. Maybe she’s got one of those bleeders lying around.”
 Capper laughed. The sound might not be exactly the same, but she felt the meanin. He thought the prospect was hilarious. “I didn’t say you were helpless. Look up, apprentice.”
 She did. Through the broken rafters, past strands of swaying green, where warm sunlight streamed down around her. She inhaled, felt the touch of a thousand lives in every molecule of air.
 “The undead have minds, but that discipline is troublesome for the… Thyrsus path. The Oracle’s towers subject you to these restrictions, the price of supernal sympathy. Flame and light scour them, but we have not studied this practice as yet.”
 “So, I’m helpless,” Lyra whispered. Her words came slow and comfortable. How could she not be, surrounded by such verdant life? This was why she remained friends with the court of Spring even when debts were settled, and accounts were weighed in balance. In at least this one respect, they saw the world the same.
 “NO!” His words boomed through the building, so loud they shook the bricks and sent little birds scattering from around him. That feline mouth couldn’t speak English, yet it spoke Atlantean with greater fluency than Lyra used her own native tongue.
 “Your blood flows from that sacred stream, apprentice! You host no beast, you serve no spirit, and you swear to no contracts! Even in the darkness and fear of the Quintessence, they can be victorious! Why does the Kindred fear the sun?”
 “Because they burn?”
 “Burn!”
 There was no cat, no ruined barn, no Lyra. Great towers rose around her, built from smooth white stone. Light shimmered and flickered in the air, motes spun with no fear of paradox. Lyra looked up at the face of her teacher, his long beard trailing almost to the floor. His cat eyes watched her with his usual impatience.
 She hadn’t just answered a question wrong, her words betrayed, she had failed to learn some obvious lesson. 
 “Truth, Lyra! Sleepers are strangled to the Quintessence—that Beast murdered the supernal light inside them. Where the light of home shines, the ugly, broken thing cowering in their chest can flee no further. That is the weapon. Not a light, not a fire. The Obrimos may bring both. It is truth.”
 She stumbled backward and flopped onto her butt in the underbrush. Somehow, the leaves and wildflowers had moved aside, opening a patch of ground before her. 
 Atlantean was written there, a complex weave of life in six interlocking loops. Six, not five.
 The cat held up one paw, shaking little bits of old wood free of his claws. “You cannot fight them. But if they lift their weapons, wield this truth instead. This blade cuts deeper than faith or flame. Make the beast tremble.”
 Lyra’s lips moved, whispering the words. Most were known to her, but a few. “The heart beats, the warmth of blood in cold flesh. Arise in the memory of dawn.”
 She lowered her hand again, eyes wide. “Death magic? But this Atlantean…”
 “A master of Death in an afternoon?” Capper laughed again, louder. “No. We don’t do zombies, Lyra. We don’t make revenants or steal souls away in jars.”
 She ran her fingers along the symbols, memorizing the way he’d taught her. Atlantean was a simple language when you understood it. Just as an alphabet allowed new words to be said without knowing them, Atlantean conveyed meaning with the shape of its glyphs.
 “This is a healing spell,” she said. “Like the one to regenerate limbs, except…”
 She took her hand away again. “That’s not possible. You can’t bring back the dead.”
 “I can’t?” He tilted his head to one side, stretching again. “I wasn’t aware.”
 “No one can,” Lyra said, a little louder. “That magic is gone. And if we could cure vampires…”
 He flicked her face with his long, fluffy tail. “I made no such promise. Now, study. When you are ready, remove the tool from your belt, and prepare. Find something small to store the spell on.”
 She picked up a piece of something white from the dirty floor. “Bone?”
 “No. Something alive—ask one of the trees for a branch. No, not yew. Oak.”
 Lyra backed away from one tree, stopping before another. “You want me to cast something without telling me what it does?”
 “It keeps you safe and doesn’t make the Camarilla want to hunt you down and murder you. Hopefully you don’t find out.”
 
 Casting Capper’s strange spell took the better part of the day, and far more mana than any other spell she knew. Worst of all, she had only the cat’s word that her task was even complete. Thanks to a few secrets of Fate she’d picked up from the changelings, the spell wouldn’t need a target yet. She could hold it in a pocket like a loaded gun, ready to fire when conditions were right.
 Only when true dark finally arrived did Reagan contact her, urging her to meet in the Hallow for a little teleport.
 “You ready?” Reagan asked, as Lyra slipped inside. “Haven’t seen you in here today. Thought you might have more spells to prepare.”
 “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She joined her near the center, waiting for her familiar to scamper along beside her. “I’ve got what I need.”
 She looked back, attention fixed on Capper. “Why didn’t we come back?”
 His words made no sound—deliberately so. Reagan wasn’t meant to overhear. “Because I shared ancient magic with my student, not her entire cabal. I almost doubted you had the competence to attempt the magic at all.”
 Almost. But despite the subtle mockery, Lyra now held the unknowable spell.
 “Shouldn’t come down to fighting anyway,” Reagan said, sounding completely unconvinced. “No one keeps promises better than parasites who need human blood to survive. They can… suck ours too, by the way. And they all want to, because it’s like a drug, and…”
 Lyra stopped just beside her, adjusting the oversized hoodie over her shoulders. “You should probably stop talking about stuff like that. I’m already nervous enough. Pretty sure predators can smell fear.”
 Reagan patted her shoulder once, and magic erupted around them. 
 Lyra’s vision briefly overwhelmed her, overflowing with the power of Reagan’s Space magic. She was everywhere, then nowhere, then… an abandoned shopping mall? 
 “You forgot my familiar!” she squealed, annoyed. “He’s still back at the—”
 Reagan silenced her with a sudden, sharp jab to the chest, pressing one hand over her mouth. Lyra’s defensive spells would’ve stopped such a strike—but not from a friend.
 Reagan said nothing, but her words echoed in Lyra’s head—a far clumsier version of what Capper could do with ease. “The Kindred already see humans as animals, Lyra. I’ve seen them kill familiars because they think it’s fun. Let’s keep him breathing, okay?”
 And you didn’t tell me that?
 But before she could form her objection, Lyra’s senses suddenly went fully alert. She turned sharply, clenching her fingers around the magical tool in her belt. She had no hope of reacting fast enough. Something came towards her like a bullet, forming into a human shape faster than even her spell allowed her to react.
 Someone about her size, though far leaner, with a rainbow of multicolored hair and a 9mm in her left hand. “The magic show’s here,” she said. “Wondered how long it would take you. Like the mistress doesn’t have more important things to do.”
 


  
    Chapter 30
Lyra faced the newcomer, lowering her fingers very slowly from her magical tool. Normally she would’ve just drawn it—there was nothing a gun that small could do to a shield as powerful as hers. But the one holding it—if she moved that fast, her own punch probably hit harder than a bullet.
 Ventus never moved like that. She thought longingly of Capper, or Bonnie for that matter. Either one could back her up in a fight with a vampire. 
 “Sorry about the delay,” Reagan said. She remained behind Lyra, sounding confident. “We’re the representatives you heard were coming. Tempest should’ve told you our names. Heartstrings and Sunset.”
 Lyra remained frozen, her body as still as if a large and very dangerous wasp had landed on her arm. The stranger was so close—only a few inches from smacking into her. Close enough that she should’ve felt the heat radiating from her, should’ve seen the heartbeat in her chest and the pulse of the living world.
 But this being wasn’t alive. Despite her speed, despite her incredible dexterity, and the rapid darting of her eyes, she felt nothing. She wasn’t breathing either—only where it suited her.
 Yet somehow, she didn’t rot. The vampire was lean muscle, slim, pale flesh, and a rainbow of dyed hair. Not even the natural cycle of death could take its course and return her to the soil.
 “Oh, we’re doing silly pretend names?” she asked. She didn’t sound rotten either, though her breath—there was something there. The slightly strange smell of a container of wrapped meat left on the counter for a little too long. “Call me ‘Rainbow’ then. Assuming it matters. Been a long, long time since ‘Tempest’ talked to my boss. Not even the same person sitting in his old chair.” 
 Her eyes lingered on Lyra for another moment. A little too long—her grin transformed in a rush, lips curling back to reveal a pair of too-sharp fangs. “I have seen you before.”
 Lyra didn’t even dare look sideways at Reagan, for fear of what the vampire might do. Her shield would keep a bullet from killing her, but how strong was a vampire up close? What if she could rip off Lyra’s head?
 “I was a ghoul once,” she whispered. “Before I Awakened.”
 Instead of the knife, Lyra’s fingers coiled around the little stick in her vest, stripped of all its bark and covered in a spell she didn’t understand. Would she have to use it so early in the meeting?
 “That is interesting. I’ve never known those who rejected our gifts to seem so… alive. You aren’t all old and shriveled. Almost the opposite—maybe you’d share some of that blood with me.”
 Reagan cleared her throat, loudly. “That’s not why we’re here, Kindred. We’re here to meet with the one called… Seneschal?”
 Rainbow laughed. She lowered the weapon, her voice so high it was almost hysterical. “That was his job, not his name! Guess the Masquerade is working. You people…” She flicked the gun up into the air, then caught it again, sliding it away into her holster. “You’re lucky his sister doesn’t like telling people no, or you wouldn’t even be having this conversation. You’d already be dead.”
 Lyra tensed, preparing some sharp response. Reagan caught her wrist, squeezing hard. “We’re glad to talk to… her. The new Seneschal. Immortal or not, we won’t waste her time.”
 The vampire didn’t move so much as blur—suddenly her voice came from behind them, now overflowing with annoyance. “Hold on. Didn’t say this was actually happening yet. Any weapons you’re carrying, put them on the table. Don’t think an old friendship with a dead guy is gonna mean you get to walk in and assassinate his replacement.”
 Lyra spun in place, facing Rainbow. She moved slowly even so, reaching into her pocket and emerging with the magical tool. She held it up for her to see, the short obsidian knife with a hilt wrapped in leather. 
 “Just this. For magic, not fighting. I don’t think I could hurt a vampire with it even if I wanted to.”
 Rainbow eyed it, then shrugged, letting Lyra return it to its sheath. “That’s not what I meant by weapons. What did I say about wasting time? If you brought anything dangerous to my mistress, I want to know about it. And believe me, I’ll know if you’re lying.”
 She closed the distance in an eyeblink, suddenly inches away from Lyra. She bared her teeth again, white and vibrant.
 “Then you’ll know we’re only here to talk. We’d like to make financial arrangements with your mistress. If she doesn’t like the sound of our offer, she can send us away.”
 “Weapons on the table,” Rainbow repeated, a little louder. “I’m not gonna ask a third time.”
 Lyra took a small step towards Reagan, her pulse beginning to race. We haven’t even met the vampire we’re looking for and it’s already going badly.
 “We don’t have weapons you can take from us,” Reagan said, tapping two fingers against her chest. “We do magic, remember? That’s like asking for someone to check your fangs at the door. Or… drain all your blood or something. However those powers work. There’s nothing to give you. I’m not carrying firearms, Lyra isn’t. We don’t have garlic or crucifixes either if that’s what you’re checking for.”
 Rainbow laughed again, her voice stretching into a high, energetic giggle. “Would be hilarious if you tried something like that. Bibles and stinky food, go! But probably not a good idea. Our new Seneschal doesn’t take as many lives as the old one. But that doesn’t mean you can expect mercy if you don’t deserve it. I’ve killed your people before. Do anything but act like polite guests of the mistress, and I’ll do it again.”
 Lyra held out her hands, flat. More bullying and threats, exactly what she expected from the Kindred. And worse, at least some of them recognized her. She was probably supposed to die with her master.
 My gun didn’t kill him. But distracting him might have.
 “We can agree to that,” Lyra said. “We just talk, that’s all. Is your mistress around?”
 More laughter. “In here? God no. Car’s waiting outside. Follow me and behave—unless you want to make that blood donation after all. Maybe we make that part of the price either way…”
 Over my dead body. Akiko’s vault could have the cure for cancer inside—the vampires could ask for someone else’s blood. She’d already given them enough.
 The car proved to be somehow unremarkable on the outside, yet ostentatious on the inside. Fine wood, rich leather, and only a faint smell of flesh and blood. It wasn’t just Rainbow who followed them out—the car had its own driver, himself a pale-skinned man with a slight shake to his fingers. Unlike Rainbow and the other guard, he had rapid breathing and a living heart. 
 Ghoul. Would his eyes twist her spells to paradox? Did vampires even understand that weakness?
 For as weird as he looked, the driver took them across town without any sign of confusion or disorientation. The ghoul kept the limo cruising through traffic until they approached the rich side of Canterlot, and the individual estates of the wealthy with their high fences. 
 Tabitha had once lived out this way, before the raid. They took a different turn, fortunately. They wound through one of the largest properties Lyra had ever seen, past sentries hidden in the underbrush and dozens of watchful cameras. Unlike the other pastoral manses, this one had high walls around the whole property, high enough to obscure the wealth of the owners. 
 Rare that anyone this wealthy wanted to conceal what they had, instead of flaunting it beyond any rational degree. Once inside, Lyra’s attention to living things warned her about more than human bodyguards lurking in the bushes.
 They drove between pastures divided by high, obstructed fences, closed buildings with lights glowing from inside, and paddocks with metal mesh rising into a huge dome at least forty feet in height. And within, she felt… life.
 Strange hearts beat here—great cats from distant corners of the world, a herd of hoofed beasts from Africa, and many other things. Several buildings seemed to host nothing else, radiant only with their bizarre occupants.
 “Something wrong?” Reagan whispered to her mind. The magic felt as awkward as before, but at least they had a covert way to communicate. 
 Even so, Lyra couldn’t help but turn towards her. Even that subtle gesture was enough for Rainbow to look up, watching them intently.
 “There’s a lot of animals here. Like a zoo. Not sure if that means anything.”
 “Better animals than human witnesses,” Reagan thought back. “Animals don’t cause disbelief.”
 “Looks like Mistress Volita is at one of the enclosures,” Rainbow said, scooting a little closer to where they both sat. Whether or not she could sense what Reagan was doing, she could read intention well enough to see something between them. “We won’t wait for her to get back to the mansion. I’m sure whatever you want won’t take long anyway.”
 “No time at all,” Reagan agreed. “Enclosures for what?”
 The vampire glanced briefly down at her phone. Lyra had never seen that specific model before, far nicer than anything even Tabitha owned. But Rainbow had stuck it in a large case, covered with various faded stickers. It wasn’t a good fit. “Large predator. Ursine, mostly. There’s a little viewing building attached to each one, we’ll wait there. You don’t want to go anywhere near the animals.”
 They parked in front of a large building next to a dome of tall metal mesh, then followed Rainbow inside. Lights were already on, revealing a luxurious sitting room with a huge, curved window. Various cups and glasses were arranged atop a medical-looking freezer. Rainbow removed a dark bottle from within, and poured a little into a glass, before stopping herself.
 “Right. You wouldn’t… just for me, then.”
 A door stood open beside the window, with a jacket hanging on a nearby seat. Someone had left that way, and in a hurry. But even squinting, Lyra saw no sign of a human figure out there.
 She heard something, though. Tortured cries split the air, deep and guttural. Something was in terrible pain, something larger than any human being.
 Rainbow noticed too, because she caught Lyra by the wrist a second later, tugging her away from the door. She hadn’t even seemed to move across the distance. “What did I say about going out there? Sounds like something’s dying. You know what they say about wounded animals being the most dangerous, human? Can’t protect you out there.”
 The vampire wasn’t actually restraining her. Lyra pulled free another second later. “Does your mistress care about her pets?”
 The bodyguard raised an eyebrow. “Not that it’s any of your business, but… yeah. More than anyone thinks she should.” She swirled the glass around in her other hand, then brought it to her lips. Even chilled, there was no mistaking the metallic scent of blood.
 “Then let me help.” She rolled back her sleeves, drawing the little knife from her belt. “If it’s still alive, I can help it.”
 Reagan met her eyes. Though she kept her face neutral, her thoughts were far less so. “Hope you’re sure about that, Lyra. You’ve seen how they get when there’s blood in the water.”
 Rainbow shrugged. “The animals through there are wild. They have attacked people before. If you go inside, I want your word before this witness that I warned you and you went anyway. We are not getting blamed for some magician too stupid to live.”
 “Agreed,” Lyra said. She lowered her head to the bodyguard. “I’m not afraid of animals.”
Maybe she should be—at least wary of the other thing lurking in that cage. But something else drove her now. Someone had to help that dying creature. It didn’t deserve to meet its end here, captive of some living dead horror. Someone had to help.
 


  
    Chapter 31
Lyra did not charge blindly into an enclosure of powerful predators hoping to deal with any encounter as it came. The power of any mage came from preparation, so she prepared. 
 She lingered in the doorway for a few seconds, muttering a few words in Atlantean and drawing with her knife. Rainbow looked up from the glass to watch, fascinated and amused.
 “I am larger, I am stronger. This is my territory. You will respect me and let me pass.” She said it, and it was so. Though nothing about her appearance would change to any watching human, the vampire’s captives would see differently. To their instincts, she was now the strongest member of their kind in the area, instantly worthy of deference and fear.
 “That’s it?” Rainbow asked. “A few silly words, and…”
 Lyra left her in the viewing room, marching straight out into the darkness. She wasn’t trying to hide—either from the animals, or the more dangerous thing inside. The last thing she needed now was to take a vampire by surprise.
 I belong here. I’m helping you.
 The space inside might’ve been a zoo exhibit, though it was larger and more richly appointed than the one in Canterlot. A large water feature crossed the enclosure, pooling into a pond on one side. Many tracks broke the night, with torn leaves and damaged trunks visible at various points inside.
 Something very large lived here—several somethings. Lyra found her destination easily, of course. The struggling heart of the injured creature called for relief, its blood soaking into the mud and its mind wild with a fear of death it could not quite comprehend.
 She saw it in the moonlight, with the cat eyes Capper had given her. A huge grizzly, covered in makeshift bandages, yet still on its back. What had hurt it so badly, she couldn’t see at a distance. Yet with her eyes closed, she felt damage within its chest. Something pierced its organs—a bullet.
 Whoever tended to this creature had tried their best, but infection set in anyway. Some of its flesh was necrotic now, and its mind was racked by fever.
 Lyra heard no movement behind her, not even a single leaf crunching in the darkness. Suddenly, there was a cold hand on her back, right at the base of her spine. Those fingers were thin and delicate, with perfectly rounded nails. She felt no warmth through them, and nothing to touch their shared bond with the living world.
 “Why are you here?” whispered a voice, low and feminine. Yet even in the stillness, there was terrible anger. “I have come to grieve. You dare interrupt my mourning?”
 A dozen little spells popped into her mind, then out of it again. Magic or no magic, she couldn’t cast anything if the Kindred killed her in one stroke.
 “I can save the bear.”
 “With blood?” asked the voice. Lyra didn’t move, but she saw motion out of one eye. Long pink hair caught the moonlight, before vanishing into the shadows again. Still the grip remained on her back. “He will not take it. And from your smell, you have none to give.”
 “Not blood,” she said. “Life. But I have to do it while he still lives.”
 The cold fingers released her neck. “Rainbow brought you? I thought it was hopeless… not without giving us away. The Sheriff would be furious if we had to pay off animal control again. If there’s something you can do, please.”
 She looked back at the vampire who had caught her by surprise. Lyra felt a brief shock of terror, something familiar about that otherworldly beauty and marble-chiseled grace. She’d seen it somewhere before, somewhere far from the Hedge’s glamour and strange magic.
 The bear growled out again, thrashing along the ground. With each movement, it tore free of its bandages, worsening the already awful injuries. “Your bear will be just fine.”
 Lyra stepped forward, whispering another spell under her breath. Animal language came with time, just as she now understood cats without a spell. Bears were related—distant cousins of evolution. But not close enough that she could speak to them without a little help.
 “Hold still,” she said, holding out her hands. “Your pain is over.”
 The animal snapped to alertness; pained eyes fixed on her. “Hurt! Deep inside! Tried to hurt my friend. Fought. Burns now, everywhere!”
 “Not anymore.” She touched the blade into the grass, drawing a circle into the loose dirt. She added a few quick runes, mostly to steady her nerves. “Where ancient kings and hunters rode against the false gods, sometimes their beloved hounds fell beside the road. The beasts looked up, pleading for relief. Though they were not men, and knew not the truth, they knew love. Where it had been given, it was returned. Arise.”
 Though every healing was its own little miracle, the task was no longer difficult for Lyra. She took hold of the damaged pattern in both hands, and she worked the frayed threads over. Rotting flesh fell away, and new skin took its place. A smattering of heavy buckshot tumbled to the dirt, then the wounds finally closed. Blood stopped pumping from the wound, and strength took the place of weakness.
 She took a single step back then, sliding her dagger back into her belt. “I can’t give you freedom, beast. But I can give you that.”
 The bear ignored her. Something rushed to meet it through the dark—the vampire, barely a blur in Lyra’s vision. She embraced the injured bear, holding it as a sane person might a treasured pet returned from the vet.
 “You’re okay! That’s amazing, Harry! Thank the nice human for her help. What a nice human she is…”
 “Thank you,” the bear said, in his ursine way. Lyra backed away from the two, back towards the viewing room. There were other predators in this enclosure, and the shorter she remained vulnerable to them, the better.
 She didn’t get far. Before she could reach the door, a familiar figure was beside her again. The vampire was taller and thinner than Lyra, wearing what had once been a fine gown of gossamer and silk. Only now it was torn, bloody, and had little leaves poking through the expensive fabric.
 “You’re a witch,” she said, voice flat. “What’s your name?”
 “Heartstrings. You’re the… Seneschal? Volita, right?”
 She nodded. They had already reached the building, or very close to it. Volita stopped a few steps away from the light, and Lyra halted just beside her. It felt like the wise thing to do, anyway. “What did she promise for your help?”
 Too bad I didn’t think of that. “Nothing. My friend and I were just here for a meeting when I heard the… distress, from inside the cage. Thought I could help, so I helped.”
 Volita waved her into the building. “If I couldn’t already feel the life in you, I would still know you weren’t Kindred. No angle? No favor I owe you that we don’t get to negotiate. The net gets a little tighter.”
 “Not the way we do things. Well… not the good ones. Some of us are like that. But to me the whole thing is so… exhausting.” She met the vampire’s eyes. “In every tyrant’s heart there springs this poison: that he cannot trust a friend.”
 She shut the door behind them, then locked it. 
 Inside, Reagan sat awkwardly across from the guard, both close to the observation window. She looked between them but found no sign of violence. 
 Rainbow snapped alert as the other Vampire entered, lowering her head respectfully. “Apologies for the interruption, mistress. They insisted on a meeting, through your brother’s old channels. I thought you might want to see them, if only to cut ties. Or throats.” 
 Volita stiffened, glowering at Rainbow. If that was on the table before, it isn’t anymore. “I’m not entirely convinced these are the same group of witches we made arrangements with before. Tempest was no better than the Camarilla. That’s why my older brother liked her so much.”
 Rainbow bowed again, a little deeper. “Of course, mistress. It’s possible they came upon our contact information some other way.”
 The vampire named Volita waited for Rainbow to bring her a seat, then settled delicately down into a reclining position. If she even noticed the damaged clothes or the bear blood on her, she didn’t react.
 Lyra returned to the seat opposite Reagan, looking as relaxed and comfortable as she possibly could make herself. 
 She kept the stick in two fingers, ready to draw on the spell within if these vampires turned on them. Even a pleased vampire could turn into a horrifying predator in an instant if their mood changed.
 It doesn’t matter how human they look, they aren’t.
 “You’ve taken considerable risk finding me,” Volita said. “Even greater to step outside into the habitat. It seems only fair that I should hear what brings you here. After that…” She shrugged. “We’ll see. Since taking my brother’s office, I have little time for hobbies. Even if you bring something interesting, I may not be able to help you.”
 Reagan and Lyra shared a look. Reagan nodded, urging Lyra to speak. Before that moment, she wasn’t the one they planned to deliver their request. But if she was the one to win the vampire’s cooperation…
 “There’s a magical door we need to open. Goes to an old ruin, and it takes blood. Special blood that only a powerful vampire can provide.”
 Volita was silent for a few seconds. Long enough that her guard settled a glass into her fingers, rich with red blood. Only—not the same stuff as she’d been drinking. This glass was so dark it was almost black. And the smell—not as familiar.
 No craving! Lyra thought, an involuntary smile spreading across her face. I don’t want it anymore! Capper was right—she’d grown too much to be vulnerable to the vampire’s temptation. She’d never drink vitae again.
 “You ask a great deal,” she said. “Some in the Camarilla would say I should deal with you right now. That you even understand this much is unacceptable.”
 That would probably be where Bonnie started shooting. Lyra, though—that desire was now tempered. Monster or not, Volita seemed to care about her pets. Was that love false too? 
 “But not you?” Reagan said. “You don’t agree.”
 “For Tempest, I might have. That woman…” She took another sip. “A poor example of your kind, I’m sorry to say. If you’re friends of hers, I hope you’ll understand.”
 Lyra choked back a laugh with her arm, attracting stares from both vampires before her. Reagan gave her a warning look, but she continued heedless anyway. “She’s as awful as you think. Worse. We’re not friends.”
 She reached into her pocket, producing a photo of the sealed door. It showed nothing except the Atlantean and the flat surface, no hint of the mine or the space around it. 
 They weren’t going to leak the location of this potential ruin to their enemy, even accidentally. “If you agreed, maybe you could give us the blood, and we could get the door open. I don’t think we need very much at all.”
 Volita shook her head sharply. “Impossible. I would need to attend—or another similar in potency to myself. That’s what you want? A little blood?”
 Reagan nodded. “Nothing else. You don’t have to help us explore or secure the ruin once we open it. Open the door, then leave.”
 “And you would do something in exchange?” Volita asked. “Something of appropriate value to the labor you want from me.”
 “We won’t kill people,” Lyra said. “We can’t get involved in vampire wars. But if it’s something that we’re allowed, yes.”
 Volita giggled. “I don’t need help with killing. But you witches are good at finding missing things. I lost a friend, and I would like to find her.”
 


  
    Chapter 32
“That could be simple…” Reagan said, leaning towards the vampire. “We could find almost anyone. We need a name, a photo, maybe something they owned. Some hair or fingernails or blood would be great too.”
 “The last one we can do,” Volita said. “Her name is Jaqueline Kessler. I sent her to do something, and I haven’t heard back from her in a very long time. But I know her kind well enough to know they don’t die easily. I’d like to help her, but I can’t do that if I can’t find her.”
 Lyra looked back towards Reagan.
 “She’s telling the truth,” Reagan thought. “Or if she’s hiding, she’s way better at this than I am.”
 “I’ll have those other things brought,” Volita went on. “But I would need more than just telling me where she is. I already have a feeling it’s… not the kind of place I’d like to go. Bring her back safe, and you’ll have my help. If you can’t…” She shrugged. “Guess you don’t.”
 They finalized details in the next few minutes. Someone brought a little styrofoam cooler from the house, along with a few photos. The pictures showed a relatively ordinary young woman with blue hair.
 Rainbow took them back to the empty mall when they were finished and dropped them more or less where they’d first met.
 “Good luck finding her,” she said, waving them out of the limousine. “Never met a mortal who could get into as much trouble as that girl. If she even counts. Mortals don’t come back when they die.” 
 She snapped the door shut, then rolled down the window. “Bring her here when you find her, then call me.” She stuck a paper card through the window, printed with the digits of a number. “Don’t go directly to the estate. You have no idea what was watching you while you visited. Try not to die.”
 The limo sped off into the night, leaving the two of them alone on the curb. Lyra kept the cooler under one arm, the photos tucked into her pockets. She was the one to watch Reagan’s back while she found a quiet place to prepare another teleport. 
 The sun wasn’t up yet, though a faint orange glow on the horizon promised it soon would be. “We’ll go straight to the Sanctum,” she said. “Once I find her, we can figure out who will go as a group.”
 Soon they were back in the library, with an annoyed Capper brushing his head repeatedly into Lyra’s leg. Until she bent down and gave him the attention he deserved, of course. 
 “I could’ve followed you,” the familiar said. “But you already have enough trouble with vampires. Better if you don’t have to protect me.”
 She nodded her agreement, running one hand through the familiar’s soft fur for another few seconds before following Reagan to their magical workspace. She handed over the photos, then got out of her way while she worked the ritual magic.
 Her friends were still better at this than she was. Rituals could take her hours to get right, like the one still tucked away in her pocket. Reagan, by contrast, could do the same in one. Akiko only needed a few minutes.
 Starlight appeared from another room, slipping through the Hallow’s glass door to nudge Lyra’s shoulder. “You’re back. Did they bleed you?”
 “No,” Lyra whispered back. “Just want our help finding someone. Reagan’s already working on the spell.”
 “Are we sure the one we find isn’t gonna be…” She drew a few fingers over her neck. “I wouldn’t trade artifacts for helping them kill someone. Even Twilight wouldn’t.”
 “Said they were on the same side,” she answered. “And if she was lying… we’ll find out when we find the girl. We just don’t bring her back with us.”
 Starlight folded her arms, settling back to watch the ritual. “Right. Sounds like they made it easy. Expected vampires to make it harder.”
 “Could’ve gotten violent a few times. But Reagan and I managed. Our contact was gonna have to put down a pet, but I saved the animal, and suddenly she was really helpful. I don’t know if she would’ve let us leave otherwise.”
 Starlight looked between her and the laboring Reagan, thoughtful. Tabitha appeared on the other side of the glass, though all she did was wave. No sign of her little sister today. Lyra looked but didn’t find Bonnie there either.
 She’s probably just asleep. I wouldn’t want to be up at five AM either.
 Except, thanks to her own mastery of Life, Lyra could use a little magic to skip past her debts. The spell got a little harder each day in a row she used it, pushing against resistance from her body and mind. Unless Reagan didn’t think she’d be needed for the trip, she would probably cast it again soon.
 Reagan finished her spell a few seconds later. Her candles all went out with a burst of chill wind, leaving her face suddenly pale and haunted. 
 She packed away her tools, put the candles back on the shelf, then made her way over. She waved Tabitha in.
 “What’s the matter?” Tabitha asked. “You looked fairly engrossed in your magical efforts. I didn’t wish to disturb you.”
 Reagan explained the same details Lyra gave Starlight, albeit more gracefully, before continuing. “I need you to help me test a theory. Shouldn’t be dangerous, but pack supplies.”
 “Will you need us?” Starlight asked. “Lyra looks like she’s about to collapse.”
 Lyra asked a very different question. “Your tracking spell didn’t work?”
 “It worked. She’s not here. Not in Canterlot, not anywhere in the Material.” She made a vague gesture with one hand, half signing the mudra sometimes used to represent that concept in magic. “Tabitha, can you help me poke around in the Underworld? I have a hunch.”
 Tabitha cleared her throat. “I, uh… yes, I suppose. You should know, I’m ill-suited to travel through that awful place. I’m more of an alchemist than a necromancer.”
 “I know. I just need someone to hold the door open for me while I cast this spell again. On that side.” She patted Lyra’s shoulder. “Rest. Probably won’t need you. Not much is alive down there.”
 “Except us,” Lyra said. “And… the girl we’re looking for? Can’t find her if she’s dead already. Unless that’s a thing we can do now.”
 “Ghosts, sometimes,” Tabitha said. “But she could be alive. Or… not quite dead. There are a number of vampires down there. More than one might think. I’ll warn my sister I could be gone for the next few days.”
 The two made their way out. Reagan lingered long enough to clasp Lyra’s shoulder. “Good work out there, Lyra. That was a risky move with her pet—how’d you know it was safe?”
 She shrugged. “I know vampires are rich, but she had whole buildings for her animals, with enough space to really roam around. I could tell she cared about them.”
 Whether she was capable of extending that compassion towards humans, Lyra still didn’t know. The whole meeting could be manipulation, leading them down paths she couldn’t even see to prevent. 
 “That’s good.” Reagan let go. “We have to see them as more than bloodthirsty monsters. They are those things. They drank blood right in front of us. But if we assume that’s all they are, we’ll never be able to fight them. They’re as complicated as mages. Maybe more, since they live so much longer. I don’t know about her bodyguard, but Volita was old. Probably the oldest person any of us ever met.”
 Capper laughed, that usual cat sound he sometimes made when something captured his attention. None of Lyra’s friends looked his way, but she heard.
 Starlight lingered with her for a few moments more. “Reagan wouldn’t keep this going if she didn’t think the vampire would keep her word. But what about you? You’ve met them before, haven’t you? Do you think it’s worth the risk?”
 “I don’t want it to be,” she said. “But these two seemed… reasonable. When I served them, I watched mine kill people for way less than what we said. Maybe the mansion had all kinds of horrible things… but the rest seemed clean.”
 Starlight shrugged. “Most people tend to be, when you’re doing what they want. Real question is what they do when you make them angry. What happens when we’re on different sides? Like there’s the whole… drinking blood thing. Are they murdering people, or taking it carefully enough that no one is seriously hurt? That seems important. I don’t want to be friends with a killer.”
 Lyra stayed in the Hallow after that. She was too tired to do more than settle into a recliner, letting the warmth of the comfortable space and its plentiful mana radiate over her body. 
 Her familiar hopped up onto the seat, balancing delicately on the armrest as he approached her. “Make room,” he said. “Or go upstairs. This isn’t good enough.”
 Going upstairs seemed like so much work. Bonnie was already mad, maybe she needed the space too.
 It wasn’t even a spell anymore, not exactly. Capper called it something else, a kind of magic that came with a permanently shaped soul. She no longer spent mana on the effort, or risked paradox. Lyra was still human, but she didn’t have to look like it all the time.
 A cat wiggled her way out of Lyra’s shirt a few seconds later, curling up in the warmest corner of her seat. Cats didn’t have to feel self-conscious about where they slept, or what their girlfriends would think about talking to vampires. 
 Normally Capper would curl up beside her, and she could wake up feeling much better a while later. Today, though—he lingered on the seat, eyes narrowing. 
 “Something’s still bothering you,” he mewed.
 “A lot.” She stretched all the way out, leaning her head over the edge. “I knew magic made things complicated, but not like this. Vampires are always evil, right? They don’t even have souls anymore. Killing them is always the right thing to do.”
 Capper hopped down to her level. “Vampires don’t choose to become what they are. They were all human once—before someone found them, Embraced them. Sometimes that was a reward for service, sometimes a punishment, sometimes because they were a favored pet, and their admirer didn’t want to see them wilt with age.”
 He licked her ear, then flopped sideways against the seat. “I know what you want to hear. But we’ve had this conversation before. We don’t tell lies just because they’re easier. The truth—some of them are monsters. Some hate what they are and want to be better. Most are somewhere in the middle. They’re all parasites, but it’s up to them what they do with that.
 “Just like you. The Seers of the Throne have more mages in some cities than the rest of the Pentacle combined. It’s easy to think of yourself as the rightful rulers of the world. Easy to justify your position because the masses don’t have powers like you. They’re weak, and you’re strong. Why shouldn’t you rule? Mages might not drink blood, but you can do worse to humans if you want to.”
 “I don’t,” she whispered, closing her eyes shut. This was supposed to be relaxing, supposed to be a place to hide and sleep. Why wouldn’t he let her rest?
 “I know that, or I wouldn’t be here. Now you need to make the same decision about your new allies. Between when you find that missing person and deliver her—you have a choice to make.”
 


  
    Chapter 33
Reagan and Tabitha returned at some point that day. Lyra wasn’t exactly sure when—long enough that she didn’t feel so tired, or too anxious to stalk along behind them as they came inside. Tabitha went straight down the hall to the Sanctum’s luxurious indoor spa (her own addition, of course), while Reagan made her way to the kitchen.
 Lyra followed her inside, hopping up on the counter to watch as Reagan worked. Disinterested at first, until she took a fresh fish from the fridge along with a knife. 
 “Well?” Lyra asked. It took a little effort to make herself understood, a simple enough spell. Thanks to Capper, she had plenty of practice.
 “Oh, here.” Reagan flicked a thin filet up into the air with the knife, right towards her. Lyra caught it and chewed thoughtfully. 
 She usually hated sushi, or anything else raw—they reminded her a little too much of the taste of blood. Cat-Lyra had no such qualms, however.
 “Thanks,” she said, licking the flavor off her face. “But not what I meant.” She kept far enough away, perched on the other counter. “Did you find the girl?”
 Reagan kept focused on her work, rolling out sticky rice onto sheets of seaweed. “Yep. Exactly where I was afraid of—in the Underworld.”
 Lyra stood up, pawing as close to Reagan as she could without falling off the counter. “But she’s not dead?”
 The other mage shrugged. “Not so far as I can tell. We scried her, and she seemed alive to me. Not in good shape, though. Lean, scared, looked like she’d been going through it.”
 “Did you… talk to her?”
 Reagan tossed another piece of fish her way, the bony bit ending with the tail. Few humans would want to eat that—but she caught it anyway. That kept her occupied for a few minutes. Not so much that she couldn’t follow her friend into the dining room, though.
 Reagan was even polite enough to set an empty plate on the table next to her, where Lyra could set her meal when she wasn’t chewing.
 “We didn’t try to make contact,” Reagan continued. “Reaching magic through the Underworld like that… it’s tough, even with the right sympathy. We decided to wait until we had everything packed, then go to her.”
 Lyra set down her meal, attention fixed on her friend again. “So, it should be easy. You portal us right to her, then we walk out together.”
 Reagan patted her back, running a gentle hand along her fur. Some part of her still felt a little self-conscious about it—when it wasn’t Bonnie petting her. But the cat part was louder, and that part enjoyed the contact. If there weren’t many other cats around, this way-too-big one would do. 
 Besides, Reagan was the only member of the cabal who had been a cat with her before. Besides her, only Akiko had been willing… but she was always too busy. They probably wouldn’t be going on any more adventures together, not until the ruins were open.
 “Can’t teleport to her. Scry, yeah. Talking, probably. But portals won’t work where she is. She’s too deep in the Underworld. The details are… probably not worth explaining right now.”
 She let go, pushing Lyra gently back towards her plate. “This Jaqueline isn’t in a safe place. But even if we can get to her, we have to climb high enough to teleport to the exit.”
 “Oh.” She ate in silence for a few minutes, picking the tail clean and licking the juices from her fur afterwards. Not as fresh as what she caught herself—Capper would mock her for it. But she wasn’t too proud to eat something nice. “Can Tabitha get us there?”
 “Probably?” Reagan shrugged. “She’s gonna talk to an old friend, see if we can bring in some backup. Otherwise, we might have to tell Akiko no. Nothing in that ruin is worth getting ourselves killed.”
 That would get the door open too. I wonder if she figured that out yet.
 “We’ll know by tonight. We can talk to Akiko, see if she still wants to do it. If she does…” Reagan stood up, picking up both plates. “You still want those bones?”
 She turned up her nose, sticking her tongue out at Reagan. “You look like you need a catnap more than me.”
 “Plan on it. No, don’t need your help. My bed’s fine.”
 She watched Reagan go, considering how to keep herself busy in the meantime. She could go back to Capper, maybe learn something more about this ‘Underworld’ they had to visit. But Capper wasn’t the one who needed her most. 
 She followed her nose through the Sanctum, trailing behind wherever Bonnie had been. She padded up and down the steps a few times, tracing her through empty hallways, until she finally came to the library.
 Their Sanctum’s library was easily its largest single room, and Akiko’s proudest possession. Multiple levels, huge shelves, and dozens of rare magical books. Cat-Lyra had no interest in it, but someone else had.
 Her girlfriend’s scent lingered in one of the study chairs, surrounded by a smattering of magical books. She peered at their subjects, spending the extra second of conscious effort it took to understand written language again.
 Some of them were written in Atlantean, with text that would be mostly meaningless to Bonnie. All were about the same subject, familiars. You were researching.
 Her girlfriend had been there recently. She might even have been studying when Lyra returned from her vampire mission. If she’d come straight upstairs, maybe they could’ve…
 Too late for that now. Capper isn’t a threat! Why are you so afraid of him?
 No answer, of course. Bonnie wasn’t here. She sniffed the spot her girlfriend had been sitting, then curled up there to rest, tucked into the gap between a book and the seat. The others would find her when they needed her…
 They all met a few hours later. Lyra wasn’t still a cat, though the temptation to stay that way was particularly strong. If her girlfriend wasn’t going to show up anyway, she couldn’t make fun of her for it…
 Besides, they weren’t in the Sanctum that day, or even alone. Tabitha brought them to a neighboring farm, not far down the road from Reagan’s property.
 They met outside, just as dusk turned the sky deep shades of purple.
 “This is AJ,” Tabitha began, nodding towards the woman.
 She looked stocky, muscular, with a distinct farmer’s tan and a smattering of freckles. “Died a bit there. My parents didn’t get better—but I did.” 
 She nodded over her shoulder, towards the lights rising from a distant farmhouse. “Wasn’t ready to leave my family on their own, ya know? Somebody had to keep an eye on things back here. Tabitha tells me you’re planning to mount a rescue down to the Dead Dominions.”
 They shared a nervous look. Starlight broke the silence. “We don’t have a ton of experience going down there. Whatever a Dead Dominion is… but it sounds dangerous.”
 AJ set her hands on her hips; expression harsh. “You expect me to bring all these down there? Tabby… this isn’t happening. They’re clueless.”
 “Maybe,” Tabitha agreed, voice reluctant. “So, they don’t know the Underworld as well as you. We aren’t making some grand raid on the place! A quick in and out. Surely our odds improve the more of us attend. My friends are all… skilled.”
 “I know what you are,” AJ said, voice suddenly flat. “Don’t insult my intelligence. There are two things you could be and I can see it’s not one of them right plain. I still mean what I said. You aren’t all coming. A big group of living people attracts a lot of attention. We have to be careful with the ones we pick.”
 She looked between them, scratching her chin again. “Who do we need?”
 Reagan raised a hand. “I’m the one who finds our target. Without me…”
 “And me too, obviously,” Tabitha said. “Not that my understanding of the practice is anywhere near the equal of yours, AJ. But I’m the closest thing to an expert we have.”
 AJ straightened, circling around the group. She eyed Lyra, then Starlight. But it was Lyra who attracted her attention the most. “What can you do?”
 “Health,” she said, without hesitation. “And animals. Been a bunch, talk to them, that kind of stuff.”
 “Really?” AJ raised an eyebrow. “Maybe that’s why you feel different. More… alive, than anyone I’ve ever seen.”
 The farmer’s daughter was just a farmer now, after her parents died. Her reason for dropping out of high school was noble—she had no reason to feel ashamed. 
 I don’t either, anymore. That life is over. “What’s that mean?”
 The farmer looked away, back at her friends. “Something I have. A sense for… how much longer someone has. Death waits for all of us, no matter how magic you are. Sometimes it doesn’t work, if you’re dead already. You know the type.”
 She nodded, face turning dark. “Wouldn’t be standing in the sun if I was one of them.”
 “Yeah. It isn’t like that, anyhow. Must be seeing things.” She turned her back on Lyra. “I want her too. You… Starlight? You can play support by the door. We need someone to listen and call for help. You have that look about you anyhow. Happier playing backup.”
 “I…” She folded both arms, glaring at the farmer. “I don’t know what that means. But if the others think it’s a good idea, I can do that.”
 Tabitha nodded. “Larger groups attract more attention, it’s true. We don’t belong down there. I can… disguise us, somewhat. But the magic won’t hold for very long. We will have to be quick, or else drown in the hosts of dead admirers.”
 “I’ll be ready in a minute,” AJ said. “Just need to talk to my brother. Make sure the chores are covered tomorrow.” She turned, then jogged up the road to the nearby house.
 That left the mages together in privacy, at least for a few moments.
 “What was that about?” Reagan asked, eyes on Lyra. “Anything we should be worried about, Tabitha?”
 She shrugged. “I wish I could tell you. But the Sin-Eaters are a rather private bunch. Even my old friend… she’s never been too clear about what drives her. Respecting ghosts, helping the dead to fulfill their last wishes… something of that sort. To be honest, our friendship got easier once she learned I don’t have very much to do with the dead. Seems to feel as though it isn’t our business.”
 Lyra glanced down to where Capper would usually be lurking. She hadn’t seen him during the conversation, but he was there now. “You know what she was talking about?”
 “I might.” The cat turned his back on her, tail lifted high. “I can’t go down there with you, Lyra. If I stay in the Underworld too long, I might not be able to leave again. I will be eagerly awaiting your return in the living world.”
 That alone made Lyra hesitate. Anywhere she had to go without her familiar meant far less of her powers available than she usually had. No extra help with an extra spell she hadn’t learned yet.
 “Well?” Tabitha urged. “Did your mysterious familiar have anything that might clarify things for the rest of us?”
 She shook her head weakly. Not a lie exactly, though it wasn’t the truth. “He can’t come with me when we go down there. But if you still think you need me…”
 Tabitha nodded. “Undoubtedly. Once you see for yourself, you’ll understand. Your magic might hold no sway over the creatures there, but… we might need it. Each time I visit the Underworld, someone nearly dies. I hope tonight becomes the happy exception.”
 


  
    Chapter 34
Lyra shuddered as she stepped through the ghostly portal, the chill of the Underworld seeping through her. They walked through fog for a long time, with only the occasional flash of dark stone or the glow of a candle flame to suggest light in this place. 
 After a few minutes spent hiking nearly blind, she worked a little magic. Being a cat in a place like this would make her too weak, and unable to wield most useful weapons. But if she changed her ears, made them able to move independently and follow any outside sound—then gave her eyes the same sharpness she was used to—suddenly she wasn’t blind and deaf anymore.
 It barely helped. Cat eyes pierced the fog, showed her a tunnel sloping downward, covered with a faded inscription. The occasional skull poked out from within, empty eyes seeming to follow her.
 “Is it always like this?” Lyra asked, her voice trembling.
 AJ looked back in Lyra’s direction. Despite the fog, her eyes lingered on her forehead, and what should’ve been impossible to see with so little light. “You’re jokin’, right? Three steps into the realm of the unquiet dead, and you’re a cat girl.”
 She flushed, new ears pressing flat in her hair. “I felt blind! Do the ghosts care? Besides, I didn’t do a tail.”
 “I don’t suppose it makes much difference. Should be into the Depths in another few minutes. Stay close. If you lose me in the fog, I might not be able to find you again.”
 It wasn’t that much further—they came to an arch of white stone, towering several stories through dense cavern. Through it, Lyra finally saw her first glimpse of the Underworld, brighter than any human eyes could.
 It could’ve been a cave, bigger and broader than anything that could possibly remain stable. It stretched away from her like a sports stadium, so far that her eyes had trouble focusing on distant objects. Clouds formed in the space above, diffusing a strange pale light over the landscape.
 No grass grew here, though patches of strange lichen did rise from between rocky crevices. Bones littered the ground and seemed to form the rough gravel of the trail. How many bones had to be broken to make a road?
 There were no trees, at least none with leaves. Plenty of bony remnants rose from the bleak floor, stretching lifeless branches up towards nothing.
 Then she saw someone had joined them. They lingered behind AJ, almost as though they knew how horrifying they would be and wanted to stop from being seen. It didn’t work.
 They were a corpse, burned so badly that only a few scraps of skin clung to the bones. A pair of still-living eyes somehow perched in a charred black skull, glancing briefly at Lyra before moving away again.
 Reagan nodded at the figure. Her friend had her own little radiance down here, a bubble of repulsion that kept aside the ash and fog. It made her skin seem almost luminous by comparison. “AJ. Were you expecting company?”
 She nodded curtly. “Yes and no. Honeycrisp is always with me. It’s just that you living folk can’t usually see him. Small mercy. We’re… a package deal. But he’s harmless, far as spirits of the dead go. It’s the ghosts we have to worry about.” She pointed down the slope, down a gravel road into… a town?
 The Underworld had buildings too, it seemed. Even stranger, Lyra recognized some of them. Not from her real life, but… she’d seen the photos. “I thought they tore the old school down,” she whispered, gesturing at a schoolhouse up on a hill. “And that’s the library that burned down a few years back. How is…”
 “When they’re gone in the living world, they’re born here,” said the dead. How he could speak at all from that charred mouth, Lyra couldn’t say. Somehow sound came, as though he were still alive. Almost—his tone was still harsh and low, chunks of gravel grinding against each other. “Ignore them. We must travel further.”
 Lyra shuddered. If she were a cat right then, it would’ve made her tail stand on end and her body tense to run. This thing was worse than any spirit she’d ever hunted in the night. How could a spirit be so human?
 “Tabitha, your magic seems to be holding up. Whatever you did… there’s usually a crowd by now. There’s so many dead, and they all want something. They seem to be keeping to themselves. Let’s take our opportunity to get down to the river.”
 They set off together at a jog. Not rushing, despite the urgency to get out. If they seemed like they were rushing, it would only invite the very kind of attention they all wanted to avoid.
 Even so, Lyra got her first good look at the dead. None were terribly interesting as individuals—just people, moving about inside the old buildings or shuffling along the empty streets.
 To human eyes, they might not even seem that strange. A little pale from lack of sunlight, maybe.
 To her magical senses, it was a very different story. Though they moved and spoke and even seemed to breathe, Lyra felt nothing from them. 
 She felt Reagan, Tabitha, even AJ—but none of these. Somehow, they were even more lifeless than the Embraced. They didn’t even have the false life stolen from living blood.
 There must be a reverse form of this magic, to show the living in a world of the dead. Would Tabitha’s mask be powerful enough to hide them?
 AJ led them through an older Ponyville—a town of thatch roofs, of a city hall shaped like a huge round carousel, and the corpses of long-demolished shops down what had once been Main Street.
 AJ waved to some of the ghosts, even stopped by some for a chat. With one she gave an offering of a bright red apple, muttering something Lyra probably wasn’t meant to hear.
 Her cat ears were too sharp, though, and brought even faint whispers to clarity. “Taking these new ones to the river,” she said. “We’ll be out of your way, mayor.”
 Mayor… right! Lyra had seen that photo before! But shouldn’t the mayor be older? Ponyville’s first female mayor had been almost a century when she passed.
 “Strange times,” the mayor said, accent thick. “Walk quickly. Ponyville is hungry tonight.”
 Soon they came to the river.
 A river should not be so wide, or flow with such incredible ferocity. 
 Lyra stopped on the bank, staring out across the water. Here the broken buildings of an ancient Ponyville crumbled into the bony stone, until there was nothing but featureless white cave before them. Cave, and the constant rush of roaring water. 
 Through it, the dim clouds of this subterranean world concealed, blocking her view of whatever waited on the other side. “I hope you brought what I asked you,” AJ said, as they approached. “We’ll need offerings to cross. The boatmen are always skeptical of outsiders.”
 Lyra reached into her pack, withdrawing the item in question. Not a pair of drachmae, which would’ve at least made historic sense. Instead, she had an old family photo—one of her last that still had her together with her parents. She’d scanned it before bringing it down here, but this was the original.
 “Something sentimental, right? Important?”
 “Sympathetic,” Reagan muttered, holding up a little bundle of fabric. Lyra squinted, and realized what it was—a bridle, handmade and well-worn with time. “Don’t like how that sounds. There’s no way to stop them from using it against us.”
 AJ stopped just beside the water. She touched two fingers into the cold flow, shuddering visibly at the contact. Then she reached to the side, letting the moisture fall on the head of her ghostly companion.
 The creature screamed, so loud that his voice was almost a foghorn, booming over the water. Lyra shuddered at the noise, drawing out her magical tool from her belt. Even if her magic wouldn’t work on the natives, the dagger was still sharp.
 “It doesn’t work that way,” AJ said, once the ghost stopped screaming. “Once you give something to the ferrymen, it’s gone. No one will use it against you, because no one will ever see it again. Not even you.”
 “Weren’t we trying to keep a low profile?” Reagan whispered, moving in close. “There’s no way all those ghosts didn’t just hear that.”
 “They did, and they will fear it,” said the charred husk of a ghost. “No ghost in these depths wishes to go further before their time. They hear whispers of the Dead Dominions, and terror consumes them. They scatter and flee.”
 A light broke the fog ahead, followed by the low hum of a motor. Lyra squinted, and watched a boat approach them. Not an ancient wooden rowboat—more like a small fishing boat, with a little electric motor in back and a few narrow metal seats up front.
 The driver was obscured in black. Pale skin emerged from her robe, along with a shock of vibrantly red hair. She eyed them from her seat, seeming to glower directly at Lyra. 
 She was probably just imagining that—she couldn’t even see the stranger’s eyes.
 The voice was younger than she might’ve expected, at least in years. Her words were slow and sad, as though she’d spent lifetimes watching others suffer, and never been able to help.
 “I am called,” she said. “The living call me. They should not go beyond this river.”
 “Yet we must,” AJ said, stepping towards her. “All are prepared to pay.”
 The robed figure folded her arms, attention now fixed on AJ. “Their conduct may be answered on your head, Abby-Jo Howard. Some Dominions punish the fools who bring the living here, not just the guilty.”
 “I know.” She offered something in one hand, a jug that could’ve been a pitcher of lemonade. Only this one was filled with something faintly green, glowing with the same light as the Underworld itself.
 The woman took her offering, then tucked it into her robe. There was no volume within, no suggestion of a body—just more dark fabric. 
 AJ stepped onto the boat, which rocked slightly with the weight. 
 She held out her hand to Tabitha next. She offered a little plastic tiara, hands shaking as she gave it over. Reagan came next, passing over the bridle. That left Lyra, with the last photo of her family in one hand. She lingered on the shore, not quite handing it over. “Will you… take care of it?” 
 The robe slipped back a little. There was a face underneath. Her features were lengthy and regal, like looking into the face of a queen. Or a goddess.
 “You don’t have to give this to me, Lyra Harper. But if you don’t, you can’t get on my boat. All must pay for passage. The Cocytus would not permit you otherwise. You could never fly far enough, or swim fast enough.”
 Lyra closed her eyes, then shoved the photo into the boatman’s outstretched fingers. They were strangely warm, at least compared to the cold of the Underworld all around them. 
 “And so it is. Something in life cowers before death. Yet both know we are not strangers. Without a life, death is nothing. And without death, change is impossible.”
 She sat, crowding into the narrow gap beside Reagan. A little engine began to rumble, and they made their slow way across the river.
 “What about getting back across?” Tabitha asked. “Not to question your foresight, AJ dear. But I didn’t bring a second offering for the return trip.”
 “Getting back is always easier than going down,” AJ said, without turning around. She kept her eyes on the water, cradling the two fingers she’d used to touch the river. Both were now bright red, the flesh around them swollen. Should Lyra help?
 Not now. Maybe if she didn’t have to do the magic in front of the boatman… 
 “You do not belong here,” the boatman whispered. Her voice was flat, calm. This wasn’t about judgment, just explaining how things were. “You are swimming against the current, hiking up a steep hill. Every step will be difficult, until you put your backs to the Dead Dominions and move. The gates will open for you then, eager to disgorge you from a realm you do not understand.”
 “Oh. I suppose that’s… a relief,” Tabitha said. “The more of this place I see, the less I understand why anyone would ever wish to come here. No… offense to its permanent residents, of course.”
 The boatman chuckled. Her hand remained steady on the engine, taking them deliberately across the river. They must be getting close to the other side!
 “None should be forced to come here,” said the boatman, her voice low and pained. “The universe is sometimes cruel. The innocent suffer. The just fail. I have carried children on this boat. Brought great scholars and wicked kings. The Underworld doesn’t care how good or bad you were. Does something bind your soul? Let go, if you can.”
 The boat jostled against something hard, then came to rest. “We have arrived. Please use the ramp, and step carefully. I bear no responsibility if you fall into the waters below.”
 


  
    Chapter 35
If the Autochthonous Depths were unwelcoming, setting foot in the Dead Dominions was like venturing onto the surface of an alien planet. Lyra kept as close to her group as she could, magical tool ready in one hand and the words of a spell on her lips. Not that it would matter—most of her magic wouldn’t even work on the dangerous ghosts of this awful place.
 The Dead Dominions, or at least this one, was a battlefield. The ground was mud and broken stone, lined with trenches and dotted by foxholes. Gunpowder smoke hung in the air like fog, and the frequent shouts and rumbles made her ears press flat to her hair. 
 See and hear like a cat, great idea.
 At least the thick fog kept them hidden. Distant outlines moved through that fog, marching and running together.
 “Why would someone come here to hide?” Reagan whispered, staring out at the desolate wasteland. “Her enemies in the real world might not find her, but if she gets killed by ghosts instead…”
 AJ rested both hands on her hips, expression unreadable. “Before you take another step, you should know these.” She bent down, lifting a piece of rusty metal from the ground and brushing the dirt from it. Plain English words were stamped into its surface, only slightly corroded on the edges. 
 Never retreat from battle.
 Obey your superiors.
 Fight like gentlemen.
 “What does that mean?” Lyra asked. “Any of those rules. What are they for?”
 “Us. Anyone who enters the Dominion. While we’re here, we obey. If we don’t, the punishment is… severe. Usually inescapable, by the way. Somewhere in this place is a… little god. While we’re in its Dominion, it’s basically invincible. If we get them angry, the only thing to do is run. I’ve never seen someone win a fight with one. Doesn’t matter how magical you think you are.”
 Tabitha nodded her agreement. “I’ve had the misfortune of encountering the Kerberos for myself. They are every bit as dreadful as AJ suggests. We can’t fight them.”
 Reagan held something up in one hand—a compass? It had the same shape, anyway. A single large needle floated freely, suspended by metal covered with Atlantean runes.
 “Wish we didn’t have to go this way. Our girl’s in there. Close.”
 “Fight like… gentleman?” Lyra repeated. “Wait a minute. I think we can use that.” She turned to the alchemist. “Tabitha, how would you feel about some fashion magic?”
 Her eyebrows went up. “I would never say no. But are you certain this is the best time?”
 “It’s the perfect time.” She spun in place, gesturing out at the trenches. “You know what a gentleman wouldn’t do? Shoot at a nurse. Who’s a better nurse than a magical one?”
 “Clever,” Tabitha said. “Though I do believe there’s a… slight complication. Your healing won’t work on a ghost. If you’re actually asked to heal anything…”
 Lyra straightened, forcing a smile. “Well. I believe I know enough magic for that. Which I believe would make this my chance.”
 “What do we do, wait? Dress us all up. We can be a medical team… something like that.”
 She adjusted her hat, frown deepening. “Possible. Kerberos knows we’re here. Might already have ghosts on their way to meet us. Arguably I’m a higher rank than a ghost, but if the Commander shows up…” She nodded at the metal again.
 “Best way to get through the Dead Dominions, least as far as I’ve seen, is to play along. Follow their rules, be a part of the show. Same with a tree—sometimes it just wants to grow the way it grows. Forcing it will only kill it dead, or make sure it never fruits.”
 “Very well.” Tabitha removed a dull metal rod from her pocket, twirling it once in her hands. “Four Great War nurses. Or… is it five?” She eyed the burned ghost, though never quite looked at him for very long. Who could?
 “Thoughtful,” the ghost whispered, distant. “No. All know what I am.”
 It didn’t take long, not with a master of Matter magic working with them. Soon their practical clothing was all white skirts and aprons and the like, with bright red crosses visible on everything. All except for AJ’s old leather hat, which stubbornly refused to change even under the pressure of Tabitha’s magic. 
 She took it off and tucked it away instead, completing the outfits. 
 From there, it was a simple matter of walking out in the open across a deadly battlefield.
 They had some advantages—human ability alone would probably not have been enough to keep them alive.
 But magic could do a lot. Tabitha switched off the mines before they activated any, and Reagan warned them where active battles were taking place, long before they got close enough to see.
 It meant a relatively safe approach, without ever blundering into the ongoing battle.
 Plenty of ghosts saw them. A few even waved, offering friendly greetings as they passed between narrow gaps in the fortifications. They always waved back, hurrying along before they could be given instructions.
 Finally, the muddy landscape met a set of rolling hills. Even these had their own military presence—checkpoints manned by soldiers wearing a disordered mix of uniforms across many years. Their weapons were similarly bizarre—some carried flintlocks, others modern rifles, and everywhere in-between.
 They passed through a military checkpoint, then spent a few hours in a little hospital tent, where ghosts suffered a variety of familiar battlefield ailments. 
 Lucky for Lyra, she still remembered her first aid. They were nurses, not surgeons, so no one asked her to perform any miracles.
 Besides, as AJ explained, there was no point. “Ghosts can’t die,” she said, while they worked over a particularly grim patient. “World’s too cruel for that. Unless you’re deliberately trying to kill them forever, they’ll always be back. Best we can do is ease their suffering.”
 They worked for hours, until they’d tended to every ghost in the tent. Instead of taking the offered place in the camp, they left the camp behind, following Reagan’s spell. They continued past more minefields, through barbed wire and over craggy hillsides, until they reached an opening in the cliff.
 “Here.” Reagan pointed. “She’s very close. No way she isn’t in there.”
 “Someone has to go in first,” Tabitha said, clutching her little white cap close to her head to keep it from blowing away. Thanks to her Matter magic, their clothes remained clean, despite all the awful things they touched in the medical tent. “AJ, perhaps? She’s one of yours. You might even know her.”
 AJ laughed. “Is that how it works? You know every witch?”
 “Not all of us at once?” Reagan asked. “She’s probably not expecting visitors.”
 “And that’s precisely why it has to be one of us,” Tabitha declared. “Imagine what it might be like in her place. You’re hiding in a battlefield, ran all the way to the edge of creation. Something drives you to flee this far from civilization. We must approach as though she were a… frightened animal.”
 “I’ll do it.” Lyra stepped past her, moving for the cave entrance. “I know fear, probably more than the rest of you. and if she’s hurt, I can help.”
 AJ shrugged. “Whatever you do, hurry. You all are gonna need a top-up on whatever magic you’re using to look like ghosts. I can already almost feel you.”
 “I’ll work on it,” Tabitha said. She leaned against a nearby rock. “Just a moment to catch my breath first.”
 Lyra slowed as soon as she reached the opening, giving her feline eyes a moment to adjust. Even a cat couldn’t see in total darkness—but there was some light beyond.
 A fire by the smell, its glow diffusing off pale rock. I’m in a cave inside a cave. Or something even stranger, technically. The Underworld wasn’t a physical space the same way as a real cave.
 “Hello?” she called. Not a shout, she wanted to be gentle. Quiet enough that she wouldn’t startle whoever was hidden inside—she hoped. “I’m a friend, promise. I’m not here to hurt you.”
 She didn’t see or hear anyone yet, but that didn’t matter. Her magical senses pointed straight back into the cave, towards the light. There was a living person within, somehow enduring in this awful place.
 They weren’t too late. Lucky for the survivor, and for Akiko. 
 Gentle or not, her words brought an instant reaction. Panic, flight, anger. Powerful instincts, honed to a razor’s edge by a life of desperate survival.
 Lyra could imagine exactly how she felt—terror that no flight was far enough. Had her enemies found her even here?
 “I don’t have a weapon,” she said. “Just a utility knife in my blouse, that’s it. I’m coming in slowly. You don’t have to be afraid.”
 This time, that provoked a reaction. “Stop!” A young woman’s voice, hoarse from disuse. “Whoever you are, you’re wrong if you think I’ll just let you kill me. I’ll take one of your lives before you take one of mine.”
 Lyra stopped in place. She couldn’t help it—she giggled. “I don’t think I’ll ever be enough of a cat to get extra lives. My familiar can come back from the dead—but he uses a different cat each time. I don’t think the animals get more lives.”
 The speaker got suddenly quiet and stayed that way for almost a minute before continuing. It worked—the anger was gone, replaced with something more familiar. Confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 “Promise not to attack me? I can come in and tell you.”
 “You promise first. Swear by the Styx.”
 Whatever that means. “Fine! I swear by the Styx I’m not gonna attack you. Or by whatever the hell else you want me to say.” She moved forward again, feeling her way along the wall.
 The cave opened into a larger room, though it was by no means spacious. A little fire pit next to an opening in the ceiling, a makeshift sleeping area, and a corner of various bits of junk piled together.
 Two people waited in the room—or a girl and her ghost, anyway.
 She looked like the photo, if the girl in that picture had been lost in the woods for a few months and had to eat bugs to survive. Her skin was thin and sunken, collarbones and ribs visible through threadbare clothes. She had a dagger in one hand, held out in Lyra’s general direction.
 That knife worried her far less than the spirit lingering in the air behind her. A bat, bigger than any she’d ever seen. Its features were stretched and monstrous, with only a few patches of human skin visible beneath. That head was among the ugliest she’d ever seen, with fangs as long as her arm dripping with something deep red.
 Lyra held up her hands again, palms out. “Not here to fight. See, I’m a nurse! I’m here to save your life.” She reached back into her satchel, fished around for a few seconds, and held out an apple. Its bright green skin seemed completely out of place in such a lifeless realm. 
 Her own hunger could wait, though. She held it out, just as she might’ve to a frightened animal. That was why she’d come. “Here, take it.”
 Jaqueline obliged. She stabbed the fruit with her dagger, then held it to her mouth. She sniffed, then bit into it with a savage, desperate ferocity. “Not paying you for it,” she said, with her mouth full. “You said I could have it.”
 “I did,” Lyra agreed. “I’m here for more than an apple. I’m your ride out of here.”
 


  
    Chapter 36
Lyra waited while the stranger finished eating. She’d never known hunger that desperate in her life—but she’d felt that craving from plenty of animals. 
 While she ate, that strange spirit watched Lyra with the same curiosity. It flowed closer to her, circling her in the narrow confines of the cave. Even if they never touched, she felt the awful creeping of death following behind it. 
 Her Spirit magic wouldn’t affect this creature, not without more knowledge of Death. What would she do if it attacked her?
 No Capper to ask, no Bonnie watching her back. Even her friends were outside the cave.
 “Human?” Jaqueline asked. “And you made it all the way down here? How’d you even find me?”
 She shook her head once. Not because denying her would make this conversation any easier—but she couldn’t change the truth through will alone. Better to be honest from the beginning. “More than just human. Not like you, but I think you can already tell that.” She gestured vaguely over her shoulder, where no variety of creepy ghost was following her. 
 By some definition, Capper might fill that same role. At least he wasn’t so hideous to look at. “A friend sent me to rescue you. At least I hope she’s your friend. Lot of wasted effort if she was lying to us…”
 The thin girl retreated a step, lifting a dagger between herself and Lyra. “If you think you can drag me off to get gutted somewhere, you’re wrong on that too. I’ll make it suck for both of us.”
 Lyra sighed, settling onto the cave floor. There was no time to waste on this negotiation—any second might bring who knew what army down on them. But if she couldn’t get Jaqueline to cooperate with them now, they could end up fighting up to the surface with every step.
 “Volita sent me,” she said. “Vampire? Said you were a friend. Please tell me she didn’t lie.”
 “Oh,” Jaqueline relaxed, lowering the dagger again. “Figured she’d forgotten about me by now. Wait long enough, and you assume…” She gestured around the cave with her dagger. “Guess that means she worked things out with the Infernalists? Not that I expect you to know.”
 “Right, I don’t have a clue. But I’ve got a team of good people ready to get you back to the world of the living. Stay close, and we’ll protect you.” 
 Jaqueline laughed, her voice carrying through the cavern. “The human thinks she can protect me. Like I need it this shallow in the Underworld.”
 Lyra raised an eyebrow, attention settling on her emaciated body. She was doing so great she would soon be as thin as some of the skeletons outside the cave. “Alright, great. My friends are outside. We’re supposed to bring you to meet with Volita. After that, it’s between you two what happens next. None of our business.”
 The thin girl gathered a few scraps from the cavern floor—bits of cloth, half-empty cans, a few unusual rocks. All went into an ancient-style rucksack, which might’ve been stolen from any of the military ghosts. 
 Then they were off together, hurrying back the way they’d come. Jaqueline still kept her distance from Lyra, not close enough that she would be within easy range to attack.
 “You’re not a ghost,” Jaqueline said. “You’re not a Sin-Eater, but you’re alive. What does that make you? Fairy?”
 She giggled. “I have friends who are, but no. We call ourselves mages. Not sure how much more I’m allowed to tell you. Your powers are better for working down here than mine.”
 They emerged from the cave into the shadowy gap between two valleys, where Lyra’s friends waited with AJ.
 “She’s alive, great,” Reagan said. “Are you strong enough to travel?”
 Jaqueline looked between them, drawing her dagger again. She didn’t swing it in their direction, but she did keep it close. “More than any of you people. With her as the possible exception.” She nodded towards AJ. “We’re not that deep. Do you know the way back?”
 She did know the way back, as it happened. Not that the journey back to the surface was easy—but with an experienced guide and familiar territory, there was very little chance of wandering too far.
 That didn’t mean the escape was without danger, of course. More than one ghost tried to get in their way on the hike to what AJ called a “gate,” where they could pass to the upper parts of the Underworld without making payment at a ferry.
 But true to her word, the one named Jaqueline knew how to fight the dead. 
 Those wounds they did suffer, Lyra could treat almost instantly.
 They took another route through the Dead Dominion. But in the end, it brought them to the same graveyard, where Starlight waited in quiet meditation. How she could sit right in the open without being noticed—Lyra would’ve called it luck, if she didn’t already know better. 
 Pale sunlight shone over the graveyard now, filling the air with a warmth Lyra had not felt since first stepping through the gate. She stumbled onto the grass, spreading both arms and letting it drift over her. She banished her enhanced senses with a little effort of will, in case anyone happened to be watching. If it was day again, there might soon be visitors to this place. The last thing she needed to start her day was a sharp punch in the face from disbelief.
 Starlight jerked to her feet, hurrying over to the strange gateway as they stumbled out. “Anyone hurt? I don’t see any broken bones.”
 “We’re fine,” Reagan said. She nodded back at their companions. “I think everyone needs a nice long nap. Can’t take our new friend to meet Volita until tomorrow anyway.”
 “We made it,” AJ said, a little louder. “This is where my involvement in the whole affair ends. Good luck, everybody. Especially you, Jaqueline. Feels like you need it more than most.” She turned to go, hurrying through the graveyard towards the street. “Family will be waiting for me. Good luck!”
 The girl winced at the sound of her name. She pulled her threadbare hoodie a little higher over her head, covering her face. She glanced nervously to either side and took one step towards Lyra. Even if she didn’t have a weird ghost of her own, meeting her first somehow brought her more trust.
 Maybe just because she was more open with the truth than the others. Lyra was still new enough that she didn’t self-censor as much. “I just hope we aren’t staying out in the open,” she muttered. “The sun won’t stop them from hunting me. Is there somewhere safe to hide until we meet the vampire?”
 Lyra nodded. “If it’s okay with everyone. We don’t usually host visitors for our own safety, but…
 Jaqueline shrugged. “I get that. I don’t want much—just something warm to eat, and somewhere I can crash where no one is going to tear out my throat. I’ll swear to whatever you want about secrecy. Moire and I are pretty sure you aren’t werewolves now or working for them.” 
 She patted Lyra on the shoulder as she said it, grinning. “I don’t care how committed to their deception they were, no one working with a werewolf would ever look like a cat.”
 “Not a bad idea, now that you mention it,” Reagan said. As she spoke, her attention remained on the graveyard all around them, watching the distant gate. Few would visit a place like this in the early morning, but it wasn’t impossible… “I’m not excited about bringing a stranger into the Sanctum. But if they’re an animal while they visit, that’s a limit on how much trouble they can cause. And no one would recognize her when we bring her to meet with our Kindred… friend.”
 Jaqueline laughed, a little louder now. “I know you people have a few tricks, but there’s limits. No way that’s possible.”
 “Probably not against your will,” Lyra admitted. “But possible, yeah. Quite disorienting the first time, but you get used to it after a while. I guess we would want it to last until tonight.” She ran over the details in her head, going over the Atlantean she’d learned. Not very much of that would help her deal with ghosts—but changing into an animal was effortless. “Not out in the open, there’s sightlines to a few of those buildings. Wonder if the bathroom is open.”
 It was, with a little help from Tabitha’s magic. They all crowded inside. Reagan took a stick of chalk and started scribbling onto the wall for her own teleport. Lyra sat cross-legged across from the girl they’d rescued, smearing a few symbols of her own onto the tile floor with a grease pencil. She’d cast this particular spell so many times now she could recite its every symbol and mudra by rote. 
 “What happened to that spooky…” She gestured vaguely into the air. “Your friend.”
 Jaqueline grinned. “Always with me, you just can’t see as well up here. Not surprising, with the way you look. Strange that the Underworld let you down there at all.”
 She wrote the last few symbols onto the floor, with only a few gaps. “Are they okay with this?”
 The girl lifted the hood away, grinning. “First, they didn’t think it was real. Watching you, now she thinks it’s… poetic. Ran away from Infernalists, went where they couldn’t follow. Now to get back I have to be one.”
 Lyra held her knife in one hand, touching it to the diagram. She held out the other, palm flat. “Grab on. I’m gonna try to share my experience with you, so it’s not quite as overwhelming. I’ve been a cat a lot.”
 “Couldn’t it be something cooler? Vampires turn into bats, and my friends are vampires, so…”
 Lyra shook her head vigorously. “The whole point is making it so you can’t cause trouble while you’re with us. If you were a bat, you could find a window and fly away with all our secrets.”
 “Portal’s just about ready,” Reagan said. “Hurry up. Only a matter of time until people show up.”
 “It’s temporary though, right?” Jaqueline pressed. “Sounds like it might be fun to try once, like sleeping with a guy. Don’t want to make it a habit.”
 Lyra choked back a laugh. “It’s not permanent. I can’t even permanently change your hair color. This one will last until the same time tomorrow—or sooner, if I turn it off.” It would also get disbelieved violently out of existence if she did anything obviously human around sleeper witnesses—but she wasn’t going to tell their new friend about that. There would be no sleeper witnesses in the Sanctum.
 “Guess I shouldn’t ask for something else if cats are what you know,” she said. “Don’t want to end up without a brain, or too many eyeballs or whatever.” She grinned up at Lyra, taking the offered hand. “Just make sure I’m a black cat. I wanna look cool.”
 “Already planning on it.”
 The spell was far harder when she used it on someone else, even a willing subject. Many in the Pentacle would be upset with her no matter how she cast it—no outsider should witness such powerful magic. But Lyra wasn’t telling her how it was done. Besides, the audacity of it gave the spell its own kind of protection. Many groups suspected the truth of magic, but how many would believe she could turn someone into a cat?
 Lyra could, in fact, turn someone into a cat. If she was going to the effort to create a specific animal, instead of just easing the tapestry into “the person you’d be if you were a cat” as she did on herself, she might as well get a little creative.
 A few seconds later, the girl across from her had been replaced with a black cat, with tufts of fur on her head growing blue instead of black. She made her small too—small enough that a cat Lyra’s usual size could carry her with ease. 
 More effort than it was worth? Almost certainly. At least this way no one could mistake Jaqueline for anyone else.
 “We’re ready.” Lyra scooped her out of her clothes before she could run off, tugging with two fingers against her neck. She went limp in her grip, helpless to escape. “Someone get her clothes.”
 Starlight did, following her to the portal. “Can’t believe we’re really doing it this way. Are you going to keep her in a pet carrier the whole time?”
 Though she was too disoriented to say anything, the cat still watched them, ears folded back and eyes wide with shock. Even being a ghost who traveled into the Underworld and back wasn’t enough for her to easily accept magic. But she wasn’t human enough for disbelief, and that was what mattered. “No way. One time was too much. Besides, she’s as tired as the rest of us. I’ll get her some real food, then somewhere warm to sleep. Capper and I will keep an eye on her.”
 They passed through the portal together, and into the Sanctum’s protective walls. Lyra kept her feline friend calm as best she could, at least until she reached the kitchen.
 Capper was already waiting there, sitting up on the counter. His eyes locked on the one she carried. “Who’s this?”
 “Jaqueline,” she answered, turning the animal in her arms. “Please don’t run off. I’ve still got some salmon in the fridge. I don’t want to chase you.”
 “You’re so… big…” the cat muttered, still dazed. She didn’t run when Lyra set her down, just stretched out and stared in her direction. “And smells. Awful smells.”
 “Underworld, I think.” She washed both hands, scrubbing until the last of grime ran into the sink and she felt safe handling food. 
 The standards for animals were far lower, of course. Few cats would get sick because a piece of meat got a little dirty before they ate it. It felt a little like sharing her favorite movie with someone—Lyra wanted to make sure Jaqueline had a good experience, even if she was never an animal ever again.
 She brought a pan to low heat for herself with a little herb butter, then cut plates of thin slices for her familiar and her guest. She set both in front of them, along with a bowl of drinking water. “Here.”
 Jaqueline sat up, glaring up at her. “You didn’t cook it yet. Do mine with yours.”
 Capper laughed, pawing at his own plate. “Student, I question the wisdom of this choice. Though I find the situation very amusing… even more so when you bring her to the vampire.”
 In the time it took him to say that, Jaqueline stood up on shaky paws, and started sniffing at her plate. Then she took one of the little pieces and started to chew. 
 “This isn’t because I like it,” she muttered, speaking with her mouth full. “I’m just starving. You try spending a few months in the Underworld and see how you react.”
 Lyra put up both hands. “I’m not judging you! Besides, humans eat raw fish all the time.”
 As she said it, Reagan poked her head into the kitchen, eyeing the pan. “Was gonna ask if you wanted some pizza. Looks like you’re good.” 
 Lyra nodded. “Did you see Bonnie? Is she…”
 Reagan shook her head. “She’s at the excavation with Akiko, if you can believe it. Offered to help with… something.”
 “Oh.” She fished around in her pocket, holding out the spell she’d made a few days before. “Could you make sure this makes it to our meeting tonight?”
 The mage took it, and her eyes went wide. “Damn, Lyra! What kind of spell did you put on this?” She stepped all the way into the kitchen, holding the stick under the bright lights so she could read the runes. “Did Akiko help you with this? Kinda looks like her work, but in your handwriting.”
 “You know she didn’t. No one can get her to set foot outside the excavation for more than a few minutes. She’s not gonna spend all day helping me.”
 Reagan tucked it away into a pocket. “Why do you want me to carry it?”
 In answer, Lyra switched off the stove, and set the rest of the fish up onto the counter. “If Bonnie’s not here anyway… you’ve never slept through the day until you tried it with them.” She nodded towards the two on the counter. “Something to wear too, please?”
 The orange-haired mage folded both arms, expression going stern. “You want us to bring you to see vampires like that? Remember what I said about…”
 “I remember.” She sliced the remaining fish into thinner pieces, easier for the size she was about to be. “That might be true for most vampires. But you saw how Volita acted. I think I’ll be safer than you.”
 Reagan laughed. “Maybe. Can I trust you not to run off on some adventure across town? If I call in a meeting and we don’t show, I don’t think the Kindred will be understanding about it.”
 She nodded. “Do that mind thing on me when it’s time to go. I’ll bring our new friend.”
 Reagan sighed, then held out an expectant hand. “Go on and give me what you’re wearing, then. I don’t want dirty clothes on the kitchen floor.”
 


  
    Chapter 37
Lyra met the second time with the “civilized” vampires while carrying a little black cat in her mouth. She deposited the creature on Volita’s lap with all the pride any feline could demonstrate.
 That close, her animal senses betrayed even greater discomfort than she felt while human. Humans were big and intimidating, but at least they were alive. Nothing should smell like that; no fingers should feel so cold and stiff in her fur.
 “If I thought you would obey my instructions in this manner, I would’ve… brought treats,” she said. She took the smaller black cat into her arms, then ran a pair of delicate fingers down her back.
 “It’s not permanent,” Reagan said, overflowing with sudden nervousness. “We can change her back whenever. I could leave this in the bathroom for her.”
 The vampire nodded. “What you did with the hair is…” She made a high-pitched cooing sound, far more at home with a little girl than an ancient, dangerous monster. “Adorable! Iris, do you have your phone? I wish for a few photographs.”
 She held up the cat, posing with her in a few different ways as Rainbow (or “Iris” apparently) snapped pictures. Only after the third photo did Jaqueline finally protest. “Not that I’m not grateful you saved me…” she said, in a tiny, mewing voice. “But do you think I could be a person again now?”
 “In a minute,” Volita said. Whether she’d understood the request, or merely guessed what Jaqueline would obviously want, Lyra couldn’t tell. “Mage, come back up here. Hold her like you did and look up at the camera. Just like… that!”
 Finally, she nudged them gently off the table and onto the floor. “Go on, change. I need proof my friend here is still herself. And… to discuss arrangements. We will not stain serious conversation with these.”
 A day wasn’t anywhere close to long enough to learn how to use a new body—but Jaqueline could at least walk on her own, even if she kept her tail curled and her ears always folded back in shame. 
 Reagan held the bathroom door open for them both as they approached. All cold marble and fine wood beyond, with dim lights on the ceiling overhead. “Washed it for you,” she muttered, pulling the door shut behind them. Not before Capper slipped in, settling into a comfortable sitting position by the door.
 As comfortable as anyone could be in a vampire’s mansion, anyway. “A shame she isn’t staying with us,” he said. “I think she’s adapting rather well.”
 The black cat faced him down, baring tiny teeth. “No way! I said I’d try. Thanks for not letting anything murder me, but I think I’m done. You’re even weirder up here than you were down there.”
 “Hope you were paying attention,” Lyra said, stretching out to full height. “You probably won’t be an animal again. Unless you ghost-people have powers I’ve never heard of.”
 She padded a few steps back, where she wouldn’t collide with the cat when she grew. It was barely even magic for her anymore when she did it. Capper’s magical instruction had changed her perspective so completely that the invocation was practically reflexive. She grew to her full height, stretching in the bathroom.
 “Cute,” Jaqueline said, looking up at her. “But what about me? You can stay a cat all you like!”
 Lyra ignored her mewing and collected her clothes from the floor. Her first few minutes after transformation always made that part difficult—it took time for the human instincts to reassert themselves and remind her why she bothered wearing anything. She dressed anyway, mostly out of deference to her future self. She would figure it out soon enough, even if it didn’t come back right away. Her friends had included two important items with her clothes, of course; her magical tool, and the spell she had crafted with Capper. She stashed both of those into her pockets before turning around again.
 Only when she was finished did she finally turn her attention back to the cat. “Alright, ghost girl. Sure you want to be big again?”
 “Yes!” the cat squeaked, loudly. “Yes, yes, yes! Do it!” She stretched, standing up on her hind legs. “I’m already gonna have nightmares about this. The stuff it does to your head…”
 Lyra reached down to give her a pat. “Can’t say I didn’t get you out of there, though. Did what I said I would.”
 Removing a spell was far easier than casting it, even if prematurely. A little concentration, and an effort of will… and the cat started to grow. Lyra slipped back out the door before she could finish and felt her little familiar scamper along just behind her.
 She walked into the vampire’s lounge, forcing a smile as she did so.
 Even if she wasn’t still a cat, Lyra still had some of those instincts. She felt the tension in the air, lingering around the two undead. Her companion mages all gathered on the opposite sofa, sitting close together. Reagan and Tabitha kept beside each other, while Starlight toyed with a silver pocket watch in one hand. Her magical tool, though it radiated with the power of an active spell.
 “The cat mage returns,” Volita said, nodding to the empty seat. “As faithful in upholding her responsibilities as one could ask. Assuming my friend makes it out of that bathroom door with the right number of legs.”
 “She will,” Lyra said, settling into the offered seat. As she did, a very human squeal echoed from the bathroom, followed by a fleshy impact, then a whimper. “That’s normal,” Lyra assured. “Takes a minute or two to get your reflexes back. It was her first time ever doing it.”
 Volita giggled. The sound was so convincing, she could almost believe the young woman was alive. Her supernal senses told her otherwise, of course. Her heart did not beat but animated only with the stolen life-essence of ordinary people. “First time. I appreciate the implication. I imagine there are… a very large number of people who might have their attitude improved by time spent as an animal. Would it work on the Kindred?”
 “No,” she said, a little too quickly. “At least—not the spell I know. Might be one.”
 “There is,” Tabitha said, head down and voice quiet, stiff. Even with Volita’s apparent friendliness, there was clear tension in her voice. None of the mages relaxed. “It requires a master of both Life and Death, a very rare combination of talents. I’ve only met one man who was capable.”
 Lyra couldn’t let her guard down either. Just because the leader of these vampires seemed to have a soft spot for animals didn’t mean she might not decide to kill Capper on a whim. What would happen if he couldn’t find another host?
 “It would be similarly difficult on most humans,” Lyra continued. “They don’t do well with magic.”
 “Pity.” The vampire waved one dismissive hand. “The universe is a cruel and unfair place.”
 The bathroom door opened, and Jaqueline emerged from within. She no longer had any of her feline features. The transformation had another side effect—she wasn’t starving, her body less shriveled and starved. No sense transforming someone into a body that was struggling for survival. Her hair was a disheveled mess, and her clothes fit a little loose. But she was alive, heartbeat and all. 
 “Jaqueline!” Volita waved from her seat. Friendly or not, she was still a vampire. Who could even guess what era her social habits had come from? “I worried we would never see you again!”
 “Kinda worried I wouldn’t see the sun again either.” She took a few nervous steps forward, kicking at the floor. “No offense. Know you don’t miss it like I do.”
 It was Rainbow’s turn to laugh, high and bitter. “You don’t know that, mortal. When the sun comes up, you can walk right out into it. Just think about how lucky you are, and how great that makes the rest of us feel. What I wouldn’t give to walk out into the light with someone like you. We could go see a movie or something.”
 Jaqueline nodded hastily, backing away from the vampires, and a little closer to the mages. “Right, right. I know. And I’m grateful. The Seneschal of Canterlot has shown me tremendous generosity.” She dropped briefly into a bow, or something close to one. “Yet I pray she will consider where I am to go when this meeting is over. The reason I fled—”
 Volita raised a hand. “I know, be still. I have a private jet waiting at the airport. It will take you far from here, somewhere with warm sands and long days. I will keep you there until the conflict is resolved in Canterlot.”
 “Oh!” She grinned weakly. “That sounds awesome! I don’t have any—”
 “Money is not a concern,” the vampire said. “The car outside will take you there. Say my name, and the driver will know who you are. Best to go quickly, now. If the ones hunting you are watching for your return, they will have already sensed it. Be scarce.”
 She bowed again. “Thanks, Seneschal. For the rescue, and… for this too. It means the world to me.” She hurried out the door, already seeming to know the way. 
 “But now, the matter of your payment.” Volita stood abruptly. Her bodyguard moved when she did, but none of the watching humans were fast enough. They were left stumbling after them. “I believe this will take my personal involvement. You need more than just vitae—but the essence of an ancient. You have served, so I will provide. Where do we go?”
 The mages all shared a nervous look. Lyra felt what they were thinking, even without telepathy to send it. Leading her there means she knows where it is. She could attack it or come back whenever she wants.
 “Right now?” Reagan asked, the first and fastest to recover. 
 “Before sunrise, if you please,” Volita said, gesturing at the clock on the wall. Lyra hadn’t noticed it as a cat, but now she did. It was a large digital display, with the hours of night and day vividly colored and a hand sweeping across each to indicate the time they had left. About four hours.
 “We, uh…” Starlight stammered. “I don’t know if—”
 “We can do it,” Lyra interrupted. She turned to the side, where she could see her cabal and the vampires at the same time. “Sunset can get us directly inside. I’ve seen her leave doorways open for hours, when we have to.”
 Reagan glared at her with furious anger, more intense than anything she’d seen from the young woman in memory. She forced a smile anyway, lips drawn so tight that they turned white. “That could be… possible. If we can find a place that humans will not look. Sleepers will collapse the portal spell in seconds.”
 “Easily done.” Volita snapped her fingers, and Rainbow moved.
 She drew the curtains closed, before crossing to the door and locking it too. “Private enough for you? Can’t wait to see some real magic tricks. No curtains up like with that cat thing. See if you’re all as full of shit as you look.”
 “I’ll start,” Reagan said, approaching a patch of blank wall. She removed a soft leather pouch from her pocket, flipping it open to reveal the charcoal inside. As she moved, her voice reached Lyra’s mind, echoing unnaturally there. “This seems like a monumentally stupid idea, Lyra. It’s not enough time to have more Arrow ready. We’ll be stuck with whoever is on station.”
 “And the undead won’t know where we are,” she thought back. “They don’t get time to prepare an army to attack. If we’re lucky, we can teleport them back here without anyone finding out where the ruin is.”
 Reagan made a frustrated sound, then started drawing. “A few minutes. Lyra, call them. Let them know we’re on our way.”
 She lifted her phone out of her pocket, then held it up. Before she could dial, Rainbow was just beside her. The vampire touched one hand delicately on her wrist. Though she didn’t strike her, her touch was still irresistible. “Careful, kitty. Nothing funny with the Seneschal. I’ll stay right here where I can hear.”
 She swallowed, then opened her contacts. Not Bonnie, who she would’ve called. She chose Akiko instead and pressed to dial. She tapped speaker too—if the vampire was going to listen anyway, she might as well make it easier on them all. It rang several times, before an exhausted voice answered. “Lyra? You drop off the girl yet? What did the Kindred say?”
 “I’m here with them now,” she said, loud enough for the whole room to hear. “Sunset is getting a portal ready. We’ll be there… right now. If there’s anything you need to get ready to open the door, do it.”
 There was a brief delay on the other side, some muffled muttering. Then Akiko spoke again. “Right now, right now? Or do you mean like soon.”
 “She means now,” Tabitha said, from a short distance away. “Or very near to it. As wild as that prospect sounds.”
 “I… oh. Okay. I’ll make sure the landing area is clear for Sunset.” The line clicked, then went dead.
 


  
    Chapter 38
They spent the next ten minutes in one of the most awkward, unpleasant positions Lyra had ever experienced. While Reagan worked, the others shuffled nervously around in a circle just beside her, while Volita and Rainbow watched.
 The Kindred didn’t move like people do—no subtle shifting while they breathed or adjusting to be more comfortable in their seat. They didn’t have to lean against the wall for support, or otherwise seemed to tire the way living people did. They didn’t even blink, unless Lyra or one of the others looked at them for a little too long. 
 The one who called herself Rainbow chose Lyra as the one to watch, while Volita kept her attention firmly on Capper. She even talked to him, though Lyra couldn’t explain how she could. There were other powers than the ones she knew, bloodier and stranger—yet the outcome was ultimately the same.
 “You aren’t what you appear,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. Only Lyra’s cat-senses let her hear and understand it. “You don’t behave the way animals should. Even familiars can’t resist.”
 Capper rested atop one of the vampire’s fine tables, sitting with all the elegance and poise of an ancient king. “None you have met, daughter of Cain. Lesser breeds are they, descended from feeble stock.”
 “You probably shouldn’t talk to her like that,” Lyra thought to him, tensing. Even if she still didn’t understand what a Seneschal was, she knew it was important. The vampires treated her almost like royalty. Capper was no more obedient to Lyra than the vampire.
 Volita smiled down at Capper, expression an unreadable mask. “Now that is an accent. Kiengi?”
 The cat’s eyes widened. His ears twitched, and he held deliberately still. “Its kin. There was a colony between those rivers, once. Barbarians.”
 “And they call us unnatural.” The vampire laughed, covering her mouth with one pale hand. Her sharp canines were still briefly visible poking out from inside. “But what you’ve done is perfectly acceptable. How many thousands of cats does it take to cross the millennia?”
 Capper shrugged noncommittally. “Our arrangements are mutually beneficial.”
 Rainbow leaned between them, blocking Lyra’s view of the conversation. She folded both arms, grinning toothily. Unlike her charge, she didn’t seem the least bit concerned for looking human. “You can understand them, can’t you? The cat sounds.”
 She mewed back—not any specific word, but loud enough that it broke Capper’s calm. The cat laughed, as close to it as any feline could.
 “Yes.” The Guardians of the Veil would be furious if they ever found out how much information had passed between Kindred and Awakened in this diplomatic contact. Even keeping it vague, the vampires would walk away from all this knowing more than they had before. “Not just cats, but my familiar’s preferences rubbed off on me. They’re my favorites.”
 “So, you’re kinda like Volita,” Rainbow said. The vampire seemed like she was just making polite conversation. But for all Lyra knew, it could be layers of threats and politics, all deeper than she understood. “Before she had to take her job, I mean. She spent most of her time with animals. Rehabilitated them, got them new homes.”
 “That seems nice of her. Not really what I expect from vampires, but… I haven’t met that many before. I guess I don’t know what your lives are like.” How much longer could Lyra keep calm around them? These were the same monsters who enslaved her, who fed on countless others. Without Bonnie, she’d be another of their nameless casualties. 
 “No, you don’t,” Rainbow agreed. “At least you’re honest about it. Most mortals who find out about us instantly assume they know everything there is to know. We’re disgusting parasites, monsters who never create anything or help anyone. Only ever think of ourselves.”
 She was so close—close enough that she could probably feel the warmth from Lyra’s skin. That close, the vampire’s unnatural scent was strong. Not rot, exactly, but a kind of sweetness found nowhere in nature. 
 Before she found an answer, another voice called from behind, rescuing her. “Door’s open! Stay close, and move quickly. I don’t know how long it will last with, uh, our guests. Haven’t done a lot of magic around them before.”
 Lyra turned, darting away from Rainbow and over to the portal. Her magical senses outlined it for her before she was even close enough to see it—a complex knot of space and fate magic set into the wall like a door. Except instead of leading to another room, this one went across the city, into an underground ruin buried deep in an old mine. Bright spotlights radiated out from within, overpowering Volita’s gentle, tasteful illumination. 
 The ruin seemed deserted from this view, a mostly-empty stone space left abandoned except for generators, empty sleeping spots, and the camp kitchen. The door wasn’t visible from this view, nor were any of the defenses. 
 Rainbow whistled loudly, stopping just beside the portal. “It’s real. Doesn’t feel like it should be.” She reached towards the open space, then pulled her hand back, grinning wider. “You only wish I was that stupid. You can go first. Most of you.” She rested one hand on Lyra’s shoulder, much too fast to react.
 As before, it felt more like having a steel vice wrapped around her skin—cold, unyielding. Rainbow didn’t squeeze, but she could have. 
 “Except for her. Cat witch can go through with us, after you’re all through.”
 “Cat witch,” Lyra repeated, annoyed. “I do a lot more than that. They’re just a fun animal.”
 “Whatever.”
 Reagan gestured for the others to hurry. “That’s fine. We’re all friends here, right? We do you a favor, you do us a favor. It’s the start of a productive, friendly relationship.”
 “Of course,” Volita said, as flat and emotionless as ever. “Even friends can be wise. We do not live so long without being careful. So go on first. We will follow when we can see it’s safe.”
 “It is,” Reagan said. She was the first to step across, with no more fanfare than her hair slightly rustled by the breeze. Her voice came just as clearly through the portal on the other side. “See? Single file, I only made it one person wide.”
 That was what they did, starting with her friends. Lyra felt a rustle against her ankle. She returned the friendly gesture against Capper’s side. If this was the moment they tried to kidnap her… “Spirit world? Think we could step sideways before she breaks my neck?”
 The cat replied with his usual annoyance. “If you did not trust these Kindred, you should not have bargained with them. What do you hold over them that they would give what they promised? They have what they want.”
 She kept her eyes up, focused on the one holding her. Having Rainbow this close was a little like speaking to a big cat at the zoo—the animal was fascinated by her novelty, but might turn hostile the instant she showed even a hint of weakness. “Honor? I thought vampires were strict about promises. They made one, now they have to keep it.”
 She felt the cat’s exasperation through the link as strongly as any individual words. “Only the fae are bound by their oaths. The Kindred may choose to honor them, or break them at their whim. What matters is not whether they truly possess honor—but whether the other members of the Camarilla believe they do. Their honor is as rotten and lifeless as their bodies.”
 “And now it’s my turn,” Rainbow said. In all that time, her friends had made their way through the opening one by one. She nudged Lyra closer, then released her. “You go right behind me, then Volita. Nice and slowly now. We wouldn’t want to ruin our new friendship.” 
 She let go, then sprang forward through the portal. The magic worked for her as well as it had for the human passengers—she appeared on the other side, then looked up. “Bigger than it looks. We must be deep underground. How far away did that magic take us, anyway?”
 No one answered her. Lyra kept one eye on the vampire behind her, and stepped through. Capper was only a few steps behind, and Volita not much further.
 Once there, Lyra’s sense for living things quickly adjusted. Instead of a smattering of animals, she felt the mine.
 It was empty, or nearly so. The expedition had evacuated in a hurry, leaving food still steaming on their tables and personal belongings scattered everywhere. She felt a few lingering near the entrance—the Arrow, standing at their posts.
 None were watching their backs for this part of the exchange. The Free Council had none of its own soldiers around either—it was only Akiko, and Tempest.
 The two watched from near the huge magical door. Akiko rocked nervously back and forth in place. Tempest remained calm, unreadable from that distance. She still had the heavy collar on her neck, that was the important thing. She didn’t have a supernatural dagger to Akiko’s back.
 In such a magical place, Lyra could feel the touch of a dozen desperate spells—some active, some remnants of the various attempts to get the door open.
 Lyra moved to the side, getting as much distance from the vampires as she could. Every foot was another second she had to react to whatever attack might come her way.
 “Fascinating. This structure was under our feet all this time?” Volita stopped beside the wall, breaking off a chunk of rock in two fingers. “Limestone, with chunks of felspar.”
 Akiko turned, tucking a little notebook under one arm. She radiated supernal power, even more than usual. What kind of spells was she running? “You must be the, uh… locksmith. Here with the resources to get our door open.”
 Volita nodded. “That’s the agreement we made, yes. Your friends were effective at tracking down my missing contact and rescuing her. Let no Kindred whisper that I do not repay my debts.”
 Akiko nodded nervously. She retreated with every forward step that Volita took, wringing both hands together. She looks terrified. If Lyra could see it, that meant the vampires could too. “I’ve tried a lot of… different ways to get it open. But the door seems keyed for concentrated life essence—the kind that only comes from someone’s lifeblood. But all my research suggests the vitae of a powerful Kindred would work just as well. A vegan substitute for murder.”
 Rainbow laughed, so loudly her voice boomed through the ruin. “Vegan. You know what Kindred are, right?”
 Her friends weren’t standing still. They followed Rainbow and Volita to the door, though all kept their distance. No one wanted to be within reach of something so powerful. We’re worn out from a trip through the Underworld. We shouldn’t be doing this right now.
 She felt Capper’s reply before she even finished thinking the words. “You were the one who thought this was a good idea, bringing the Kindred directly here. At least with a drive the Pentacle would have some time to prepare.”
 “What would you have done?”
 Akiko and Volita reached the door. That left her friend with nowhere to flee, both vampires within striking distance.
 The cat gave one of his usual, characteristic shrugs. “The life of one mage was not always so great a price to ask. I would not have involved the Kindred at all. They may take far more from you tonight.”
 Another thought pressed against her mind. This one it took her that first twenty seconds after arriving to notice. Where was Bonnie? It wasn’t like her girlfriend to just abandon something important and dangerous, even if she hated everything about the plan.
 She couldn’t see her bright hair anywhere in the ruin. 
 “It’s not a simple process of just… expelling it,” Volita said. She dropped to one knee in front of the door, running her fingers over the mechanism. There was a channel there, cut into the stone. “I will give you all the blood you require. I will need a few minutes, but not much longer. Let me work.”
 


  
    Chapter 39
Volita worked in relative silence, crouched beside the door. Lyra couldn’t see what she was doing exactly, but it couldn’t be very much. She made almost no sound, let alone any other dramatic displays. Maybe she had to get into the right state of mind?
 While she worked, the members of her cabal all gathered in a group about twenty feet away, where they watched with growing tension visible in their stance and behavior.
 It would seem like it from the outside anyway, thanks to Akiko’s little spell.
 “I don’t like how long they’re taking,” Reagan muttered. She had her arms folded, magical tool clutched in one hand. “They give a little blood and leave, right? Or am I remembering wrong?”
 Their prisoner tugged on her restraints with one hand. “Sure would love to be able to check. Too bad I can’t use any magic.”
 “They’re your allies,” Starlight said. “Why wouldn’t you trust them?”
 Tempest grunted, turning her back on them all. She folded both arms, watching the vampires’ work. “I worked with Ventus, some years ago. He was much easier to deal with.”
 Lyra gaped. “Ventus? He was a monster! Like a rabid dog, barely in control of his animal desires. But more dangerous than anything alive.”
 Tempest turned, glancing back at her over her shoulder. “You knew him, I see. All that is true, of course. Ventus was among the most repulsive beings I’ve ever had the misfortune to encounter.”
 “Then why?” Tabitha asked. “Why have anything to do with him?”
 “What makes a monster dangerous isn’t the powers it can turn on you. The danger comes in being able to judge their intentions—or not. Ventus was a dog. Point him at a squirrel, and he’d chase. Point him at a cat, and he’d rip it apart. Give him a steak, and he considers the arrangement rewarding. This creature, though—she’s something else. The sister was always an unknown quantity. If I ever heard she was party to one of our arrangements, I always withdrew. She isn’t worth the risk.”
 His sister?
 Lyra felt a sudden gulf in her chest like an invisible wound. In an instant, the lingering vampires in front of her gained new meaning. Wanting to come directly here, then waiting in place while they seemed to do nothing at all. “We’re in trouble. Sunset, can you close that portal? I expect Volita to bring friends through it any second. Hers, not ours.”
 The Mastigos mage smiled wearily. “Thought of that when I made it. If anyone who isn’t those two vampires or one of us gets close to it, the portal will collapse. If they try it, we’ll know.”
 “Is something wrong, dear?” Tabitha asked. “More than the obvious, I mean. We knew there were risks involved when we elected to work with the Kindred. If we see any sign of hostility, we’ll be ready.”
 “We did what they said.” Starlight twisted the watch, moving the hand forward. It spun rapidly, until she’d brought it a full cycle. “And they have limited time until light. It won’t matter if they’re done here when the sun rises, they’ll still fall asleep. Usually.”
 Usually. Because vampires were much too poorly understood for any concrete rules to be known about them. 
 “The door still isn’t opening,” Akiko said. “Should we go talk to them?”
 “Maybe send them home,” Reagan added. “I know how badly you want this door open, Twi. But this whole thing is sketching me out. Almost ten minutes so far, and no progress.”
 Lyra nodded along with Reagan. As upset as she would be at the prospect of losing the reward they’d worked for, at least nothing permanent would be lost.
 But before she could say as much, something sharp drew her attention. It was her magical senses, the spell she used to sense living things nearby. Somewhere high over her head, a pair of living creatures were abruptly missing. The Arrow guarding the entrance.
 She swore under her breath, loudly enough that even Tempest turned to look at her again. But none of her mage friends had the same sense for living things that Lyra did. Some might have other spells to detect it—but if they did, they would probably know what had just happened as well as she did.
 “Guards just went down,” she whispered. “How could they find this place? Do they have magic phones too?”
 Her friends all tensed. Anyone who wasn’t holding a magical tool or other enchanted weapon lifted their tools from wherever they were stored. 
 “We fight them now,” Reagan said, spinning the little dagger over her arm. “Twilight, can you alert the Concilium?”
 “Speed, apprentice,” Capper thought, his voice urgent. “Make yourself as fast as you can. Flood the spell with light. Now, before they know their allies are here.”
 “Not just me,” she thought back. Lyra squeezed the leather handle of her dagger, drawing little shapes through the air. Enhancing someone’s physical abilities was well within her purview—but she’d never tried it on so many at the same time. Without her existing sympathetic connections to the cabal, she would probably be doomed. Yet with it…
 She broadened the spell to cover them all, each one an extension of the same power. That strategy would make it far too vulnerable to attack by another mage—but they weren’t fighting the Seers this time.
 For a second she stopped listening—as Akiko turned to face the vampires, and called out to know how much longer they would take. It didn’t matter. 
 “She ran faster than the nightmares,” Lyra whispered, while both hands moved rapidly between the mudras. “Where darkness struck, she was there. At every lonely crossroads, beside every traveler, in the great city’s winding alleys. She was there.”
 The spell demanded power, and she gave it—more mana than she spent on most weeks, all gone in an instant. It left her feeling drained, wrung out. If she needed more power, she knew where to find it. She had to live long enough to run out of mana for that to matter.
 Reagan raised an eyebrow, watching her work. “One of these days you’re gonna have to teach the rest of us where you got that vocabulary.”
 The spell crashed down on them all at once, a sudden, incredible burst of strength and increased dexterity. Would it be enough?
 Akiko’s little sphere of silence collapsed.
 “I thought I knew one of you.” Volita turned her back on the door. Nothing had changed about it—no dark stain of blood, or grinding stone as it opened. The vampire hadn’t done anything.
 “I made a few calls while you were on that little errand. Dug around in some old security tapes.” 
 As she moved, Rainbow followed, just beside her. She flicked something out of her pocket—a butterfly knife, which swung open so fast Lyra could barely track it through the air.
 She could track it now, though. “Don’t show them what we did,” she thought, glaring at the others. Unless other Thyrsus mages had ever enhanced them like this before, they might not even know what it felt like. “I can’t drop the spell for one of us without releasing it for everyone.” One way or another, all Lyra’s eggs were now in the same fragile basket.
 “Found your face, cat mage. You were there the day my brother died. Pulling the trigger.”
 Several of her friends looked shocked, mouths hanging open.
 “I hoped we were mistaken,” she continued. “Your powers were so… interesting. You shared my respect for all nature’s creatures. I didn’t want you to be his killer.”
 “What kind of drugs are you on?” Rainbow asked. “Seriously, because I want the blood of people on them. The cast iron balls to walk right up to the sister of the Kindred you killed. What did you think was going to happen? That we wouldn’t find out?”
 Lyra stepped forward, so she was beside Akiko. Unlike the others, she could keep her movements deliberately slow, showing no hint of the magic on her. Unless vampires had some way to sense her powers, they wouldn’t see it. “I had no idea who you were,” she said. “Ventus didn’t tell any of his slaves anything. He used us up and threw us away. Into the river, usually.”
 Volita sighed. “At least she’s honest. A refreshing change of pace.” She waved vaguely over their heads. “Recent events have seen to the death of the VALKYRIE agents involved in his murder. But one of his ghouls escaped. Do you have any idea what the Camarilla will do to one who betrayed their master?”
 From beside her, Akiko held one hand open, expression wistful. “Could you please not make us fight like this? We’re on the verge of the most significant breakthrough in Atlantean study since the Orders were Founded. Please put the knife away. Before this gets pointlessly violent. No one here benefits from conflict.”
 Volita sighed. “We did prefer to work with you. I thought we were at the start of a productive friendship. Unfortunately, she must answer for my brother’s murder.”
 Rainbow pointed her dagger in Lyra’s direction. “Now.”
 “You all can surrender her, and send us on our way. Or defend her, and suffer the same punishment.”
 As she said it, something loud ripped through the air behind them, like a shotgun blast. Someone screamed, and bits of arms and legs went tumbling through the air, spraying black ichor behind them.
 Reagan burst out laughing, almost as loud. “You people have no idea who you’re dealing with. You were just going to take out the guards upstairs and flood the mine? Now you’re stuck here with us.”
 “Your brother was a monster,” Lyra said. Maybe it was Capper’s confidence that filled her—or maybe Bonnie’s. Either way, she stood up straight, faced them both without fear. “I watched him kill in front of me, until the poison he fed me wasn’t strong enough to enslave my will any longer. My bullets didn’t kill him—but if I could have, I would.”
 Rainbow lurched across the empty mine towards her, faster than any human could see. Except Lyra. She drew her magical tool in one hand, while casting another spell with the other. No time for the supernal invocation this time. Her own memory would have to be enough.
 Lyra called forth the likeness of those who dwelt in the Supernal. If vampires were beasts, she would show them what animals were like in the Wild, where the Fall did not taint them. Lyra grew taller, muscles stretching and skin hardening. Wings sprouted from her back, tearing through flesh and spreading into the same wide, feathered organs she once used to reach Tempest.
 Rainbow swung for her, and Lyra caught the blow against her magical tool. Thanks to Tabitha’s magic, the stone knife resisted. She struck back, driving her knee into Rainbow’s chest with her greater size. The vampire might be supernaturally strong and fast, but there was no beating leverage. She went tumbling through the air, before striking painfully into a distant stone wall. The impact didn’t seem to phase her much—she was up in seconds, wiping blood from her face with the back of one arm. 
 The distant lift rattled, then dropped through the ceiling in a single massive clatter of twisted steel and naked cable. Several dark figures fell into the opening, each one drawing weapons. They have guns.
 But that wasn’t her problem. She couldn’t fight that group, or worry about what Volita was doing. Her cabal would have to do that, if she could keep the most dangerous undead away. 
 “Find wood and pierce the heart,” Capper thought. She couldn’t see the cat anymore, and that was probably for the best. The undead would use him against her if they saw him. He was still close—close enough to speak to her, and maybe even give her advice where she needed it. “Or use fire, but that makes them more dangerous. It’s usually not worth the risk.”
 Gunfire barked through the room, along with distant shouts. The mine rumbled and shook, with chunks of ceiling tumbling down around them.
 Lyra bolted to one side, dodging rocks larger than she was as they fell from overhead. A generator exploded from the impact, bursting into vibrant orange flame.
 Then something heavy struck into Lyra, ripping her out of the air and dragging her painfully to the ground. A dagger stabbed into her shoulder, then the stone beneath. She screamed, red blood pooling from the point of impact.
 Rainbow held her down, crushing her arms and legs with superhuman strength. “Been waiting for that. Someone had to… put you people in their place.”
 


  
    Chapter 40
Lyra braced for an attack she knew might be coming with any second. Her limbs tensed, but Rainbow’s grip was so strong If she tried to make a single concerted push, would the vampire decide she wasn’t worth the risk and break her neck? Lyra had only seconds to think, maybe less.
 Not enough for her human self to consider some rational calculation of her situation and her odds—but her animal instincts could. She had months of time as different creatures now, enough to know how to manipulate those senses.
 Small, weak, useless. She remained pinned, as though trapped under the blade. She strained without really trying, flopping backward and forward.
 Her captor’s face turned from grim determination to smug satisfaction. Bullets flew overhead, and one or two seemed to strike the woman holding her down—but Rainbow barely reacted. Some dark blood sprayed, without much effect.
 “You stay here, cat. The mistress won’t be killing you so easily.” She brought her arm down hard, directly into Lyra’s ribs. With a life shield, the strike wasn’t instantly prevented—she screamed as the bone snapped, briefly distorting her view with a splash of incredible pain. The skin split, and more red blood soaked through her robe. 
 Rainbow bent down, running one finger over the wound, then holding it up to her tongue. “Strong stuff. Don’t bleed out while I’m working.” She brought her elbow down again, this time on Lyra’s forehead. 
 The blow could’ve killed her, if that was the vampire’s intention. But Rainbow wasn’t trying to smash her brains open—only knock her out. She rocked against the floor, body spasming.
 Few could perform such a convincing imitation of being knocked out than a life mage. Lyra collapsed to the side, apparently incapacitated. 
 She counted the painful seconds, still feeling the weight of the vampire over her. At any second, Rainbow might decide to do something genuinely fatal. The vampire was probably strong enough to decapitate her—she couldn’t imagine any mage with enough power to heal from that.
 It’s okay, she wants to take me for punishment.
 Sure enough, the blade ripped out of her shoulder a second later, and Rainbow stood. “Got the bitch!” she called, rejoining the others. “You people done yet?” 
 Lyra remained still, breathing slow and heartbeat even. That level of bodily mastery was a spell, technically—one so simple that she cast it without even thinking. Let them think she was totally unconscious.
 While she lay there, she focused on her magical senses, and her other ones. The gunfire had stopped.
 “She’s dead,” said one, followed by a meaty sound of impact, then something sliding across the floor. 
 “Redhead vanished before I could get a shot off,” said another. “Swear I must’ve clipped her. But she vanished.”
 “Pale one broke like a doll,” said another vampire, disappointed. “Blood was already cold. Think she might’ve been a revenant or…”
 “I got one alive here. Looks like she was their prisoner or something. Didn’t lift a finger to fight. Think I might recognize her.
 “What about the other?” Volita demanded. She was much closer, probably a few feet from where Lyra lay in mock-unconsciousness. “I count one missing.”
 “Six?” Rainbow asked, from nearby. “I didn’t…” Then she moaned. “Maybe you’re right. The light purple hair. Came to meet you… did we fight her? I thought she wasn’t here.”
 “Never saw her.”
 Lyra listened in silence as the kindred spoke with cold ambivalence about how they’d gruesomely murdered the most important people in her world. She might’ve lost control completely, if it wasn’t for her Life senses. 
 Lyra didn’t sense a room full of corpses. In fact, there was something off about the only dead mage. Tabitha’s pattern, except—instantly decayed by several days? Lyra wasn’t the only one playing possum.
 Her Life senses couldn’t tell her where the vampires were standing, she could only use sound and motion for that. Two were closing on her, while another group lingered by the broken elevator. Several mechanical sounds reverberated from that direction, along with the grinding of rubble. They were trying to dig their way out.
 “Sunrise in two hours!” Rainbow called, now standing directly over Lyra. “Tick tock!”
 “Helicopter can be here when we’re out,” said one of the distant vampires. “No reception down this deep.”
 “I have… informed them of our position,” Volita said. “Dig quickly. It is not the sun we need to fear.”
 She stopped only a few feet from Lyra. A boot smacked into one of her wings, hard enough to bend it over. Lyra kept perfectly still, ignoring the pain. The limb flopped back a second later. “If only another of the Willworkers was the killer. A tragic waste of interesting powers, this one.”
 I can’t fight seven of them. From the feel of it, her friends hadn’t lasted very long either. They might not be dead exactly, but they were still completely outclassed.
 Then Lyra heard another voice. All turned at the same time towards the speaker. But none would understand as Lyra did.
 Akiko’s voice, coming from the same direction as the strange vampires. “Pressure, heat, confinement!” she yelled, in her piecemeal Atlantean. “Tunneling, orbital, fusion!”
 Light and heat filled the mine, washing over Lyra. Something struck into Volita, followed by a heavy impact from the other direction as they rolled away.
 Lyra abandoned her unconscious illusion. She bid her body to mend, weaving torn muscles together and closing skin. Her eyes were drawn to the light from the opposite end of the room, where Akiko held a star between her hands.
 No other name was adequate—this was no conjuration of light, or even captive flame. This was an impossible sphere of hydrogen, collapsed down to a single point of incredible density. The mage’s Awakened will overpowered nuclear confinement, screened aside the radiation that might be destructive to human life, leaving a stream of naked yellow sunlight to fill the room. 
 She advanced steadily around the corner, where a team of several vampires had been working to excavate an exit. 
 The undead evaporated. A few had the strength to scramble away—but Akiko extended her other hand, then pressed downward. 
 Physical strength was fleeting and feeble. Their agonized voices echoed in the cramped mine, then fell still. Only bleached bones remained where they stood.
 “You will not be leaving here until we are paid for our service,” Akiko said. The star dimmed, then blinked out. “I see you cowering there, vampires. Stand up, and do as you’re told.” 
 Lyra stumbled to her feet, backing away from that shadowy place behind some broken rock where Volita and Rainbow had sheltered. 
 To her eyes, the shattered ruin looked far closer to an even fight now. Tabitha lay broken and splayed somewhere in the camp, her skin pale and body lifeless. Reagan and Starlight were both gone, leaving only little patches of blood on the stone.
 Akiko’s convincing corpse lay not far from where Lyra had first fallen, one of her limbs broken and her neck twisted too far. Phantasm, and a convincing one at that.
 Lyra retreated towards Akiko, who was just then helping Tempest to her feet. Three of them, where there had been six.
 I hope Starlight is okay. Did she use a hedge door?
 “Those five were upstanding members of the Camarilla,” Volita said, indignant. “You’ve killed them in cold blood.”
 Akiko shrugged. Her hair was wild now, extending behind her in a wave. “That’s not what those words mean,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Cold blood was what you did when you attacked and possibly killed the Arrow standing watch on the surface. This is self-defense.”
 She advanced, stepping over the bones of the slain vampires. They crumbled to ash where she stepped, as though they’d somehow aged a thousand years. “The Concilium’s laws are quite clear about the response to violence. If the man raises arms against you, he shall be punished. If the beast lifts claw to the Awakened, it will be destroyed.” She waved her hand, and the same touch of telekinesis swept over the bones, turning them into a faint wind that blew across the ruin.
 Akiko pointed at the locked ruins. “You will open it, now.”
 “Should’ve just burned them…” Lyra had no more room to fly in the confined space, not with the ceiling collapsed in several sections and huge piles of rubble clogging the opening in others. She kept the spell anyway, if only for the added strength and height. Let the Kindred see what they were fighting. We’re not prey anymore. Never again.
 “Your demands mean nothing,” Volita said. She kept her voice disciplined, exactly as confident as she had been in the safety of her home. Even with most of her troops slain, she was somehow calm. “When the Prince ordered your danger culled, it was done. What should we care what ‘Concilium’ law says? I was old when the first Concilium was founded, and your kind were scattered barbarians.” 
 She stood more confidently now. Rainbow was just in front of her, handgun pointed at Akiko.
 Tempest stumbled, toppling sideways over the rubble. Without magic to enhance her vision, she must not’ve seen.
 The vampires both laughed at the display. That sound was a little stiffer than Lyra remembered, forced. “Your strength is a bluff!” Volita called. “Yours either fled in terror, or fell. Your two aren’t equal to us.”
 Akiko bent down, offering her hand to help Tempest again. 
 Everything happened at once. A shotgun blast echoed through the room, briefly deafening Lyra. Akiko went flying backward, spraying real blood through the air this time. She fell to her back, gasping with pain. 
 Tempest turned the gun on her again, but by then Lyra had closed the distance. She took the blast instead, ripping through her chest.
 Lyra wasn’t trying to convince the vampires of her weakness this time. She started healing while the wounds were still open, ignoring the pain and diving directly for Tempest. She wrenched the gun out of her hands with ease, then smashed it down on the mage’s face. 
 “Traitor!” she yelled. Flesh tore, filling the air with a sickening sound. She wheeled back, then smacked the butt of the shotgun directly into her face a second time. Something even louder cracked then, bone? She lifted it for a third blow, hard enough to kill the traitor before she could strike again.
 Something gripped her hard, one hand on her wing, and the other on her shoulder. “Stay down this time,” Rainbow said, voice low. Then pain exploded through her, pain so great that any spell Lyra might’ve tried turned to fuzz in her mind. 
 Rainbow tossed the severed wing to one side, and Lyra to the other. She brought her knee down on her neck, pressing her face into the stone floor. She could’ve crushed her neck then, but the blow wasn’t that hard. She wanted to let her breathe, barely.
 The wound sealed closed, muscles knitting back together where they were torn. But the missing wing would not grow back—that was a far more powerful magic.
 In front of her, Volita offered her hand to Tempest, helping her to her feet.
 Lyra watched the traitor stand, helpless to stop her. The broken collar tumbled away from her, locks shattered from Lyra’s attack. Then her face knit back together.
 Wounds sealed, and the bones popped into place. Tempest bowed to Volita, head down. “This mortal knows her place. Perhaps your brother spoke of Tempest before his passing.”
 “He did, as it happens.” The vampire smiled, no longer needing to merely act relaxed. “He spoke highly of you—one who served well to accomplish tasks others could not. I see you remain as useful as you once were.”
 “I would be, if you permit it,” Tempest said. “It would be my honor.”
 “Start by seeing the suncaller is properly dead this time.”
 


  
    Chapter 41
Lyra kept still under Rainbow’s boot. This was less about the deception—she had no illusions about her ability to prove she was too weak to fight. But if she struck out too soon, or too powerfully, she might prompt Rainbow to kill her.
 These vampires have other powers too. I can’t think they only have their strength to turn on me. She had felt some of that during the fight—strikes that hit her friends, or that their armor deflected. Someone had used blood as a weapon at one point, ripping through cloth and flesh where it struck. 
 But now that was over. We were winning! Lyra thought, glowering at Tempest as she made her slow way over to where Akiko had fallen. She picked up another firearm as she went, this one a machine pistol a different vampire had dropped. She checked the magazine, moved it between her hands.
 “This is her real body. When you walked in, she was using phantasms.” She waved her hand, muttering something low and guttural under her breath. Akiko twitched, whimpering on the floor. 
 Not within sight, yet—still close enough. Lyra focused on her, eyes narrowing. Gunshot wounds could be mended, even without invoking the mudras or ritual words. 
 Rainbow struck her in the back of the head with her hand. Her forehead smacked onto the cave floor, hard. “Think I can’t feel that, cat girl? Stay still, please. Tonight was gross enough.”
 “…and that was her shield,” Tempest continued. “You wish her dead?”
 “Quickly,” Volita said. “Painlessly. She fought for her friends—she’s an adversary deserving of respect.”
 Tempest lowered the gun to the back of Akiko’s head. “Goodbye, Twilight.”
 A deafening crack echoed through the room, so loud that Lyra’s ears rang. The sound was familiar to her—a high caliber round, one that exploded into a secondary detonation a few milliseconds after impact. 
 Lyra’s still-accelerated senses recovered quickly—but by then, the damage was already done. 
 Tempest lay splayed on the ground, missing her head. Akiko remained where she had fallen, apparently untouched. That was no machine pistol.
 Rainbow and Volita both dropped—but not away from her this time. Rainbow yanked Volita to the ground beside where Lyra was pinned, herself crouched behind cover. She left her head uncovered, but protected something else—her heart.
 “That way!” Volita pointed off in the other direction, in the wreckage of camp. “Mortal! Didn’t sense her before.”
 A heavy mechanical sound echoed through the room, then brass clattered against stone. “Let her go, or your head is next,” Bonnie called. “Stand up, slowly.”
 Lyra twitched to one side, and Rainbow’s grip slackened. Not enough to fight her way out, but enough to look.
 Bonnie rested against the wall, surrounded by a circle of sputtering runes. Before her was one of the heaviest sniper rifles Lyra had ever seen, settled comfortably onto a tripod. More letters glowed along its side, still burning. Steam rose slowly from the barrel. 
 “You bitches deaf? Off her, now. Then back away.”
 Volita turned to face her, holding out both arms. “There are two of us. Even if you pierce through the heart, the other will reach you before you reload.”
 Bonnie kept her grip on the weapon. She watched over the scope, the other firmly closed. “Maybe. Shriveled old mummies like you wouldn’t take the chance on that, would you? Which way am I aiming? Which one of your immortal lives is about to end?”
 “I know her face,” Volita whispered, so low that Bonnie probably couldn’t hear. But Lyra could. “She didn’t go down with the VALKYRIE agents. That’s the woman who killed Ventus. Burned his body on video.”
 “What do you want me to do, mistress?” Rainbow whispered. “Kill her?”
 “They’ll both answer to the Camarilla,” Volita said. “We must make an example. Bring her alive.”
 “Too slow!” Bonnie said. “Release her now.”
 “Alright,” Rainbow said. “I’m letting her go.”
 She lurched forward, taking her knee off Lyra’s chest. Another deafening crack ripped through the air, sending a spray of black fluid and torn clothes—but whatever she hit, it must not be enough.
 Lyra had a second to cast, so she did. She reached for Akiko, overflowing all the healing she could into a single, brief blast. Not long enough to fix the shock or replace the missing blood. But hopefully enough to keep her from bleeding to death.
 Something clamped down on Lyra’s neck again, wrenching her up into a standing position. Her concentration broke, and the spell ended before she could finish. “You could have surrendered willingly. Doesn’t it hurt to see them suffer? This is pointless.”
 Rainbow closed the distance to Bonnie with incredible speed, much faster than the young woman could reload. 
 But something was already waiting in the space between them. There was a click, then another explosion, loud enough to deafen her. A claymore! 
 Chunks of vampire went spinning through the air in a spray of dark blood. Rainbow screamed, then—dissolved? One second she was there, the next only a faint cloud of dark mist remained, vanishing into the shadowy gloom.
 Lyra fought, wrapping both arms around Volita’s hand and trying to pry it free. She could’ve done that to Rainbow, she’d felt that girl’s strength.
 Volita’s arm didn’t even twitch. Her hand wrapped tighter, squeezing at her throat. “Still, mage. The Prince will forgive a corpse.”
 Then Bonnie was there, mere feet away. Gunshots echoed again, this time from her heavy handgun. Bang! Bang! Bang!
 Volita’s body ripped open, spraying dark blood against the dark walls, the cold stone. Bonnie kept shooting, taking step after painful step closer. Until the gun clicked.
 “Are you finished?” Volita turned then, lifting Lyra by the neck as she did. She held her in one hand, while the other she opened. “Surrender, or I’ll take her head back to the Prince. Drop the gun.”
 Not just words—there was weight behind them, command. It might not work on a mage, but Bonnie wasn’t magic. She drew a revolver quick loader from a pocket, her fingers shaking. Bullets clattered out one by one. The gun shuddered in her hand. “I… won’t… serve…”
 “You will, though,” the ancient vampire said. “Why do you think we kept you alive? You have a blood debt to repay.” 
 Bonnie dropped the gun.
 A dozen different spells flashed through Lyra’s mind, all useless. Life magic could do nothing to these creatures. She couldn’t put them to sleep, couldn’t suppress their life to cause harm, or even inflict them with terrible disease.
 Akiko was the one who could fight vampires, and she now lay unconscious on the stone floor.
 “As fascinating as your appearance is—I need you at a more manageable size,” Volita continued, twisting Lyra in her grip. “Be human again, please.”
 She obeyed. Lyra’s body shrunk. Her remaining wing vanished, and the muscles returned to their normal configuration. Her strained clothes shifted back into place, dropping the two objects she was still carrying to the floor. Her obsidian dagger, and a little piece of carved wood.
 “Much better. We’ll wait here for Rainbow to put herself back together.” She kicked the knife aside, then tossed Lyra to the ground beside her girlfriend. “No spells from you, cat witch. But we both know there’s nothing useful you can do here. Your powers won’t work on me.”
 Lyra landed painfully beside Bonnie; shoulder pressed into the dirt. Her girlfriend remained rigid, frozen in place in the unnatural rigor of mental command. She remained perfectly still, waiting for Volita’s next order.
 Lyra reached for her magical tool, but of course it wasn’t there anymore. Her fingers only closed around a piece of hard wood; its surface broken with dense scratches.
 “That was unpleasant,” said a voice from the dark. Rainbow stepped out from the shadows there, missing her weapons and her clothing. Yet there were no signs of damage to her pale body. Bonnie’s attack hadn’t even left a scratch. “Kinda rude to shoot people, isn’t it?”
 She bent down, hauling Lyra off the ground again. “Guess these are the ones we came for. Too bad about the team.”
 Lyra kept her hand squeezed into a fist around the little piece of wood. One sharp edge cut into her skin, drawing a few painful drops of blood. 
 “Looks like we may need to escape another way,” Volita said. “I know how little you like spirits, but—”
 Lyra felt it before they did. Where her blood touched her captive spell, the binds along it tore free. Magic ripped from her body, shattering the carved wood. Tentacles reached out in every direction, and two found their marks.
 Nimbus filled the ruin, transforming it in a single incredible rush. Great trees rose up instead of walls, clustering close together to form a shadowy canopy. Fresh air blew through the space, carrying with it the smells of flowers and the moisture of running water. 
 The trees parted, and white sunshine shone on them all, so bright it blinded her.
 This wasn’t real light—the vampires didn’t dissolve into scorched flesh. Rainbow dropped her and fell to the dirt. Volita collapsed just beside her, curling up on the mud. She started to sob, rocking slowly back and forth. “No… no… no…”
 Bonnie shook herself once, and her glazed expression suddenly focused. “Lyra?” She held out her arm for Lyra.
 She took it, rising slowly to her feet. Pain faded, drowned in the surge of mana into every limb, every cell. “What did you do?”
 “A mighty miracle,” said another voice, from very close. Capper appeared out of the rich undergrowth, except—he was a man again. He wore an ancient mage’s cloak yet covered with the spots and splotches of the last body he’d been wearing, yellows and browns and blacks all smeared together. 
 Lyra looked and saw what he meant. The vampires weren’t burning because they were breathing. Their skin had color again, smears of red and purple visible beneath. “There’s no… cure.”
 “There is not,” Capper said. “This will not last. When the sun next sets, this mighty work will be undone. But for the moment…” 
 He dropped to one knee beside the two undead, obvious pity on his face. “In the ancient days, this would be their time to prepare to meet their end. We would give them the kindness of dying as men again, instead of beasts.” He stood, turning his back on the two. 
 “No,” Lyra whispered. The words came before she realized what she was saying. “I want them to remember this. They should know how their victims feel.”
 The spell was already fading. Distant forests vanished, and the cavern darkness overpowered the false sunlight of a truer place. 
 “There is considerable danger in returning these alive,” Capper said. “Sparing them—may produce greater enemies, more determined than ever to exterminate your cabal. The Kindred are not merciful creatures, and slow to forgive.”
 The cave returned. They were back in the dark, with only faint suggestions of leaves visible as patterns in the rubble.
 Except—it was different now. Reagan was there, holding Akiko in a standing position. The Obrimos mage was pale, but at least Lyra’s healing magic had done its work. No bloody crater remained in her chest, wreckage of the shotgun blast. Her attention was now focused somewhere else, as though the back wall of the chamber had become incredibly fascinating for reasons unknown.
 “What if they don’t remember us?” Reagan asked. She hesitated long enough to catch her breath, adjusting Akiko’s nearly-limp body. “Can’t hunt for someone you don’t know.” She looked down at the two undead. “Not exactly sure why we should let them live. They wouldn’t do the same for us.”
 “Warning,” Lyra said. “I want them to spread the word—if they don’t leave us alone, we could take away what they most value, turn them back into the species they victimize.”
 Capper might look like a cat again, but he still spoke like a person, for all to understand clearly. “Others remember you. If they do not, the Kindred will know their minds were altered. Even if they may struggle to understand how.”
 “You killed her,” Akiko finally said, her voice distant and unfocused. “Why?”
 “To save your damn life, witch,” Bonnie grunted. “Was hoping to get a good shot on the leader. But she kept her heart covered. Harper wasn’t exactly in the position to help at the time.”
 “Waste,” Akiko said. She gestured at the body, and the corpse reformed, returning to the way Tempest had looked in life. Except, of course, that her face was blank and lifeless now. “I was getting through to her.”
 “We needed the sacrifice of a mage’s life, didn’t we?” Lyra asked, voice distant and unfocused. “I wonder if that was good enough.” She turned to the door, squinting at it through the ruins. It was glowing now, but had it always been doing that? Lyra had bigger worries just then.
 “New idea!” Reagan interrupted. “New memories! The ruin wasn’t real, just a trick to ambush them. They won the fight, narrowly. Had to kill us all to survive.”
 That made them hesitate. Eventually, Lyra nodded. “Good. Do you think you could confuse what we look like in their memories a bit? Would be nice if they don’t see us in the mall some night and realize what happened.”
 “Sure, but… that won’t change whatever recordings they have.”
 “They don’t have any,” said another voice. Tabitha sat up from the floor. As she moved, the full heat of life returned to her face. Her heart started beating, and she stood. Narrowly, anyway. She stumbled forward, clutching at a deep wound to her chest. “Heartstrings, if you would. I think I’m bleeding to death. For real this time.”
 Without the battle to distract her, Lyra had no trouble sealing the wounds—though doing so left her with all the mana of a fully squeezed tube of toothpaste, curled up to nothing.
 While she worked, Tabitha spoke. “I may’ve been a tad disrespectful during our visits with them. Every camera recorded static. Erased the fingerprints and other genetic signs too, while I was at it. I meant to apologize, but…”
 She reached where the two Kindred now lay, with heat in their bodies and real heartbeats. To anyone with mage sight, they were still engulfed in spectral vines, pulsing with the life of the Primal Wild. Rather like a supernal life-support system for a dead thing, sustaining them for a single day.
 She gasped, covering her mouth. Her eyes settled on Lyra. “That’s… that’s not possible. No master of the arcana could…”
 “None could,” agreed the cat, nuzzling up against Lyra’s leg. “Not making or unmaking—Dynamics.”
 Her mouth opened, then closed again. Those unplaceable Atlantean words Capper taught her—she didn’t know them because they didn’t come from any mastery of the arcanum still taught in this degenerate age.
 She wobbled, then dropped to her knees on the smoky cavern floor, arms wrapped around her chest. Though her body was still, her eyes opened. Her mage sight seemed to outline everything now—her friends all bound by threads of generic heritage through to an ancient planet.
 “Lyre?” A pair of soft arms wrapped around her, squeezing tight. “Lyre, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”
 Her cabal were so vulnerable. Every woven thread that wrote their lives had flaws. Every new cell born made them die a little more. And the complex, spontaneous mapping of organ systems, so easy to disrupt. 
 “I can’t…” Tears filled her vision. She tried to reach for Bonnie, but her body barely obeyed her anymore. “I can’t watch you die.”
 Her girlfriend lowered her into her arms. “Lyra? Akiko, what’s happening to her?”
 “Fire without smoke,” said a familiar voice, just beside her now. “What lives, grows.”
 Capper was there again, but not a wild ocelot hosting a spirit. An old man, wrapped in the dignity of high office. He removed his hood, revealing a face of white hair, and little wooden crown on his brow.
 Lyra didn’t see the physical anymore, though she still felt it. Bonnie’s arms still held her, warm and desperate. But she couldn’t hear her anymore.
 “The phenomenal rots from a festering wound,” he said. “We caused it, drew a silver knife across the world and spilled its lifeblood. On its own, the patient will die. But with enough skilled doctors, surgeons—” He held out a hand. “It’s time to be one of them, Lyra.”
 She reached out, without moving her body in Bonnie’s arms. Yet she hesitated, short of taking the offered hand. “What about my friends? My girlfriend?”
 Capper smiled sadly. “It will hurt, at first. But who better to teach them than you?” Behind him the cavern was gone. A road appeared in its place; golden bricks formed of every truth Lyra had ever told. 
 Lyra focused, returning her attention to her body. For a little while longer, anyway. She saw Bonnie with her human eyes. She straightened in her arms, high enough to kiss her. “I love you, Bonnie,” she whispered. “Thanks for… believing in me.”
 “Lyre? Lyre, what—”
 Lyra’s body exploded into tass, resonant with the verdant life of the Primal Wild. It blasted through Bonnie, then continued through the cavern, covering every surface in grass, moss, and vines. Great trees grew from nothing, their trunks expanding to hold up the broken cavern.
 Only soft green wildflowers remained to mark the place she’d been, each one formed of radiant green with little lines of gold.
 


  
    Epilogue
Bonnie did not like to dream. When she slept, she remembered the world as it once was—a simpler world, when she was young, and the monsters hiding in the dark were the fears of a child. 
 But then she grew up, and she saw how strong they were. She watched them take away the people she loved. Her father first, then her childhood love. Even when she managed to fight something back, her victories were always short-lived. The monsters won in the end.
 The ones she lived with now were not monsters in the same way. But their ambition took away her girlfriend. How much better were they?
 She stayed with them anyway. The Awakened fought different monsters, the kind who killed and didn’t care. For all their faults, mages were still people. They knew pain, they loved and hated and cried. 
 Bonnie cried in her dreams too—over the one who lived too fast and left her. There were crystal flowers in her bedroom now, a final parting gift. Sometimes Bonnie tucked one behind her ear for good luck, whenever they were about to go on a difficult mission.
 There were a lot of those, especially after the cabal discovered Tempest’s blood had opened the ruins after all and had to defend the relics within from competitors of all kinds.
 It was on one of those that Bonnie finally saw for the first time. One of her new allies got impaled by a road sign, before the deadly shapeshifter fell to Bonnie’s silver bullet.
 She knelt beside Akiko, watching the light fade from her eyes. There was nothing a first aid kit could do for such a terrible wound.
 “Lyra could’ve fixed this,” she whispered, holding the dying mage up off the ground. At least she wouldn’t have to die alone on this empty road.
 Something nudged against Bonnie’s knee, soft and gentle. “Maybe she could’ve, so what? You’re not someone who ever wanted to rely on someone else.”
 No housecat should be out on her own this far from Canterlot. Her body was lean, and her fur tangled with briars, as though she’d been lost in the wild for a long time. She still had a collar, though it had faded in the sun and the fabric peeled in places.
 The cat was talking to her. “Don’t let her die, Bonnie. You don’t need her to fix this.”
 Akiko shuddered and convulsed, dark blood dripping down her lips. She had only seconds of life left, maybe less. “I don’t know—”
 But that was wrong. Bonnie watched Lyra heal so many times, she’d heard the words of her spells. They never meant anything before, but now… 
 She stood, easing the bent metal out Akiko’s back. With the other hand, she imitated the gestures her girlfriend had used a hundred times. “Darkness follows day, where the workman retires, and the city is quiet. The night cannot come yet, there is still more to do. Mend what is torn and take up your tools.”
 Bonnie watched in amazement as they spell worked. The wound closed; color returned to Akiko’s face. Her breathing stabilized, and her heart slowed into a steady rhythm. Bonnie lowered her gently to the ground.
 “Now call Reagan,” said the cat. “Tell her to come pick up her girlfriend. You can’t bring her home right now.”
 She reached obediently for the phone, then froze. She turned back to the cat—a calico, with gold and mint green splotches. “Why?” she whispered, voice cracking. “I have to… help her.”
 “You just did,” said the cat, rising onto her paws. “There’s something you have to do now. Don’t worry, you’ll be back.”
 “What’s that?” She reached sideways, running one hand down the animal’s back. She felt soft and warm, despite her wild appearance.
 “See the secrets at the heart of the universe,” Lyre said, matter-of-factly. “Don’t worry, I think you’ll like what you see. It’s the way things should’ve been. Maybe with your help, we can fix this place.”
 The End
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