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In the middle of all things stands a city. At the center of everything, neither here nor 
there, the jewel of the universe, Axis Mundi. The convergence of the ley lines, the city of all 
cities. It glows like a beacon in the dark of the universe, and above all things it must be 
protected. 

At the center of it, the Spire stands, reaching up with a thin finger to touch the clouds, 
painted rose and gold with the setting sun. High inside it, behind countless rune walls and 
protection spells, the dimensional nexus roils and crackles, protected and protecting. 

Axis Mundi is always beautiful, always inviting, always dangerous, but on this day, even 
more so. The last day of the last month is ending in the center of the center, and everyone is 
expected to attend. 

 

6:45 PM 

Down in the city, in the Midnight Mansion, in the fashionable district left of the center, 
Damiane Lellouche, Byron Blaze, and Medusa Shaladi gathered in the lounge. 

“It’s nearly gone seven, you know,” Damiane announced lazily. She lay prone on the 
chaise, her long arm trailing her cigarette dangerously close to the ornate carpet.  

“She’s got to be almost done,” Medusa replied, from behind the bar. Her long locs fell and 
twisted around her face as she carefully measured and poured gin into a shaker. 

“Ha! Almost,” Byron commented. “I’ll take one of those, too, please.” Medusa nodded, 
cracked the shaker, and poured four shimmering cocktails into glasses.  

Byron took two, unfolded his lanky form from the barstool, and delivered one to 
Damiane. She took it without looking up, raised her glass, and they both downed their cocktails 
in one gulp. There was a tiny clicking and the ringing of a small bell, and an inky black 
Doberman pup with a diamond collar trotted into the room. He made a beeline for Medusa and 
she scooped him up. He sniffed at her locs as they shifted and moved. 

“You’re such a good boy, Ivor,” she said to him, and he barked intelligently in response. 
Byron poured himself another splash of liquor, threw it back, and strode to the lounge door.  

“Charlie,” he bellowed into the hallway, “come on! It’s seven, Annemarie is going to be 
furious!”  

Medusa put Ivor down and he began to sniff busily at the carpet. “Do you really think 
they’re all going to be there already?” she asked, sipping her drink. 

“Yes!” Byron replied impatiently. “The other corners of the ritual will be there at least. 
And might I remind you I have to perform tonight as well!” 

“Who are the other corners again?” Damiane asked, taking a long drag on her smoke. 

“Minister Singh, Im Ki-Tae, and Gideon Obelisk,” Byron said. Damiane groaned. 



“What?” Medusa said, looking back and forth between them. 

“Damiane,” Byron explained, rummaging behind the bar for ice, “Doesn’t care for Doctor 
Obelisk because he’s best friends with Tau Omiata. You know, the one that got away.” 

Damiane stood up and flung a pillow at Byron with all her might. He dodged it, laughing, 
and the pillow crashed into the bar, overturning the bottle of gin. It gurgled across the bar and 
down into the carpet. 

“What in the world?” a voice exclaimed from the hallway. There was a pause, and in a 
cloud of silk and scent, Charlie Midnight entered the room.  

“I’ve been gone for five minutes –” she began. 

Byron scoffed and righted the gin bottle. 

“I have been gone for five minutes,” she repeated, tossing her head, “and this is what I 
come back to? Pour me a drink, please, Medusa dear.” 

“You have been upstairs at minimum an hour,” Byron said. He pointed at the spilled gin 
and it disappeared. Charlie shrugged. 

“Looks good though, right?” She stepped into the middle of the room and executed a 
turn. It did indeed look good. She was all over gold. Her short black hair had been shaped into 
perfect fingerwaves, crowned with a thin gilded headband. She wore delicate golden t-strap 
heels on her feet, dangling chandeliers of gold on her ears. Her long dress was backless, falling 
from her shoulders like liquid metal.  

“Annemarie is going to flip,” Byron said. Charlie waved a hand at him. 

“Who cares?” she said. “Just because she dresses like that doesn’t mean I have to. Besides, 
I have a different outfit for the Ritual.” 

“Why?” Byron asked. “They’re just going to cover it with the robe.” 

Charlie accepted a glass from Medusa and downed it in one. “I am not wearing that 
robe,” she said. “Now come on.” She picked up Ivor, gave him a kiss on the head, and set him 
down. He trotted back along the hallway towards the kitchen, collar bell ringing, to his dinner. 

They stepped out under the portico. It was already dark outside, and the lamps in 
Charlie’s long circular driveway were blazing, casting a flickering orange glow on the dazzling 
midnight blue Bentley that stood in front of the house. 

“Get in,” she said, gesturing to them impatiently. 

“Who’s driving?” Medusa asked. 

“The car is,” Byron replied drily, and the doors opened, as if on cue. 

“Get in!” Charlie insisted. “We’re going to be late!” 

 



 

7:15 PM 

“Did we have to get here so early?” Tau asked. He craned his neck to look around the 
mostly empty room. “No one else is even here yet. The staff is going to know our faces too well. 
We’ll never be able to sneak around.” 

The two men sat in the corner of the main parlor of the Spire, watching the few 
partygoers mingle as workers put the finishing touches on the space for the New Years’ Gala. 

“We’ll be fine,” Gideon replied. “We’re recognized. It will help to eschew suspicion.”  

“This ain’t like no other heist we’ve ever pulled.” A tanned, scarred woman with a mane 
of salt and pepper hair placed a glass on the table and sat down between them, her gown 
iridescent and shimmering as fish scales. 

“Because this isn’t a heist, Emere,” Gideon replied. “It’s a library, right? So we’re just 
going to borrow a book.” 

“A forbidden library,” Tau pointed out, “in a very secure building. During one of the most 
exclusive events of the year.” 

“And, you’re one of the corners of the ritual,” Emere added, poking at the lapel of 
Gideon’s suit. He blanched and brushed at the blue fabric where she had touched it. 

“But sure, just like borrowing,” Tau finished. 

The three of them huddled together over the table. Tau wiped at his forehead and 
obsessively smoothed his jacket. Emere fidgeted with her hands, her many bracelets jingling and 
clanking. Only Gideon was calm, stroking his goatee thoughtfully as he always did, quietly 
surveying the room. He checked his pocket watch, only once, and nodded as Tau and Emere 
continued to bicker back and forth about the inconsistencies of the plan. 

“Doctor Obelisk?” A voice spoke from behind his shoulder. He jumped and turned to see 
a man in a somber black suit with a sword at his side.  

“Yes?” Gideon replied. 

“My Lady Chirawan,” the man said, “requests an audience with you.” 

Tau looked up from his conversation with Emere and raised an eyebrow. 

“Chirawan?” Gideon asked. “Of course. Excuse me.” 

He stood up, nodded to Tau and Emere, and followed the man through the sparse crowd. 
At the other end of the room, surrounded by at least ten bodyguards, all armed with massive 
swords, sat Chirawan the Immortal. Her ancient skin was tawny and unlined, her robes the 
color of smoke and fire, swirling around her and the jeweled sword she also carried. She looked 
up at Gideon as he approached, her eyes narrowing in assessment. 



“My Lady,” Gideon said, inclining his head respectfully. 

“Gideon,” Chirawan said. She waved her hands, and all the guards stepped back. She 
beckoned him closer. “I have nothing but the utmost respect for you and what you do. You are 
the absolute authority when it comes to magical items. I’m wearing five of your pieces right now 
and I have twenty more at home. I love you and I love your work. But I need you to understand 
something. I don’t care what you and that pirate woman and the alchemist are planning over 
there, all crime in Axis Mundi goes through me. No exceptions.” 

She patted him on the shoulder. “I consider you a friend. So, you consider this a friendly 
warning. I’d like to leave it at that.” 

“I appreciate that, friend,” Gideon replied. “But I promise you, we are just borrowing. Not 
stealing. No crime.” 

Chirawan threw her head back and pealed laughter. Across the room, Tau and Emere 
jumped. 

“I’m serious,” Gideon continued. “We need information, and a map if possible. It will go 
back when we’re done. It’s for a client.” 

“Really?” Chirawan raised an eyebrow in interest. “Still freelancing?” 

“When the mood strikes,” Gideon grinned. “And the price is right.” 

“It certainly must be some price to pull you away from your endless tinkerings.”  

“It is a particularly interesting contract,” he acknowledged. “But my client did insist on 
secrecy. Don’t worry, if I feel like I’m about to step on your toes, I’ll let you know immediately. I 
doubt that will happen on this one.” 

“Your consideration is appreciated,” she replied drily. “I would hate to have to feed you to 
my rune sword. It wouldn’t be anything personal, but in the spirit of keeping up appearances—” 

“Of course. Thank you for your consummate professionalism.” 

“Good luck with the Ritual tonight.” She pointed a long finger at him. “Remember, some 
of us are immortal, so it is imperative that you get this right. The future of my domain is at 
stake.” 

She drummed her fingers on the hilt of her long jade sword. 

“I’ll do my best, my Lady,” Gideon said, and Chirawan dismissed him with a wave of her 
hand. 

 

 

 

 



7:45 PM 

The Bentley pulled up to the ornate entrance to the Spire, and two valets in matching red 
velvet suits rushed out. They were too late, and had to step back as the doors sprung open by 
themselves. Damiane was the first to emerge, holding the billowing legs of her turquoise 
pantsuit above her ankles, cigarette holder clamped between her teeth. She breezed past the 
proffered hand of the valet without a second look. Medusa followed her, her locs twisting and 
floating above her head, green dress as tight and shiny as snake skin. The valets didn’t even 
attempt to help her, only stared at her in enchantment as she walked past. Then Byron, patting 
his tall kinky pompadour back into place as he stepped gracefully from the vehicle. He turned 
and gave a hand to Charlie, who popped out of the car like a golden party favor. 

“All set?” she said. 

The valets approached hesitantly, but she shook her head. “No need, fellas. My car parks 
itself.” 

She turned, pointed to the car, and waved her hand. The car began to shimmer, then spin, 
then shrink. It flew into the air, spinning and shrinking until it was just a pinpoint of bright 
white light. Charlie crooked her finger and the white light shot towards her, circled around her, 
and slipped into her purse. 

The doors sprang open, and the four of them entered the foyer. Before they could enter 
the party room proper, someone laid a hand on Charlie’s arm. 

“Charlotte Staunton Midnight,” a woman’s voice hissed. Charlie turned around in 
surprise. 

The Guide of Axis Mundi, Annemarie Brooks, stood behind her, draped in the formless 
white robe of the ritual, fuming. 

“Oh, hi, Annemarie!” Charlie said. 

“Oh, hi, Charlie,” Annemarie mocked. She crossed her arms in front of her and swept the 
group with a stern look. 

  “I have to get backstage,” Byron muttered. He disappeared through the door, followed 
closely by Damiane and Medusa. 

Annemarie watched them until the door closed, then turned her gaze on Charlie. “Nice of 
you and your – team – to show up. You are late! You are one of the corners! This is not a game.” 

“It’s--” Charlie looked pointedly at the clock, “Seven forty-five. The ritual is at midnight. 
We have time.” 

“This is important, Charlie!” Annemarie insisted. “We don’t have time. Not for 
foolishness.” 

“Foolishness?” Charlie laughed, brushing past her into the party room. “I don’t know the 
meaning of the word. 



The others had already found their way backstage, where Damiane was helping Byron 
into his suit, while Medusa began his makeup. The Four Flames, Calder Chaude, Mira Malone, 
Oshiko Ota, and Louis LaBarre, were already dressed and lounging in the green room with 
champagne.  

“You escaped her clutches, I see,” Damiane commented, kneeling to repair the hem of 
Byron’s jacket. 

“I told her to calm down,” Charlie replied. “It’s not even seven.” 

“You understand why she’s so upset, though, right?” Byron asked. He closed his eyes as 
Medusa began to powder his face. “This is important. This is – this is the survival of the city. 
And they’ve chosen you as one of the ones to protect it.” 

“And believe, me, Byron, I’m honored beyond belief. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to 
let Annemarie follow me around like I’m a school child, and I am definitely, absolutely, without a 
doubt not wearing that robe!” 

“I’d love to see you manage that,” Louis drawled as he walked past. He looked Charlie up 
and down and gave a low whistle. “You really pulled out all the stops tonight.” 

Charlie winked at him. “Midnight strikes, Louis. Midnight always strikes.” 

 

8:00 PM 

Gideon was stroking his goatee, staring at nothing in particular, when Emere roused him 
with a firm shake of the shoulder. 

“Wake up, would you?” she said, easing herself down into the chair next to him. 

“Sorry,” he replied. “I was lost in thought.” 

“When aren’t you these days?” Tau ribbed as he returned to the table. He set his drink 
down and Gideon looked at it, then looked at the drink in Emere’s hand. 

“What?” he said. “No drink for me?” 

“Get your own.” Emere took a hefty swig from her glass. “It’ll do you some good to speak 
to another person. Even if it’s just the bartender. Anyone you haven’t known for twenty years. Be 
sociable.” 

Gideon grumbled. 

“You could use some friends,” Tau said gently. 

“I have you two!” Gideon argued. “I have Ophelia.” 

Tau looked at him over the rim of his glass. “Ophelia is a giant clockwork tiger that you 
built without a voice.” 



“On purpose.” Emere added. 

“Without a voice on purpose,” Tau corrected himself. 

“She still counts. What more do I need?” 

“A drink, for starters.” Emere clapped him on the back and smirked. “So, let’s see what 
wins out – your stubborn anti-social behavior, or your true love of a little naughty water.” 

The table was silent as Gideon briefly held his breath. 

“Damn you both,” he said, and they both burst into chuckles as he stood and walked to 
the bar. 

He approached the bar and leaned against it, surveying the room.  

“Gin and tonic with a lime, please,” he said to the bartender, who nodded. 

“Doctor Obelisk?” a woman’s voice called. 

Gideon turned to look, and his mouth nearly dropped open. The woman standing before 
him was astonishingly beautiful. She glowed.. Her grey eyes flashed nearly white against the 
bronze skin of her face, and her animated locs coiled and pulsed around her like living things. 
She was at the same time compelling and absolutely terrifying. 

“Congratulations,” she continued, “on being named one of the corners. Such an honor to 
bestow on one of our greatest artisans. This piece here is one of yours, you know.”  

She gestured with her hand to a brooch on the neckline of her gown, and Gideon raised 
his eyebrows in surprise as several of her locs spiraled down to unfasten it. They held it out to 
him, who took it from them gingerly. 

“Ah!” he exclaimed, producing a monocle to examine it. “A caduceus! Are you a fellow 
physician? A worshipper of Hermes?”  

“Oh, not at all,” she laughed. “Snakes. It’s a family thing. The healing spells it contains are 
useful as well.” 

“A fellow freelancer, then,” he concluded. He handed the brooch back to her, and she 
took it with her hand and placed it above her ear, where the locs coiled around it to hold it 
firmly in place. 

“A fellow artist,” she corrected him. “A muse. A model.” 

She raised her glass. Awkwardly, he found his glass at the bar and raised it in kind. 

“Medusa Shaladi,” she introduced herself, holding out her hand. 

“A pleasure,” Gideon replied, as he grasped the tips of her fingers. 

“Likewise. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Doctor, I have to get backstage. Who knows what 
those animals have gotten up to without me. Good luck tonight.” 



He watched her as she walked away, until his view was blocked by the broad chest of a 
military uniform, bristling with medals. 

“Obelisk,” said the deep voice attached to the uniform. Gideon looked up into the 
massive, silky, chest length beard and somber brown face of Minister Parambhir Singh. For the 
occasion, he had paired his uniform with a dazzling blue silk dastar that only highlighted the 
severity of his countenance. 

“Minister Singh,” Gideon greeted him. “What a pleasant surprise.” 

“Surprise?” Singh bellowed. “How could it be a surprise. I’m one of the corners. Surely 
you would see me here tonight.” 

“My pardons, Minister. My mind has been elsewhere.” 

“No doubt, no doubt,” Singh waved away his apology. “All of us very busy, very excited 
about the ritual. But I wish to talk business for just a moment. I understand you’re freelancing 
again.” 

“Word certainly gets around when one signs an exclusive, secret, magically binding 
contract with a private client.” 

“Well, Obelisk, it’s my business to know. Your licensing and paperwork is still in order 
with the Guild, I presume?” 

“Of course it is, which no doubt you already knew.”  

Minister Singh shrugged. “My business, as I said. Knowing your preference for high risk, 
high reward contracts, I trust you understand that any damage to the city or its environs will be 
your direct responsibility. We don’t need another Cards of Fate incident, hmm?” 

“Minister,” Gideon said, “that was a decade ago. I can assure you that –” 

He trailed off, finally noticing Tau, aggressively signaling him from across the room.  

“I’m sorry, Minister,” he resumed. “Will you excuse me?” 

He drained his drink, absently handed the glass to Singh, and hurried away. 

  

9:00 PM 

“Ladies and gentlemen, without further ado!”  

Charlie looked up from her drink and turned to face the stage. The curtain had come up, 
and in the center of a dazzling white spotlight, a pale man with blond hair had his long fingers 
curled around the microphone.  

“I give to you, Byron Blaze and the Four Flames!” There was a flash of light, and smoke, 
and the man disappeared. In his place, five spotlights shone, one slightly in front of the other. 



The bandleader gave a sign, and slowly, quietly, the music began. As it did, the spotlights 
on the stage began to flicker and grow into columns of flame. The audience gasped as the flames 
climbed four feet, then six feet, then eight feet high.  

The trumpets blared, and the columns flamed out and disappeared, leaving Louis, 
Oshiko, Mira, Calder, and Byron, standing in the spotlights. They wore suits the color of flame – 
red, orange, yellow, blue, and Byron in white, the hottest of all.  

He grabbed the microphone, leaned back, and let out a long, low howl. The crowd went 
mad. Charlie nodded her head in approval and turned back to the bar.  

“May I have another, please?” she asked the bartender quietly.  

Someone tapped her on the shoulder. “Charlie?” 

She turned to see a small blonde woman in a white gown standing behind her, hands 
clasped. “Lissi!” Charlie exclaimed. 

The two women hugged and air-kissed briefly. “I haven’t seen you in ages!” Lissi said. 
“You look amazing!” 

“So do you! How have you been?”  

“I’ve been just wonderful! I’ve been splitting my time between here and the forest, you 
know, helping Father take care of the old home.” 

“Yes, and how is Captain Schwarzvald? Is he here tonight?” There was a loud pop and a 
fizzle, and both women looked at the stage to see the Flames standing motionless, hands raised, 
as blue and white sparks fell over them like rain. The horns let out a whoop, and as one, they 
began to turn, slowly, like automatons. Their voices throbbed and swelled with the music. 

“He’s over there somewhere, talking to Mr. Carvalho.” Lissi looked behind her and 
beckoned to someone. “Really, I’ve come over to introduce you to an associate. An – admirer.” 

“Oh, my,” Charlie replied with a tinkling laugh. “An admirer of my work or of my person? 
Because I have enough of the latter.” 

“Oh! Your work, of course! Here he is now. Simon!” Lissi called. A man emerged from the 
crowd, smiling widely. He wore a black suit, well-tailored but forgettable, and his sandy blond 
hair was a bit too long. “Charlie, this is my very good friend, Simon Sevicius. Simon, Charlie 
Midnight.” 

“Yes,” Simon said, “Ms. Midnight. I must say I am in absolute awe of your work.” 

“Why, thank you.” Charlie extended her hand, and Sevicius leaned down to kiss it, still 
smiling. He held on for just a moment too long, and when she pulled it back, she had to resist the 
urge to wipe it on her dress. 

“Mr. Sevicius,” Lissi continued, “Is a scholar.” 



“You give me too much credit, dear Miss Schwarzvald,” Simon said. “I am at best a 
dabbler. A student of the strange.” 

“Of the strange, you say?” Charlie took a gulp of her drink and began to look around for 
Medusa. 

“Of the strange. Of the hidden.” He laughed. “Yes, and that is why I find your work so 
fascinating.” 

On the stage, the Flames spun around each other in perfect time, changing places on the 
stage in a complicated pattern. Byron, in the middle, cupped the microphone closely, his tall 
form hunched over as he wailed into it. Charlie finally caught sight of Medusa, standing next to 
the stage, watching them intently. She sighed. 

“In The Divination Dilemma,” Simon continued, “You raise a very interesting point about the 
intersection of fate and free will, and how being clairvoyant affects that. I myself don’t possess 
such powers, but I believe that certain things are foretold, some would say, destined to happen, 
and that these things stand out, away from the small things we do from day to day. They remain 
unaffected, they are essentially, marker posts in time, like trees standing in a pond, while the 
water pools around them. How do you feel about that?” 

“Honestly, Mr. Sevicius, I’ve never even thought about it,” Charlie droned. 

“Yes, but,” he began. 

“Ugh, there you are!” Damiane exclaimed, bustling around the bar to step between them. 
“I’ve been looking everywhere – oh, hello, Lissi.” 

“Damiane!” Lissi exclaimed. “How are you? This is my friend, Mr. Simon Sevicius. Simon, 
this is-” 

“Damiane Lellouche,” he finished, extending a hand. “An absolute honor. I enjoy your 
work very much.” 

“Thank you,” she replied. She took his hand briefly, pulling it away before he could kiss 
it. “Charlie, we’ve got to get backstage.” 

“Oh, but I’d so love to talk to you about your creations,” he continued, stepping closer to 
her. “This last spring, the Rain Gown that Medusa Shaladi wore – it was absolutely fascinating. 
That was a collaboration between you and Mr. Omiata, was it not?” 

She favored him with a quick, icy smile. “We’ll talk some other time. Lissi, good to see 
you. Charlie, come on.” She put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder and steered her away from the bar. 

“Thank the gods you came over,” Charlie said as soon as they were out of earshot. “They 
had me cornered.” 

“Who is that creep?” 



“I have absolutely no idea.” She looked around the room. “If we’ve got time, Damiane, do 
you mind terribly if I go get some air? It’s already been such a long night.” 

“Go ahead, just be back in time to do the change.” 

 

9:15 PM 

“Are you sure the damn thing is even here?” Emere scolded in a rough whisper. 

“If you stopped asking and started really looking, maybe we would find it faster,” Gideon 
replied. 

“I can’t see a thing in here,” Tau piped up. “How are we supposed to look for anything?”  

“Put your goggles on, like I told you,” Gideon said. “Blackflame lanterns don’t emit light 
in the human visual spectrum.” 

Tau slid the goggles on and had to stifle a gasp as the room went from pitch black to 
bright as day. The light was purple rather than white, emanating from a small brass box in 
Gideon’s upturned palm. 

“What did the Minister have to say?” Emere took a large dusty tome from the shelf in 
front of her and began to flip through it. “Was it more interesting than your conversation with 
Miss Shaladi?” 

“He wanted me to know that he knows I’m working again,” Gideon said casually. “She 
was…interesting.” 

Tau looked up from the box he was pawing through. “She’s the most beautiful woman in 
Axis Mundi.” 

“And she approached you directly,” Emere added. “The conversation had to be more than 
just interesting.” 

Gideon shrugged. “She’s a fan of my work and she congratulated me on my part in the 
ritual tonight. What else is there to say.” 

“Honestly, I’m surprised you got word one out of your mouth.” Tau straightened up, 
dusting his hands off. “Barely anyone addresses her to her face.” 

“Why is that?” asked Gideon.  

Tau gingerly lifted a stack of books and set them on the ground. “She’s unnaturally 
pretty. It’s amazingly intimidating. And for you to speak to her, well…” 

“Are you trying to highlight my general disdain for being social or are you saying I cannot 
tell when a woman is gorgeous?”  

“Both,” Emere interjected. 



“Because,” Gideon continued, “I assure you, I found her enchanting in both appearance 
and conversation. She was hardly as intimidating as you say.” He looked at her pointedly and 
began to flip through a book. 

“I don’t believe that at all,” Tau chuckled. 

A loud snap echoed through the library and all three jumped. A flame burst into the 
hearth of the reading lounge, painting the area with orange light, but the stacks where they now 
stood remained dark and ominous. 

The newborn flames revealed the woman standing there like a vision, her dress 
shimmering hypnotically as she crossed the room and sank into a leather armchair. 

“Charlie Midnight,” Emere whispered. “What’s she doing here?” 

“Who is she?” Gideon asked. 

“For starters, another one of the corners. You really don’t know her?” 

“Hello?” Charlie asked, halfway to lighting a cigarette. She craned her neck and peered 
into the dark. 

Tau poked Gideon in the back. “Time for you to prove your conversational skills. You 
distract her. We’ll keep looking.” 

Gideon turned to scowl at him. Tau shrugged and smirked. He handed over the small 
brass lantern and removed his goggles. Emere made a shooing motion at him. He took a deep 
breath and stepped into the light. 

Charlie watched expectantly as Gideon emerged sheepishly from the shadows. 

“Why, hello,” she said to him.  

“Uh, hello,” he replied. “I – wasn’t aware anyone else was in here.” He stopped at the edge 
of the fire’s light and stood there awkwardly. 

She laughed. “Too busy reading?” she asked, gesturing towards the pitch black stacks. He 
managed a choked laugh and shrugged. 

“I was just about to have a cigarette,” she said, holding out a gilded case toward him. 
“Would you like one?” 

“Oh, why, yes.” Gideon shuffled hesitantly forward and took one. He reached into his 
pocket and pulled out a small, gorgeously filigreed silver clockwork lighter. With a click of the 
button, he set it alight, and a glowing blue ball of flame emerged from it. He offered it to Charlie. 

She completely ignored it, snapping her fingers and lighting both cigarettes without the 
benefit of machinery. Gideon raised his eyebrows in admiration, and slowly put the lighter back 
in his pocket. 



“I apologize for my ignorance,” he said. “I’m Doctor Gideon Obelisk, and I think I should 
want to know who you are.” 

“Yes, Doctor Obelisk,” she said. “I’m familiar with your work. Charlie Midnight, nice to 
meet you.” 

“The pleasure is mine, I assure you,” he replied. “I needed a moment away from the 
crowd.” 

“As did I.” She gestured toward the chair across from her. “Please, sit.” 

He nodded and sat. As he did, he caught sight of a sparkling bauble on one of her delicate 
wrists. “May I see your bracelet?” he asked. 

“Of course,” she said, extending a slim arm. “It’s one of yours. A gift, from my good friend 
Damiane. Perhaps you know her?” 

“I’m – not sure,” Gideon hesitated. “I have a terrible memory for names. But your friend 
has impeccable taste.” 

Charlie took the bracelet from her arm and handed it to him. It was all stone, milled into 
a thin filigree, dark blue and full of inclusions that made it sparkle like the night sky. 

Gideon took it and fumbled for his monocle. “She got it for me because it matches my 
name,” Charlie said. “Midnight.” 

He nodded, turning it around in the light. “But it also matches your profession. Azurite 
has powerful psychic properties.” He handed it back to her and watched her slip it back on. 

“And I am a powerful psychic,” she replied. “All joking aside though, it’s a wonderful 
piece. You are very talented.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, Gideon saw Tau slide out of the darkness and towards the 
door. “Thank you,” he said, struggling to keep his eyes on Charlie. After a moment, Emere 
emerged, stopped, looked at Gideon, and raised her thumb and forefinger in the agreed upon 
signal. He ignored it, so she did it again. 

“Thank you,” he said. “It’s always flattering to see my pieces on such fashionable people.”  

Emere gave him the signal one more time before she was pulled out of the room by Tau.  

“That is a compliment indeed.” Before she could say more, the clock above them struck. 
She stood up abruptly. “Speaking of fashion, I have to get back to Damiane to change. And it’s 
time for you to get ready for the ritual, I think?” 

He nodded. “Well, Doctor Obelisk, I’ll see you at there.” She turned and trotted lightly 
out of the room, her golden dress sparkling like a mirage as she disappeared. 

 

 



11:45 PM 

“Follow me, please,” the pale announcer said, his voice carrying down the spiral staircase 
and over the chatterings and whisperings of the crowd. They ascended the stairs after him, 
huddled together in groups and talking in hushed tones. “Please remember that once you reach 
the central chamber there will be no magic permitted, so please deactivate any artifacts or 
machines you may be carrying.” 

“JJ?” a woman called hesitantly up the stairs. 

“Yes?” he replied. “Mira?” 

Mira Malone stepped forward and pushed back her dark hair to reveal her earrings, 
sparkling enchanted emeralds. “Do I have to take these off?”  

JJ shook his head and addressed the group. “Enchanted and charmed items are fine, just 
no active magic, and no gadgets, please. It interferes with the ley lines here.”  

JJ turned and continued up the stairs, the crowd following in his wake.  

At the landing, he turned and placed a finger to his lips. “Ladies and gentlemen, the 
Ritual,” he whispered dramatically. 

The giant enameled doors to the central chamber swung open, and a hushed gasp arose. 

The central chamber of the Spire was as tall as two buildings, enameled in bright white 
and gold, glowing with the light of a thousand floating lanterns. In the center, near the ceiling, 
far away, there roiled a giant blue and white cloud of magic, the intersection of the ley lines, the 
dimensional nexus. Below, in the middle of the floor was a small shallow pool, in which 
Annemarie Brooks stood, barefoot, submerged to her ankles in the glittering liquid. Her eyes 
were closed, her white hair streamed around her, floating in the magic. 

They filed in, mouths agape, taking it all in. JJ ushered them into their place, behind a 
clear glass protective wall. “Ten minutes to midnight,” he said. “The corners will be taking their 
places shortly.” 

As he said this, the four corners filed into the room and stood before the wall. They all 
wore the ceremonial white robes, even Charlie, and Minister Singh had exchanged his blue 
dastar for white. They stood quietly, heads down, next to the wall. 

“In a moment,” JJ whispered. “Annemarie will begin the spell. Please ---” 

He was interrupted by a loud rumble that shook the entire room. “Please-”, he began 
again. There was a boom, a tremendous crack, and the wall above their heads was rent asunder 
as a giant pillar of earth and stone burst through it. The audience screamed and covered their 
heads. Annemarie’s eyes flew open. 

“Please stay where you are!” JJ shouted.  

“What is that?” Im Ki-Tae said. 



“It’s an earth elemental,” Gideon replied. The pillar broke off and hit the floor in front of 
the guests, who were thankfully shielded by the glass wall. They screamed again and huddled 
behind JJ. 

“Watch out!” Charlie shouted, as the thing shuddered and hulked on the floor.  

It was dense, slouchy, made of damp earth and shifting stone, and it turned to 
Annemarie, unable to move in the pool, opened its mouth, and let out a sticky roar. 

Before it could move toward her, Minister Singh leapt in front of her, his hands moving 
erratically in a protection spell. The beast smashed right through it with one rocky fist, sending 
Minister Singh flying. 

“It’s the ley lines,” JJ remarked to the crowd. “Certain spells are just not going to work 
here.”  

Im Ki-Tae stepped forward and threw a bolt of light at the creature like an arrow. It hit, 
and the thing howled in pain. He reared back to throw another, but was snatched up in a damp, 
earthy hand and thrown aside. 

Gideon and Charlie looked at each other. “Can you hold it?” she asked him. 

“Can I what?” 

“Hold it! Keep it from moving! We have less than ten minutes, we have to get this done!” 

“Who summoned it?” 

“Does it matter? Can you hold it?” 

“Yes,” Gideon replied. 

“Then do it.” Charlie ran forward, circling around behind the creature as it shambled 
toward Annemarie. 

Gideon hesitated, then ran forward as well with a shout, his hands glowing green. The 
thing stopped, peered down at him, and bellowed at him. Clots of mud and stone flew from its 
mouth and spattered Gideon’s pristine robe. He didn’t stop, but ran directly up to the monster 
and shoved his hands into the filthy body of the thing. It grunted in surprise as the green magic 
began to flow through it, sprouting thick thorny vines that wound around and through it, 
plunging down into the floor to root it to the spot. 

“Looks like Doctor Obelisk has stopped the thing in its tracks,” JJ commented to the 
terrified audience huddling behind the wall. “Let’s see what they do next.” 

The elemental pulled at the vines, but they held firm. It screamed in frustration. 

“Oh, hush,” Charlie said. With a snap, she appeared on the shifting clay of the elemental’s 
shoulder. It swatted at her, and she sidestepped it easily and scrambled to the stop of its head, 
her heeled shoes slipping in the rocky mud. 



The vines began to snap as the creature fought to free itself, swatting at Charlie all the 
while. Gideon, sweating, gritted his teeth and held on. 

It very nearly caught her with one rocky hand, and she went to her knees, soiling the 
pristine white of her robe. A clot of sticky black mud splattered across her neck and face. 

“Stop that,” she said to it viciously, and laid a hand on the top of the elemental’s head. 
She whispered a few spiky words into its ear, and it stopped its lumbering movements and 
stood still. She kept talking, and the elemental began to shake. From the top of its head, a stream 
of pure, clear water began to flow up into Charlie’s other hand. Its feet began to lose color. The 
water continued to flow, collecting in a large shimmering ball, and the body of the creature 
slowly turned from dense, claylike mud, to crumbling, shifting dirt. 

The vines fell heavily through the drying sand, and Gideon was able to pull his arms out 
and step back. His robe, too, was completely befouled by the sticky mud. He rubbed his wrists 
and grimaced. The thing sank down to the stage as its legs lost the ability to hold its mass, and 
Charlie stepped neatly off its head to stand next to it. The head went last, collapsing with a faint 
groan and a puff of smoke, leaving nothing but a pile of sand on the stage next to her. She 
hoisted the ball of water and looked at it. Swirling inside it was a small obsidian token, flat, 
inscribed with runes. She plucked it from the ball and handed it to Minister Singh, who had 
limped over to look at it. The water she tossed into the pool at Annemarie’s feet, where it was 
absorbed with a shimmering splash. 

“It seems like they’ve done it!” JJ exclaimed. “Doctor Obelisk and Ms. Midnight have 
defeated the elemental, now we’ve got just a few minutes until the clock strikes.” 

Charlie strode over to Im Ki-Tae and held out a hand to help him up. 

“Hurry,” she said. “We don’t have much time.” 

The four corners quickly took their places behind Annemarie. 

She held out her hands.  

“For Axis Mundi,” she intoned. “Where Heaven touches Earth. For the great nexus of 
worlds, which we protect at all costs, we bring this magic.” 

Minister Singh placed a hand on Annemarie’s shoulder. “From the North, we bring this 
magic.”   

Gideon placed a hand on her other shoulder. “From the South, we bring this magic.”  

Ki-Tae and Charlie stepped forward to take their hands. “From the East and West,” they 
said together, “We bring this magic.” 

The clock began to chime. The four closed their eyes, and a bolt of powerful magic surged 
through them and into Annemarie. Her eyes flew open, her head flung back, and with a flash of 
blinding light, it poured up and out of her mouth, ears and nose in a gout. It shot all the way up 
to the nexus, and with a fierce crackle, out along the ley lines.  



“For Axis Mundi,” the four intoned. 

JJ pointed at the still stunned crowd. “For Axis Mundi,” they murmured. 

The ley lines flashed, glowing purple all around the ravaged room. Annemarie sank to her 
knees in exhaustion. The clock struck its final chime, the nexus flashed, and the light spells 
went out. 

 

1:00 AM 

The library was dark except for the flickering orange light of the fire. Gideon, Charlie, 
Annemarie, and Singh stood in front of it, all peering down at the slim obsidian token the 
Minister held in his bandaged hand. 

“Never seen anything like it before,” he commented, turning it this way and that in the 
light. “Annemarie?” 

“No,” she replied, “Charlie? Doctor?”  

They both shook their heads. 

“Well,” Singh said, sliding the token into his pocket. “One thing is for certain. We will 
find out who sent the elemental, and we will deal with them appropriately. I’m going to have 
someone look at this. In the meantime, everyone, keep a watchful eye out.” 

The other three nodded. Minister Singh offered Annemarie his uninjured arm. “Gideon, 
Charlie. We’ll take your leave. I’d like to speak with Captain Schwarzvald about this before he 
leaves.” 

“Good night,” Annemarie said. They left the library, the Minister limping heavily. 

“What a night,” Charlie said. She walked to the balcony doors and pushed them open. 
Outside, all of Axis Mundi was glittering gold and purple with light spells and ley lines. In the 
distance, the first of the fireworks shot into the sky in a rain of glittering fire. 

“What a night, indeed,” Gideon replied, following her. They leaned over the edge of the 
balcony and looked down at the city below. 

“Who do you think sent that thing?” Charlie asked. She pulled out her cigarette case, 
took one, and offered it to him. He took one as well, and she snapped them both alight. 

“I don’t know,” he answered. “It was powerful, I know that. But who would want to 
disrupt the Ritual, of all things? It protects us all.” 

Charlie shrugged. “That was some impressive plant magic you did,” she said. “Where did 
you learn that? I thought you were all clockwork and gadgets.” 

“From Emere,” he admitted. “We do some freelancing together. In addition to, you know, 
the artifacts and everything.” 



“Freelancing?” Charlie raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like fun.” 

“It can be,” Gideon allowed. 

“You’re more interesting than we’ve been giving you credit for, Doctor. But we never see 
you out, why is that?” 

 “I don’t have a lot of – well, Tau and Emere – I spend a lot of time with them.” 

“You need some more friends.” 

“They tell me that all the time.” 

“They’re right.”  

“Well, perhaps,” Gideon said hesitantly, “I’ve made a new friend tonight.” 

Charlie laughed. “Perhaps you have.” She leaned forward and kissed Gideon softly on the 
cheek. “Happy New Year, Doctor Obelisk,” she said. She flicked her cigarette away in a shower 
of golden sparks, turned, and disappeared into the library. 

Gideon looked after her, stunned. He raised his hand to the bright red lip print on his 
cheek. Behind him, fireworks soared into the air. “Happy New Year, Ms. Midnight.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 


