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Chapter
1

T
o bottle magic, it takes more than just a knowledge of alchemy and an understanding of how various ingredients interact. It takes a certain mindset. The alchemist must have the confidence—some say, the arrogance—to do the impossible.

As a master alchemist, I never lacked confidence. It was a skill that had taken me far in my profession and one that had gotten me into a lot of trouble. I’d done some things I wasn’t proud of. But I was trying to put that behind me. Now I would make up for my wrongs and in the process, help alchemy attain the respect it deserved.

At least, that was the plan. It seemed the road to redemption wound through some dark neighborhoods.

I tucked the Ziploc bag in my pocket and started across the cemetery. The December wind had a bite that promised snow, but not today. The clouds had broken, and patchy sunshine peeked through, the soft light illuminating random headstones. The place seemed peaceful, at rest. The last of the fall leaves crunched beneath my feet as I left the road and cut across the graves to the mausoleum.

The rusted metal door made no sound when I pulled it open and tugged it closed behind me. Decayed leaves and damp earth scented the air. The smell always reminded me of the first night Rowan and I visited this place. The night I saved Rowan from a lich king and his zombie dogs. The same night Rowan told me he cared for me. But that was the past.

Six weeks ago, I learned that I’d been responsible for Era’s abduction and mental damage. Era was Rowan’s fellow Element, and a daughter to him in every way that mattered. Rowan had given me a stay of execution to heal her. I’d done as he asked, but I hadn’t seen him since


I shrugged off the melancholy and crossed to the open sarcophagus in the center of the room. I took out the tiny flashlight I kept inside my jacket pocket and clicked it on. The beam of light fell across the stone lid leaning against the side of the sarcophagus, highlighting the name carved in the surface. Ian Mallory. Rowan and I had missed that detail the night we first entered the mausoleum, but it hadn’t taken us long to figure out who still occupied this tomb.

I shined my light inside the sarcophagus, illuminating the stairs to the crypt below. It was an ingenious setup. When the sarcophagus lid was closed, no one knew this place was here.

The first room at the bottom of the stairs was more library than tomb, the walls lined with books—most of them first editions from centuries past. The dark red area rug muffled my footfalls until I reached the corridor that connected this chamber to the next. Stopping just inside the door, I surveyed the ancient alchemy lab that had so impressed me the first night I saw it. The tables now sat empty, my new assistant packing up the last of the equipment. A lit candle in an old-fashioned metal holder sat on the table next to him; the sulfur scent of a recently lit match still hung in the air. He hadn’t been here long.

“Did you get it?” he asked without looking up.

I pulled the Ziploc bag from my pocket, displaying the ivy I’d plucked from a weathered headstone. “It was right where you said it would be.”

“Of course.” He lifted his head. “Did you really doubt me?” His bright blue eyes met mine, and his mouth quirked upward, dimpling his cheeks.

I released a sigh and slipped the Ziploc into the box containing the rest of the ingredients he’d kept stored in this crypt. I didn’t feel any better about this arrangement than I had six weeks ago when I dared to brave this place again to make Ian Mallory an offer: his lab in exchange for a vial of the Final Formula, the Elixir of Life. I’d been in desperate need of a lab, and Ian had one.


Ian tucked a strand of shoulder-length, golden hair behind one ear. “I have learned a few things about the discipline of alchemy over the years.” He flashed me another grin. To look at him now, no one would guess that he’d been dead for decades.

I turned to the shelves that had contained his alchemy ingredients, making sure we’d taken everything. Well, everything except the jars he’d used to make his liches. A lich was an animated corpse with its consciousness still intact, like Ian, but having been a necromancer in life, he was also something more. Among his kind, Ian was known as a lich king: an undead necromancer with the ability to make other liches. The jars contained beating human hearts. If I had needed an example of Ian’s true power, that covered it.

Then too, I’d already seen Ian in action that first night Rowan and I entered the sarcophagus. As a rotting corpse in decaying robes, Ian had been a terrifying sight. He’d also been a smartass even then.

“So, if the road to hell is paved with good intentions,” I said, “then the road to redemption is paved with…smart-mouthed necromancers?”

“Pondering the deep questions of the universe, I see.”

“Or is this just my personal penance?”

“You’re in a mood.”

“Sorry. We ready?” I turned back to the table and picked up the box of ingredients.

In answer, he lifted the heavier crate of equipment. A whisper of hot air brushed my skin and a dark portal opened beside him.

“Come.” He stepped into the opening he’d created and I followed.


It had shocked me to learn that Ian could travel to the same dimension James could. At first, I thought it an ability of the dead, but Ian had quickly set me straight, claiming it was a skill belonging to only the most powerful necromancers. Being part hellhound had given James the same ability, but I didn’t talk about James with Ian. I didn’t trust Ian that much.

The portal winked closed behind us and we stood in darkness, lit by only a dim red glow that came from everywhere and nowhere. I assumed this was the same place James visited. It looked the same. The only thing missing was Gavin, James’s predecessor and fellow grim. Not that I missed Gavin’s presence.

A howl rose from the darkness and I fumbled the box, almost dropping it. Maybe Gavin would be making an appearance after all. “What’s that?” I whispered.

“Hellhound. This is no place for the living.”

A doorway of light opened before us, and I squinted in the brightness. Our new lab lay on the other side. I stepped through and Ian followed. We’d been here almost a month, but I hadn’t wanted to move the rest of the equipment over until I was sure we were staying. Yesterday, I’d signed a six-month lease on the building.

Ian set the crate on one of the stainless steel counters and began rooting through its contents. The building had once been an Italian restaurant. With lots of counter space and an industrial-sized hood over the gas range, the kitchen made a good lab. Certainly a step up from the little room in Ian’s crypt. Even the faint odor of garlic was an improvement.

I traded my jacket for a lab coat.

“Here it is.” Ian lifted a large syringe from the crate. Made of glass and steel, the old-fashioned instrument had a needle thick enough to use as a kabob skewer. I shivered, wondering what applications he’d used it for in the past.


“Now we can get to work.” Ian turned to another counter, this one occupied by a medium-sized, mixed-breed dog. Ian had found the animal in a nearby alley, dead.

Abruptly, the dog rolled to its stomach and rose to its feet.

I took a step back.

“Really, Addie.” Ian tsked. “Do you fear I’ll sic him on you or are you squeamish?”

I tore my attention away from the dog to give my assistant a frown. Eyes that were normally bright blue now resembled the color of faded denim.

“I don’t like dead things,” I said.

A pale brow rose over those faded eyes.

“I haven’t made up my mind about you,” I added.

“Ah, well, nice of you to keep an open mind.” Those eyes dropped to the syringe, and he took a few moments to tighten the needle.

I’d told the truth. I still didn’t know what to make of Ian, even after working with him for almost six weeks. Technically, his flesh was as dead as the canine now standing before us, but unlike the dog, Ian’s soul still resided within. When I first met him, he’d been a desiccated cadaver of decaying flesh and yellowed bone, but I had changed that when I gave him the Final Formula.

The Final Formula had powerful regenerative properties. For the dead, it wouldn’t restore life, but it would return the body to its prime form, if not function. This new body only gave the appearance of life. The organs, though not functional, did regenerate. This was a critical benefit for Ian. The necromancer who’d made Ian a lich had taken his heart, giving him the power to imprison Ian in his tomb. Now, with his body once again whole, Ian was free to leave, though for now, he seemed content to tag along with me.

“You really found this animal dead in the alley?” I asked.


Ian looked up from the syringe to give me a flat stare. “I didn’t kill the dog.”

I hoped he was telling the truth.

He returned to the animal. “I think it would bother you less if it were human.”

“Probably. I like dogs.”

Ian smiled. With those blue eyes and waves of golden hair, he was a very handsome man. Or he had been. Now his lightly tanned skin was ice cold. Without a beating heart, no blood flowed in his veins, and without his blood, I couldn’t capture the essence of his power. I had to take a different approach.

“You’re sure this will work?” I asked.

“Not as well as if you had a living, breathing necromancer whose blood we could use.” Ian sunk the syringe into the side of the dog’s neck. The animal didn’t even flicker a glazed-over eye. “But I have imbued its blood with my power. And my power is no small thing.”

“Unlike your humility.” I watched the syringe fill with bright red blood. The animal hadn’t been dead long.

Ian withdrew the syringe and offered it to me. “You’ll find that more than sufficient.”

The dog slumped to the counter, and Ian’s eyes immediately returned to their former vibrant blue. He’d once told me that a way to gauge a necro’s power was to watch how quickly his eyes returned to their natural color. Of course, that information came from Ian himself. I’d have to ask another necromancer sometime. Unfortunately, the only ones I knew probably wanted to make my corpse their personal plaything.

I returned to my counter and found a folded newspaper lying beside the assembled equipment. “What’s this? Another alley find?”

“Yes. It’s yesterday’s edition, but I thought you might find it interesting.”


The headline at the top of the page snagged my attention.
Magic in Medicine: the Debate Continues
. Beneath it, a photo of the University Hospital Burn Center showed a collection of protestors outside the front door. They held up signs that read
Keep Witchcraft Out of Medicine
, and something about
Satan’s Mistress
.

“I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure I never went out with Satan.”

Ian grunted. “Maybe that was before your Grand Master wiped your memory.”

Thanks, Ian. It was hard to move beyond my past when he kept reminding me of it. I frowned at his back as he walked over to the opposite bench and his half-assembled apparatus.

I turned my attention back to the article. Last week, the media had learned about the alchemically enhanced salve the Burn Center was using. At first, I’d been thrilled. Here was a chance to redeem alchemy—and me. The burn salve was mine, and at the moment, my sole regular source of income. My fledging alchemy shop had yet to draw much attention, but considering the current mindset, perhaps that was a good thing.

I skimmed the article and found it a rehash of a lot of things I’d read before. Should magical cures be administered without a patient’s consent? Were such cures truly safe? Should alchemists fall under the same regulations as pharmacists? And a new one: should alchemical formulas require FDA approval?

“That wouldn’t work,” I muttered.

“What’s that?” Ian didn’t look up from assembling a ring stand.

“FDA approval. I’m constantly refining my formulas.”

“FDA?”

It still amazed me how little Ian knew about the modern world around him. I gave him a quick explanation.

“You have presented the world with some interesting questions,” he said when I finished.


I dropped the paper on the countertop. My eyes caught on another headline further down the page:
Third Victim Raises Concerns about Serial Killer
. Nice. My story got better page placement than an article about a serial killer.

I sighed. “This debate about alchemy in medicine; it’s not going to blow over, is it?”

Ian glanced over his shoulder at me. “If the government can regulate it and make money?”

He had a point. I picked up the syringe of dog blood. Another sigh escaped before I could help myself. Blood. It seemed I always came back to blood alchemy. I could blame my training. I was an Alchemica alchemist after all, but it felt deeper than that, instinctive.

I glanced over at Ian. He had his ring stand and burner set up and was currently eyeing a four-ounce jar of liquid. Something solid floated in the liquid. From where I stood, it looked like a finger. Like me, Ian was a blood alchemist. Unlike me, he had no problem with the label.

I set down the syringe of dog blood. If I was going to change, give up my dark ways, I should do it now.

I frowned at the thick red liquid. But I really needed some necromancer essence if I was going to design a potion to save James from necromantic possession. Being dead, James was just as open to necro control as the dog Ian had just animated.

The bell on the front door jingled, and I glanced toward the curtain separating the lab from the store portion of the shop. A customer? My mood swung in the opposite direction. A customer was a rare and wondrous thing, often presenting me with some puzzle to figure out. And even if it was just a rudimentary potion he or she needed, it was still an opportunity to illustrate the usefulness of alchemy.

I pushed through the curtain and took two steps into the room. The smile died on my lips.
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