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    For my Father 
 
    Gone but not forgotten, I think you would have been proud. 
 
      
 
    For my Mother 
 
    Ok, even as the work piled up and I almost lost my way on this a few times, it was fun. 
 
    Right? 
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    Prologue  
 
    Seventeen Years Before the Present Day 
 
    “Don’t worry, this will be fun!” enthused Miriam for the fifth time. 
 
    Ava just nodded dully, her dread at the coming ordeal crowding out all other emotions except for sadness. They were deep underground now and had been traveling for close to an hour in the suffocating dark that was the forgotten caves and crypts beneath the Dark Court.  
 
    Ava’s home. 
 
    The grey stone stretched ever onward beyond the reach of their lights, and the passageways they followed sloped gently down with every step. Still deeper, still darker, did they tread in silence, except for the occasional scuff of boot or jangle of gear. Miriam occasionally released a small exhalation as she dodged a jumble of rocks or leaped a small crevice and was breathing steadily from the exertion—which became more pronounced the deeper they delved. Ava followed soundlessly and effortlessly. 
 
    Miriam led the way, her large flashlight seeking out the cleverly hidden marks at every intersection to help her navigate. She had traveled this route several times with Carlton—one of Ava’s older brothers—over the past few weeks to familiarize herself with the passages and caverns that led to the ambush point. The two had still marked the route, however, trusting that the girl wouldn’t notice. 
 
    Ava had noticed, of course, and was a little insulted that they thought so poorly of her. 
 
    Miriam remained at least ten feet ahead of Ava, and whenever her young charge drifted too close, she would think up nonsense rhymes in an attempt to obscure her thoughts. It wasn’t working, though. Ava had lied about the range at which she could read her nanny’s thoughts and the depths at which she could delve for them. Ava knew everything about Carlton and Miriam both and what they intended. Carlton was a warped and twisted thing, deserving of only contempt, and Miriam was Carlton’s willing accomplice. They had planned a whole litany of debauchery and degradation for Ava. It hurt Ava to know that Miriam didn’t have any expectation of remorse about it—either from the horrid acts themselves or from the part Miriam herself would play to make it all come to pass. 
 
    No remorse, but plenty of fear roiled around in Miriam’s head. She was worried that she would be blamed for Ava’s disappearance… that she would be discovered or that Carlton would throw her over—even kill her—to cover up the horrors they had planned for Miriam’s young pupil. Miriam was supposed to keep Ava safe, not lead her to the abuse and death that awaited her, and the betrayal was heartbreaking in its callousness. 
 
    As Ava trudged along behind her oldest companion, a tear leaked from her eye and fell soundlessly to the rock path underfoot. Ava had done everything she could to keep this day from happening. She had tried to subtly warn Miriam away from this course of action to help her teacher find a little humanity before it was too late, but Miriam was completely blinded by Carlton’s devilishly good looks and skillfully wielded depravity. 
 
    After much thought and tearful anguish, Ava finally decided to allow them to spring their trap. As she grew older, the youngest Princess of the Dark became more and more beautiful, and she was exhausted by all the plotting that happened around her as a result. She was a target for many in the rough and evil armies of the Dark, and none were more persistent than some of her own family. Carlton was one of the worst offenders, and he had been attempting to trap Ava for years without success. He had even joined forces with one of Ava’s older sisters, Jesslyn, to better strategize how to strip Ava of her Furies so they could abuse her in peace. 
 
    Ava had finally run out of patience and decided that an object lesson was in order for those who wished her ill. A shot across the bow—a warning with consequences and bite—that would be recognized for what it was when Carlton disappeared. 
 
    To facilitate such, she had “naively” agreed to accompany her nanny on a hidden trek out to a beautiful underground stalagmite forest Miriam supposedly knew about. There was no such place, of course, and instead Carlton awaited their arrival in a well-hidden natural vault far below even the lowest levels of the Court. Due to her ability to read minds, Ava had discovered that one of the reasons Carlton had picked this particular ambush spot was because it had a deep crevice at its rear, where the two of them could pitch Ava once they tired of her. It would be perfect for Ava’s purposes too, and it was a relief that they had been so thoughtful as to provide her with a ready means for disposal—she had worried about what to do with their bodies. 
 
    Both of them disgusted the Princess. Ava wasn’t sure which was worse, her older brother or her governess and teacher. She was going to kill them, but which one should suffer most for their heinous plan? 
 
    Ava still had not decided. 
 
    It was disheartening that Miriam had allowed herself to be used like this. She was as blind to Carlton’s treachery as a sleeper would be to his presence. No, Ava decided, Miriam was worse. Sleepers could at least claim ignorance as regular humans, not aware enough to comprehend or deal with the secret war that raged between the Dark and the Light. Miriam knew that Carlton might use her as a scapegoat for this crime, and she still took the chance. That willful blindness on Miriam’s part was stupid. 
 
    Nothing stupid lasted long in the Dark. 
 
    Ava had bad news for Miriam too. Carlton had every intention of killing Miriam himself once her usefulness had ended. Ava knew this because she had read it in his mind yesterday as he arrogantly stood some fifty feet away, conversing with Miriam in a low voice. The two of them were fools but degenerate and evil fools. The world would be well rid of them. 
 
    By now, Ava’s Furies would have discovered that she had somehow disappeared from her rooms. They would be on the hunt, and so Ava mentally willed Miriam to pick up the pace and get to the trap quickly. The Princess did not want her Furies to witness what she was going to do to these two for their treachery and vileness—it wasn’t going to be pretty. The Princess didn’t want the implacable and demonic Furies to think badly of her because they were the only true companions, friends, and protectors she had left. Ava did not want to scare them away. 
 
    True, Furies could be brutal in the extreme when carrying out their duties, but their opinion mattered a great deal to Ava—particularly when it came to Ivey. She was the leader of the Spear that was Ava’s personal bodyguard, and the three women that comprised it were all mighty warriors. If they caught up to Miriam before she could get to Carlton, they would easily slay her and “rescue” Ava. The Princess desperately hoped to avoid that; it would just ensure that Carlton would come up with another attempt in a long line of failure. 
 
    He was never going to give up, and Miriam had already given in.  
 
    They both needed to die. 
 
    Miriam’s excited fear peaked as they entered their destination, a small cavern hidden behind a jumble of large stones. The air was stale and dank. It was an unremarkable room otherwise, except for the crevice of pitch black that fell into the depths at its rear. This was where they were going to break for lunch and where Ava was going to be incapacitated by the poison in her drink. Miriam had carefully measured out the toxin earlier this morning before coming for her charge, foolishly sure that it would work on the Princess. 
 
    Ava was careful not to look directly at Carlton’s hiding place, but the desire was strong. Sternly, she reminded herself he needed to be close before she sprang her own trap, or he might get away entirely. 
 
    “Having fun yet, milady?” asked Miriam with a grin. “Let’s rest for a moment and eat. What do you say?” Miriam’s face was flushed with excitement, and she was struggling to control her anticipation. 
 
    Ava wanted to be sick. 
 
    “Yeah, ok,” she said instead, shrugging off her backpack and dropping it to the ground. “I’m really thirsty.” 
 
    Miriam’s hopes soared at Ava’s words, as her only fear had been what to do if Ava didn’t want to drink any of the spiked tea that had been so carefully prepared for her. Ava just wanted to get on with it and put this whole ugly business behind her—sooner rather than later. She also wanted to clean up the scene before her Furies found her. 
 
    It was hard not to stare at Miriam. Ava despaired for the treacherous woman pouring the drink, as much as it saddened her to admit. The Princess was struggling to conceal her emotions, hide any possible hint that she knew what was coming. Both the Princess and her nanny were playing each other false—at the end of one of their lives.  
 
    What a waste. 
 
    Ava snatched the proffered teacup rudely from her teacher’s hand. Miriam experienced a moment of alarm at Ava’s out-of-character aggressiveness, but her disquiet was drowned out by the wave of relief and triumph that swept through her as Ava emptied the cup. They had done it! The Princess would be theirs! 
 
    “Can I have another?” Ava asked, holding the empty vessel out to her nanny. 
 
    Miriam tittered. “You are thirsty!” 
 
    “Yeah. I like it here, though. Thanks for bringing me.” Ava looked around with feigned interest for a moment before accepting another cup of the poisoned drink. She had to admit that it was a great place to spring an ambush, though. 
 
    The Princess sat on the ground, leaned against her backpack, and sipped. Ava wasn’t completely clear on how she was supposed to act once the poison took hold and was closely monitoring Miriam’s mind for clues. For her part, Miriam stepped away a good twenty paces or so, pretending to look around. Ava saw her glance over at Carlton’s hiding spot and wink. 
 
    Miriam believed that the drink should make Ava really tired and lethargic within a minute or two and deeply asleep shortly thereafter. It was possible that Ava might slip into a light unconsciousness after drinking more than Miriam had expected. But that was not a huge problem—they would have plenty of time with her when she came to. 
 
    Miriam had passed the point of no return with Ava. It was a shame because the young Princess had loved her nanny once. The gradual onset of her gift had allowed her to see the true nature of Miriam just in time, though not before she had foolishly admitted to Miriam that she “knew” things sometimes. Luckily, Ava was a true child of the Dark and had at least the presence of mind to lie about how powerful she actually was. 
 
    Miriam had trusted Ava’s words, however, and had planned her deceptions around them. Her teacher was about to be taught a very harsh lesson about trust. 
 
    Ava’s eyes drooped, and she allowed her head to nod once. 
 
    Miriam was off to the side, watching her avidly. Ava shook her head and blinked her eyes rapidly, reading what she should do based on what Miriam expected. 
 
    “Miriam,” Ava said, “I don’t feel very good.” 
 
    “Oh?” Miriam asked, voice full of fake concern. “Maybe you should lie down for a minute, then, dear one.” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Ava caught Miriam’s hand gesture towards Carlton’s hiding spot—his portal entrance. Miriam was encouraging him to “come on” with crooked fingers hidden behind her back. The Princess needed to play along some more, Carlton had opened a portal with his gift—a tear in reality—but he was merely monitoring at this point and had not yet stepped through. 
 
    “Miriam?” Ava said again. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her teacher paused. “For what, my sweet?” 
 
    Ava didn’t answer as she allowed herself to fall over onto her side, slitted eyes facing the spot where Carlton would make his grand entrance. He had to portal in first and close it behind him before Ava could act. Once he was well and truly here, Carlton would not be able to make another portal for a few minutes, even if uninterrupted. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, he was going to be very interrupted indeed. 
 
    Ava felt she had at least five minutes with Carlton before he could portal out in retreat. She had scoured his mind thoroughly for everything she could find as he refined his plans with Miriam—literally in Ava’s own rooms. What arrogance! What hubris! The fatal pride of the man was tempered by at least a little reality, though; Carlton was wary of engaging Ava in a fight because she could fight like a demon in hand-to-hand combat. At the age of twelve, she was already lethal, and Carlton knew his youngest sister could tear him apart with ease. So, he had come up with the poison.  
 
    Pitiful and cowardly. 
 
    His Dark made him a slippery foe, however, and his ability to portal into and out of places had kept him safe from death for hundreds of years, even when he had occasionally reached for more than he could handle—like now. Carlton had become complacent, and it was about to cost him everything. 
 
    Ava waited for him to arrive, and he did, a full minute after she had apparently succumbed to the poison. When Carlton finally stepped over into the room, it took every ounce of Ava’s self-control not to immediately zip over and kill him, which wasn’t like her typically. She was known for her self-control in combat, so why did she feel like it was slipping away? 
 
    A terrible rage took her as Ava watched through lidded eyes while Carlton stood staring at her, smirking. He was carrying implements of binding in a small duffel bag. 
 
    He glanced over quickly and winked at Miriam before returning his gaze to Ava, “You ready for this, my love?” he said slyly. 
 
    Miriam blushed prettily at his words and went to him. Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed him passionately for a second. Carlton returned the kiss, but his eyes remained glued to Ava, and his thoughts grew dark when the portal closed behind him. He summoned a jagged blade of night in the hand still at his side while his other wound itself into Miriam’s thick chestnut hair to hold her steady. The fool mistook his action for ardor and moaned softly. 
 
    Even as he prepared to kill Miriam, Carlton’s greedy eyes never left Ava. 
 
    Which meant he got quite the shock when she stood up. So fast and smooth were Ava’s movements that she appeared to go from prone to standing instantaneously. Carlton froze in distress, and Miriam pulled back from him in confusion and alarm as he did so. 
 
    “Oh, Miriam,” Ava said clearly, watching with distant satisfaction as her teacher jumped and whirled around, a hand to her throat in fright. “What I meant to tell you earlier was that I was sorry for leading you astray.”  
 
    Dark flowed over Ava like a shroud, and she crowned herself in avenging shadow as she took a step towards them both. 
 
    “Oh, my loved one,” Miriam managed to breathe out. “About what?” Tears had started to leak from her eyes as she desperately hoped to stall long enough for the poison to kick in.  
 
    That wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    Ava’s Dark had merely burned it all off as she drank it. The two of them had completely underestimated her, and the bill for their incompetence was now due. Fully armored at last, a shadow dropped over her eyes as a deep darkness welled within her. It was like nothing she had ever felt before. They would pay dearly for their vileness. 
 
    “I’m sorry for lying to you about my abilities. I’ve known about your pitiful plan for weeks now because, you see, I can read you even from here. I can read you from anywhere down in this… perfectly enclosed space you meant to torment me in.” Ava laughed without humor. “We can’t let this spot go to waste, though, can we?” 
 
    To his credit, Carlton armored up. His face became a mask of determination as sweat beaded his brow. All thoughts of abusing Ava now turned towards surviving her—even killing her if he could. 
 
    “You won’t survive me, and you certainly have no chance of killing me,” Ava told him, smiling brilliantly. 
 
    Carlton sneered even as terror raced through him.  
 
    “Impudent whelp! I have lived for hundreds of years. It will take more than the likes of you to lay me low, witch.”  
 
    He backed up, a hammer of Dark forming in his right hand, a shield of shadow coalescing in his left. “Miriam, defend me! Prepare yourself, woman!” 
 
    Miriam ignored him as she looked on with despair at Ava’s slow approach. She had seen firsthand many times what Ava could do in combat, and she knew there was no hope at all. 
 
    Ava smiled wickedly, and the words she spoke next came from a place she hadn’t known existed within her. It was so dark there. 
 
    “Hey, Miriam, you should thank me. My big brother was about to knife you in the back. Literally.” 
 
    Miriam flinched at Ava’s words but still didn’t move. 
 
    “Ruin and woe,” Ava pronounced in a dead voice, eyes locked with Carlton’s. 
 
    She flowed forward in a blur, not bothering to summon a weapon of her own. Carlton was of royal blood, and he was strong and fast, but he had become too reliant on his magic to rescue him. It wouldn’t this time. 
 
    Carlton met her gamely, his hammer flashing down at her head. Ava caught his weapon in an armored fist inches from her face, and his momentum halted as if he had just hit a brick wall. Ava locked eyes with him as he strained to pull back. A twitch of her hand crushed the hammer’s head in her grasp, an explosion of Dark cascading from her clenched fist. Carlton stumbled back from the blast but instantly surged forward, leading now with his shield and forming a spike in the center as he did so. 
 
    Ava punched the spike hard, shattering it and the shield. Carlton’s forearm broke under her blow with an audible snap. He drove a hastily summoned short sword towards her neck in desperation… and she was gone. Frantically, he looked around for his sister while simultaneously dismissing the remnants of the shattered shield and binding his broken arm tight in a cast of Darkness. 
 
    “You meant to torment me here.” Ava’s voice carried from the gloom behind him, and he whirled around to the source.  
 
    The shadows in that area were thickening, deepening, and growing darker. Carlton’s mouth ran dry with fear, and he attempted to portal away desperately. Nothing. 
 
    “You both are very fortunate that I sense my Furies closing in on us even now. I am rushed for time and unable to share with you the same level of pain and terror you meant to share with me.” 
 
    Ava drifted out of the shadows, and they followed in her wake. Tendrils of Dark held her aloft several inches from the ground, and a black miasma heralded her as it blew across the floor with enough force to knock aside the backpacks and flashlights. The Princess wore a crown of Fel Dark and Red Lightning upon her brow. She was vengeance incarnate, and her beauty was that of uncaring icebergs and wild storms.  
 
    She was justice. 
 
    Miriam closed her eyes tightly as Ava engaged Carlton in battle. Within thirty seconds he was panting—raspy breathing and hitched gasps betraying the effort he was expending to keep up with his adversary. Another bone broke and a gasp escaped his lips. Another snap and Carlton grunted in pain. Miriam was filled with dread as the minutes ticked by; she knew Ava was intentionally prolonging the battle and had been since its beginning. If this was the punishment for Carlton, what might the… thing that Ava had become have in store for her? 
 
    Another minute, and now Carlton was crying frantically, sobbing in agony as bone after bone was broken. His piercing screams did not reverberate off the walls as they should have, nor out into the dark beyond the room. Ava was deadening the sound of their combat. The Princess didn’t want her brother’s screams to escape into the caverns and passageways beyond.  
 
    She wanted privacy. 
 
    More bone shattered, ribs snapped like twigs, larger bones fractured with deep sickening cracks. Carlton was no longer able to cry out as each indignity was heaped again and again upon his body. Finally, Miriam heard him fall.  
 
    The breaking merely increased. 
 
    Miriam opened her eyes and gazed in horror at the almost unrecognizable mass that was Carlton. The merciless being that had once been Ava stood over him, methodically breaking every bone in his prone body with determination and lazy skill. 
 
    The Princess finally straightened from the completely disfigured body and stretched. 
 
    Ava stood looking down at her brother for a moment and then turned and grinned at Miriam. Miriam’s bladder loosened in terror at the smile, but a very small part of her whispered over and over in her mind, you deserve this, you brought this on yourself, you deserve this… 
 
    The young woman sighed and picked up Carlton one-handed and with about as much regard as one would use picking up a trash bag. That’s what we are to her—trash. 
 
    Ava carried Carlton over to the chasm and tossed him in without pause. Turning away without a second glance over the edge, she gathered up all of their gear and tossed it in after him with the same lack of interest. She also threw Carlton’s supplies into the chasm as well, with zero fanfare or drama, not bothering to wince or look disgusted at what they consisted of.  
 
    The Princess was merely disposing of worthless junk. 
 
    Finally, only one flashlight remained, its bulb casting wild shadows as Ava picked it up. She made her way back to the petrified creature that had once been her trusted teacher, caregiver, and companion. Miriam looked down at the beautiful girl, and tears streaked her face in unbroken cascades. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Princess,” she managed to choke out. “I’m sorry to make you do this.” 
 
    Ava stood in front of her, but she was not quite the girl Miriam had raised from birth. Not that it mattered whether Ava was completely herself or not—Miriam’s life was forfeit. And Miriam realized it should be. 
 
    She deserved to die for her treachery. 
 
    Face expressionless, Ava held out a hand to Miriam, and they walked together as they often did when the Princess was growing up. They stopped and stood at the edge for a second, listening. Miriam’s stomach was knotted in horrified anticipation and dread. She had never been good with heights, and her keen ears had not yet picked up any impacts from the yawning fissure in the floor. It was like Ava had disposed of Carlton by throwing him down a bottomless hole. 
 
    How far would she fall too? 
 
    No. Perhaps the better question to ask of herself—the last question Miriam could ask of herself—was this: How far had she already fallen? 
 
    Ava tossed the flashlight in, and its beam illuminated grey rock walls as it fell. Its light got smaller as it continued to drop, receding farther and farther away until it was gone. Straining as hard as she could, Miriam still heard nothing from the unknowable depths that she was about to be cast into. Her tomb was as silent as space and as vast. 
 
    “You could always kill yourself if the wait becomes too long,” offered Ava in a tone of disinterested observation. “Consider it.” 
 
    Miriam nodded. She could summon a small dagger to cut her own throat if the fall became too maddening to bear. It was a mercy that Ava had reminded her of this before terror overcame Miriam entirely. 
 
    With no further delay, Ava whipped her arm forward, dragging Miriam off her feet. For one second, teacher and student locked gazes as Ava held Miriam out over the abyss, feet dangling down into the blackness below her. 
 
    Ava opened her hand with surprising tenderness, not bothering to shake Miriam’s grip off her as she did. Miriam hung suspended over the unknowable depths for a moment and steeled herself. Two unshed tears brimmed in her ward’s gorgeous dark-blue eyes, and Miriam was relieved to get one final look at the real Ava before the end. The Princess still existed somewhere behind the avenging monster that now held Miriam aloft, and that was a final relief. Ava was ok and had not been spoilt. It was enough. 
 
    Miriam smiled apologetically up at Ava and opened her hand. 
 
    Her final descent started in earnest. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Present Day 
 
    “YES! Look at her! A foe worthy of my blade! Armor down, draw now, or perish unknown! Let loose my edge and live forever in truth and legend! Join me in this dance!” 
 
    His sword was always a little dramatic, true, but the darkness walking confidently into the restaurant was easily the most dangerous thing he had ever seen. It was a little disconcerting to see something that deadly gliding through the throngs of people waiting to be seated. They were oblivious to her because they were sleepwalking through their lives, and she was oblivious to them because they were of no consequence. She swerved around them effortlessly and was comfortably seated across from him before he could even collect himself. 
 
    She was also casually eating a strip of bacon that he hadn’t realized she had swiped. She was that fast. No matter. He would not start, he would not flinch, he just… couldn’t. The numbness was a comfort at times; it made him invulnerable to her. To all.  
 
    Beauty and Darkness. 
 
    She was exquisite, with tanned Eurasian features; glossy, thick jet-black hair past her shoulders, flawless skin, dark midnight-blue eyes, and brilliant white teeth. She was maybe 5 feet tall and 110 pounds with slender legs in black heels, one shapely foot bouncing in annoyance as she took in his perusal. She looked to be in her late twenties to early thirties, but apparent age meant nothing to those on either side of the Conflict. She could easily be hundreds of years old—and likely was, based on the raw power she exuded. 
 
    The Dark covered her in its cloak, oozing randomly around her, almost like it was sniffing the atmosphere. It gathered around her eyes as she looked at him through its filter. And he was pierced; he knew it. Would she see his sword? Was it hidden from her searching? The mist around her head suggested a crown of black fire, flashes of it lit by internal lightning. A Royal, then? Even with his extremely limited knowledge of the Dark, he was sure that Royals were exceedingly rare—much like the Mages that ruled the Light.  
 
    Very rare and very powerful. 
 
    Despite himself, he had to admit that he found her fascinating, and not just because of her impressive beauty. She seemed so poised and self-assured and even a little mischievous. It was the set of her mouth like her lips wanted to smile. Her almond-shaped electric eyes were playfully locked on his, and yes, he thought she could be mischievous indeed. Violence trembled at the edge of his senses; he knew it could be unleashed at any second, yet she still bore a little smirk on her face, as if she’d read him like a book and found him amusing. 
 
    If she was to be one of the last sights he ever beheld, he felt certain he was going out none the poorer. There were worse ways to die. She was stunning, and the formidable Dark that covered her made her seem even more exotic. 
 
    It seemed unlikely he would survive the night—and that was ok, he decided. Perhaps it would be better to cut his losses and take the out she surely offered than live knowing he had glimpsed the pinnacle once—but never again. Only the knowledge of what she was kept him level-headed, but he was smitten flat out. Anyone would have been. 
 
    “Your heart rate is spiking, fool, and it’s not fear? Idiot! Draw! Release me!” 
 
    He ignored his sword and sat perfectly still. Options were limited, and combat in this place was out of the question. Not that he could save himself, but he didn’t want to take out half the restaurant and its people when he went. He certainly didn’t fear death, and he was fascinated by the form it took. For her part, she continued to watch him almost playfully. She stole a slice of toast now, but slower, perhaps giving him an opportunity to respond. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    She sighed. “Fool. Your heart rate is spiking, and it’s not out of fear. You’re likely to suffer a heart attack before you can threaten me with your wrath—or righteousness—or whatever you Knights do.” Shaking her head in disgust, she nibbled on his toast, making a hilarious yuck face at all the butter he had lathered on it. 
 
    His eyes widened slightly as he wondered if she could hear his sword. If not, then they both had the exact same low opinion of him. Which was not surprising, he guessed. Even as he thought this, she cocked her head to the right, seeming puzzled by his micro reaction. He became numb and distant again. Winter. 
 
    “She can’t hear me, stupid. Only you can, and my words are wasted on you anyways! I can’t save you if you don’t draw me now! Even dying to one such as her is an honor. Fight well! Die well!” 
 
    The Knight was barely listening to his sword, still sorting out what the woman across from him had said. She spoke again when he didn’t say anything, her voice melodic, assured, and with an accent he couldn’t place. 
 
    “Hello? Death on heels here. Are you even interested? Can you not be bothered to defend yourself or all the sheeple around us?” At her words, the Dark around her surged a few inches his way hungrily. “My Dark is eager to get on with it—are you? Is your Light?” She seemed curious. 
 
    His Light was akin to her Dark, but the hazy, ghostly wisps that randomly surrounded him seemed thinner by far than the deep blackness that wrapped her. Her Dark cast a shadow around itself; its black was so absolute. The Knight watched as it caressed her lovingly and protectively and knew that his Light was far outmatched. He needed to stall. 
 
    The boozy late-night patrons of this twenty-four-hour casino cafe in Sparks, Nevada were probably not paragons of modern society—he knew that. They likely did deserve better than to be slaughtered out of hand, though, in the short and brutal battle their clash would bring. Well… most of them deserved better, at least.  
 
    It would have to be enough. 
 
    “You’re overly confident. Maybe I’m not the easy mark you think I am.” He tried to work some emotion into his voice—anger, or at least condescension—but he couldn’t. Also, her Dark was overwhelmingly intimidating; she was on another level entirely from him. Several levels, in fact. 
 
    She hesitated—not because she believed him, he was sure of that, but because his words surprised her somehow. No, he thought, not my words—the way I delivered them. She said only, “You seem unconcerned with my presence. Do you really have no interest in living? What of your sworn duty to counter the Dark? Hello, by the way! Here I am, I’m the Dark.” She gave him a winning smile and a little wave. 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, but she continued, “Do you have no fear? No sense of self-preservation? Why would I not be confident? I’m hundreds of years old, and you might be pushing forty? Maybe?” She gestured to him. “A Knight at best, barely? I am royalty among my kind; you’re a half step above a Childe to yours.” She sighed again and held her right arm out palm up, the Dark drawing away slightly so he could see. “You will not be my first nor my last.” 
 
    She had killed many of the Light. From a great distance inside, he sorrowfully gazed upon their soul marks on her right forearm. All that was left of them. Some of them were so bright they stung his eyes, and he knew his own mark would be the least among her collection. So be it. Probably not even his sword could save him—not that he would unsheathe it in any case. Better to die tonight at the hands of the beautiful monster across from him than draw. He would never release his sword around innocents. 
 
    Again, she tilted her head, reading his expression and not satisfied: no terror, just calm acceptance and weary determination. She looked him up and down quite obviously, and he knew what she saw—his clothing was designed with functionality in mind and nothing else. He had no fashion sense, and his clothes were obviously worn and had seen better days. His leather jacket was loose enough to draw a weapon yet bulky enough to conceal them. Lightly scuffed steel-toed work boots adorned his feet, and his heavy black jeans and dark turtleneck sweater were not new by any stretch. Her eyes lingered on the various weaponry sheathed about his torso and quickly dismissed them. He knew what she was looking for. His bonded.  
 
    What would she think when she didn’t find it? 
 
    He moved not at all as she inspected him. Even when confronted with the undeniable proof of her extreme lethality, he still showed no outward sign of nervousness or distress. Inside, he had retreated to his far castle, alone upon a vast snowy plain of regret and remorse. His thoughts were ice cold, clear, and calm. 
 
    “Not quite the reaction I expected, Sir Knight,” she said dryly. “You’re a puzzle, if nothing else. I’m starting to think that you don’t have any sense of yourself at all. Not that it matters, I guess, but I find myself mildly intrigued by your manner. Do you wish to parlay? Do you care to beg? Perhaps you can face me down with your insufferable righteousness! Better try something, Knight, before I grow bored.” She smiled then, sparkling teeth gleaming, and the Dark was multiplying. Thicker, darker, it wrapped around her tightly, a split second from armor. 
 
    His Light was trying to assert itself; it wanted to create armor around him in response. It wanted to drop helm and attack. He held it back, instinctively knowing that girding for battle would immediately invite that battle, and many would die around them as a result. Yes, the fight would be short, but the violence and collateral damage would be devastating in this enclosed area. He could not allow it. He reigned in his Light again and somehow knew that her Dark was disappointed. She looked a little disappointed too, but also… relieved? Could that be the emotion he read in her dark-blue eyes? Why? 
 
    “I will not parlay. I will not beg.” His voice was emotionless, the words themselves coming from far away, caverns of emptiness between him and her. And even in these circumstances, he just felt tired. 
 
    “Say it with some oomph, big boy! Come on, it’s like you’re reading your defiance from a note card or something. Is there something wrong with you? Seriously! Were you always the last in line for a horse at Knight school or what?” The gorgeous but dangerous woman across from him widened her eyes comically, hands gesturing palms up as if to say, “Spill it, what’s your problem?” It was kind of ironic—she was closer to the mark with her jab than she might have dreamed. She seemed intrigued again as he thought this. 
 
    Wait. Had she really just challenged him to face her down with his “insufferable righteousness”? Who said something like that with a straight face? She frowned suddenly, looking a little miffed for some reason, and he realized he was getting way too caught up in her expressions. He needed to focus. 
 
    The Knight looked down at his plate, figuring if he had to go out, he was going out with some bacon at least. Like she wanted to spite him, her hand flashed out (so fast!), and the last strip disappeared. He looked up, and yes, it had been to spite him indeed. In other circumstances, it would have been kind of cute. 
 
    “So, my Dark is wondering, are we fighting or what? Tick tock!” She made a show of looking at an invisible watch—on her right wrist, of course, so as to flash the unmistakable markings once again. “I mean, I could just start slaughtering all these sleepers around us and force your hand, but that seems a little gauche, honestly.” She peeked up at him to judge his reaction. He didn’t believe she actually meant what she threatened, but she was of the Dark, so maybe she would annihilate everyone around them just to get a rise. He couldn’t know for sure. 
 
    Here it is, then, he thought. Without inflection, he said, “Very well. I challenge you to combat under the stars on the roof of this building… in one hour.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    Her laugh was musical, appealing, and in any other setting it would have been a pleasant experience—not so much right now, though. Remarkably, it was a real laugh, like she honestly found what he’d said to be hilarious. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” she huffed, chuckling breathlessly. “You’re challenging me? Me. In one hour. You. Us?” She shook her head sadly. “You really are old school, but are you delusional? Parlay, run, or strike at me in surprise as quick as you can… but to challenge me? You have no chance—you know this, right?” 
 
    “I do.” He didn’t know what else to say. What else could he say? His Light was marveling at him; her Dark was taken aback; his sword was just sulking. “I don’t care. I am a Knight of the Light; you are of the Dark. It was fated that we meet. Let it be so.” There was a very slim chance that if he drew on her up on the roof, he could survive long enough to end her. If the unthinkable happened and he won outright, he guessed he could just throw himself off the building before his sword could rampage. It was a plan, at least. Did he dare to chance it, though? Could he resist his sword long enough? 
 
    “Hmm…” A finger pressed to her full lips as she appraised him and his words of challenge. Her playful mood was gone as she eyed him speculatively. “Sir Knight, where is your weapon? I don’t see a mace, a spear, or a sword. Nothing. Where, oh where, is your bonded?” 
 
    She had emphasized sword as if she knew. But how could she know? He needed to deflect. 
 
    “I have weapons.” He patted the twin handles of the two warded silver batons peeking out over his right shoulder. 
 
    His sword and the stunning nightmare across from him both snorted in unison. The beautiful woman also rolled her eyes. He was certain that if his sword had eyes, she would have rolled them too. 
 
    “Absolutely,” confirmed his sword. 
 
    Shockingly fast, a blur, the woman had his left hand in her right, turned palm up. She had an iron grip, and even though he made no outward sign to pull away, he was trying. As a Knight of the Light, he was much stronger than the strongest human on earth—by a factor of two or three at least. Even so, not a centimeter could he budge; it was like his hand was caught in a vise. He wondered if she meant to just tear him limb from limb right there, right then. He was certain she could do it if she wished. 
 
    Her Dark coiled away from him in disgust, leaving bare the blinding marks of combat blazing on her forearm. His Light similarly retreated, partly from shock. It left his left arm naked, and his shame was exposed for her to see. On his left wrist, the glowing soul mark of a fellow Knight rested uneasily, its light even dimmer than his own. The Knight he had killed. 
 
    A pregnant silence followed for several seconds before she said, “I don’t understand.” She seemed shocked and, for the first time, uncertain. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” he said tonelessly. “Between us, there lies only the dance.” 
 
    He shied away from the memories of that night, the night his family had died. Most of him had died alongside his sister and nephew—the important parts of him, the vital parts.  
 
    None of it mattered now. What was done could not be undone. 
 
    She still held his arm motionless and locked eyes with him. “Why are you alive? Why didn’t your own Order kill you? Who are you?”  
 
    She was alert and intent, terrifying in her single-minded desire to unravel his secrets. Even so, he had never seen anything so beautiful. Almost, his heart felt something. Almost. 
 
    He said nothing and waited as she stared. He was not afraid; he was only concerned for the oblivious ones around him. 
 
    “You deserve your unremarkable death!” his sword shrieked. “Defend yourself! Gird for battle! She is a Royal, and your name will be legend in the annals of the Light after you strike her down! Do your duty!” 
 
    Duty. He grimaced slightly at the word and responded, “You would share the details of my death with your next host, then? You would proudly exult in the glory of killing her that sits across from me? What of all the others you would kill before sated? What of them? Will they be in your stories too?” 
 
    “They are blind! They have no worth! Let me loose, strike first, strike last! NOW!” 
 
    His sword was working itself into a lather. He smiled ruefully at the bloodlust in her thoughts and cut his connection. Let his sword be silent, as she was the most dangerous and evil of all. He would not release her, not even to save himself from the fair monster quietly staring into his eyes while bizarrely still holding his hand. He could die with her sheathed or live with her in hand. 
 
    An easy choice, really—he would not release his sword. 
 
    The striking woman had calmed, her frustration gone. Now, she just seemed intrigued again and, maybe, slightly alarmed. 
 
    “Are you…?” she breathed in amazement, then stopped. Quick as lightning, she had his right hand in the trap that was her left before he could react, palm up as well. In something close to shock, she gazed down upon the soul mark of the Fury that adorned his right wrist. Dead night, the inch-by-half inch of sooty black was the twin to the soul mark of the Knight on his other arm—in location, at least. The Fury’s mark seemed much larger than its mere measurements, though, and unlike the mark of chalky white—which looked almost sickly—the black of this mark was vibrant and deep. It was cold on his arm where it rested, cold to the touch as well, and it always had been since the night he had earned it. The soul mark of the Knight on his opposite arm felt warm and somehow heavy in comparison. 
 
    Of the two, he would have gladly given up the Fury’s mark instead of the Knight’s. The Knight had deserved his fate far more. 
 
    “You carry two marks. You?” Amazement was giving quickly away to anger. “I knew the Fury you slew! I knew her well. Her name was Kiasa. How could you have possibly destroyed her? She was old and powerful! WHO ARE YOU!?” Her hands clamped down even harder; she was a twitch away from breaking the bones in both of his wrists. He felt certain that—should she care to—she could then pulverize those bones as well, crushing them into splinters. He had to break free. 
 
    A second before he willed his Light to armor him, he detected three points of streaking Darkness approaching them from various angles in the casino. The Royal detected them as well and came to herself. He felt a slight prick on the underside of his right wrist as she withdrew a razor-sharp nail. A spot of blood glistened at the puncture for a second before his Light covered it, healed it, and armored up. 
 
    “Stop. Hold,” she whispered. Instantly, he felt the three approaching presences falter. He could tell they strained to come closer but held to their positions fretfully. She spoke to them, yes, but he thought she also spoke to him. Why she wanted him to stay his Light, he didn’t know, but he held too. He had to keep her from attacking him here if he could. 
 
    He willed his Light to stop, and even though only partially protected in gleaming translucent armor now, he felt much safer. She smirked slightly as he thought this, and he realized she must have read the internal calculations on his face and disagreed with the conclusions. If she was right, and he suspected that she might be, then that was downright frightening—if he could be bothered to care about it, that was. 
 
    He really didn’t, though. 
 
    “Very well, Sir Knight,” she said almost wistfully, “Keep your secrets and carry them with you to your grave. I will meet you in one hour on the roof of this building. I accept your challenge, but I will dictate the rules at the appointed time. Under these conditions only do I accede. If you do not agree to my terms, then let’s get it over with here and now as we were meant to and let the Dark triumph all the sooner. Do I have your word or not?” 
 
    Intriguing. What could she have in mind besides his death that she would want to frame with rules? Technically, she had picked up his thrown gauntlet but then tossed her own down as well. 
 
    “I agree,” he said simply. “I will be at the appointed place in one hour.” He felt certain that his reason for being here, his mission—his calling, really—could be completed within that time. He had a destiny with the roof in any case; his gift had already made that clear to him. 
 
    She stood fluidly and looked down. Her cerulean eyes lanced into the deepest parts of him, and her gorgeous face was carefully expressionless as she said, “Order some more bacon, dead one. Live a little with the time you have left.” Again, he felt that her words were uttered for the benefit of the three unknowns just as much as they were for him. His intuition was piqued, and he felt that her intentions were torn somehow. 
 
    With those words, she was suddenly gone. He had a slight inkling where she was a split second before she whispered in his ear, “You could always run away, but you can’t win. We both know this. I won’t chase you if you flee, Sir Knight. I give you an out, just hope that we never meet again. Still, have some more bacon—just in case.” 
 
    Before he could answer her, she was well and truly gone. He briefly sensed her Darkness retreating away and outside the casino, with the three other presences following almost as quickly. He allowed his armor to dissipate, and it did so immediately. His sword, Argenta, was quiet, but he could feel her infuriated disapproval and frustration through their link. 
 
    To the tired and overworked waitress, he became noticeable again. To her, to anyone in the restaurant, everything that had just happened between him and the striking woman had not registered. Now she saw that his coffee cup was empty, and his plate picked clean. Eager to earn her tip, she solicitously asked him if he needed anything else. Her eyes traveled over his weapons without seeing them—she was oblivious to his true nature, just like all the others in the diner. The man looked at her for a moment, his ruggedly handsome face marred by… something. She wasn’t quite sure what it was, but it took a solid seven in her book down a couple of points in any case. It was a shame, really, because he seemed so sad and severe. 
 
    “Bacon,” he said finally. “Another order, please, and some more coffee too.” 
 
    Why not? he thought. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The Princess was intrigued and confused—maybe even slightly wary, which wasn’t a common feeling for her. In any case, as she fled from him, she had more questions than answers about who the strange Knight was. Why had he killed a fellow Knight? And how had he possibly killed a Fury? 
 
    Not just any Fury, she reminded herself as she jumped onto the third floor of the parking garage that served the casino she had just exited. He had ended Kiasa… somehow. She could easily judge his strength and knew he couldn’t have defeated that legendary Fury in combat. It beggared belief, but it was Kiasa’s mark that rode him, so it had indeed happened. The Princess just couldn’t imagine how it had happened. 
 
    She paused for a moment, listening to the distant sounds of the slot machines. The parking structure was completely silent otherwise. Dirty snow rimmed the structure, and icicles hung on its edges, reflecting the dim light. She frowned slightly at them, thinking that her understanding of what had just happened with the Knight was similarly dim. 
 
    The Princess wasn’t used to guessing about people because she could read their surface thoughts easily. She had read him throughout their conversation and was not displeased with what he had thought, but a lot of it was confusing. Where was his bonded weapon? It was a sword, she was absolutely sure of that, but he had some serious misgivings about it. Why? 
 
    The Light’s forces could wield enormously powerful weapons, and she had faced her fair share of them, so to not even detect his weapon yet have him think about it often was infuriating. She had almost just asked him point blank about the sword so she could read the truth in his mind even if his mouth lied. Old habits die hard, though, and the Princess had learned at an early age to never let anyone know she could read thoughts. Displaying knowledge of his hidden weapon would have shown her hand. 
 
    Her gift was one of the very strongest in existence on either side of the Struggle, and if what she could do was common knowledge, her life would be forfeit. Her freedom certainly would be. The Princess could imagine herself being confined to the Court, forced to read everyone around the Royal Family for their dirty little secrets. It took concentration to read a mind, and only certain thoughts ever captured her attention if she wasn’t actively trying—it wasn’t like she could be an active truth-o-meter, in any case. Her family wouldn’t believe her, though, and if they knew what she could do, she would be their slave. 
 
    Or dead. 
 
    None of that really mattered anymore, she guessed. The current state of affairs was somewhat frosty between the Princess and her family, and so she would just be dead twice over. Technically impossible, but if it could be done somehow, her evil family would be the ones to figure it out. 
 
    Standing there among the cars in the semi-lighted structure, watching lazy snowflakes swirl in the air, she smiled in triumph that her little subterfuge with the Knight had gone unnoticed. He was marked by her blood, and she couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit smug about it. That one drop, taken from her lip and deposited in his wrist, even now told her that he was still sitting exactly where she had left him. She wondered if he really was having more bacon. The Princess had been joking, really, but she didn’t think he had much of a sense of humor. Probably against his “Knightly Code” or something stupid like that… 
 
    She had also lied about her age. She had just played off his “she could be hundreds of years old” thought and decided to be a little mischievous about it. She was younger than him in truth, but not significantly so. She smiled, knowing that he thought she was some ancient evil horror in a young body. She could have some fun at his expense over that belief. Why those thoughts gave her pleasure was a mystery, though. 
 
    Back to the puzzle that was the Knight. He was assuredly broken, and it was maddening that she didn’t know why. It was doubly frustrating that she even cared enough to be concerned about it. What was wrong with her? 
 
    She needed to get a grip, but his countenance kept intruding on her thoughts. Even sitting, she knew he was tall—maybe 6 foot 3, about 250 pounds. Not quite all of it was muscle, but enough was. He was kind of attractive, not that she really cared. Of course. Dark eyes, black hair, and a black goatee gave him a severe look, but even then, his naturally intimidating features were not enough to hide the crippling sorrow that lurked within him. 
 
    Even if she hadn’t read his thoughts, she would have known just by looking at him that he carried a great burden. She didn’t know what it was that weighed him down so, but it had something to do with the night he was awakened and what happened to his sister and nephew. The Princess had plucked at least that much from his thoughts, but did she want to find out more? She wasn’t sure yet. 
 
    Her entourage arrived. Almost insane with worry and a ravenous need for revenge, they stood silently around her, each edging towards violence that was checked only by her presence. They were fierce women, tall and savage. They towered over the Princess, and she had to look up at each of them as they spoke. 
 
    “My lady,” said Ivey, the oldest and strongest of them. “We ask your leave to end that Knight and avenge our Sister! Let us test ourselves against him!” As she spoke, raw rage gave her words a bite, as if she were decapitating each word as she spoke it with the long and wicked dagger held in her hand. It was pulsing with the pure Dark of Ivey’s intentions. 
 
    Chandra now, her dusky face expressionless but eyes fierce: “Kiasa mentored me in the Dark Hold when I was just a young Childe. We knew she fell; we now know to who. Our bonds demand his blood!” 
 
    The youngest of her guards, Jae, merely nodded. She was too young to have known Kiasa, but she would also want revenge. 
 
    Kiasa had mysteriously disappeared three years ago, and Jae was her replacement. The bonds of the Sisterhood ran deep, but somehow Kiasa had evaded their notice when she left. Ivey and Chandra had been as surprised as the Princess when Kiasa could not be found.  
 
    These three were a formidable force and one of the deadliest trios in service to any Royal. Every Royal had a Spear, as these units were called, but few were as talented as hers. It was an honor for a Fury to serve one from the ruling house, and only the best were chosen. Ava’s Spear was comprised of the best of the best. Of course, the honor of being a handmaiden to her was not what it once was since the break with her family. 
 
    Shaking herself free of errant thoughts, the Princess knew she must control her charges carefully lest they grow resentful—or worse, agitated—or even worse, enraged. Plus, she had accepted the Knight’s challenge, and it would be a stain on her to let the Furies loose now. 
 
    “So, you would dishonor me?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Her Furies held perfectly still at her words. Among the Dark, honor was just as important as it was to those of the Light—perhaps even more so for those of her station. Her question was a rebuke to them, and it immediately grounded all three of her warriors. Their emotions snuffed as duty reasserted itself, and the first signs of frenzy dissipated from their features, which was a relief because Ivey’s eyes had started to take on an eldritch light. 
 
    “I have accepted the Knight’s challenge, and I will win it,” she said, turning in a slow circle to look each of her bonded in the eyes. “I know you want revenge for your Sister, but the task has fallen to me, and I will see it done.” Carefully and intentionally, she avoided saying explicitly that the revenge she sought would kill him. She might need that wiggle room later for what promised to be a very unpleasant conversation with her angry Furies should she not slay the Knight outright. They were in her service, yes, but they were here by choice. They could leave her if they wished. And as alone as she was now, without the protections offered by the Dark armies, she would be vulnerable. As a hunted exile, she needed every ally she could get. 
 
    Ivey cleared her throat. “It’s not just revenge to us. There is also the real danger that the Knight could be to your person. Kiasa was an accomplished fighter and tactician. It should have been impossible for one such as him to take her down, yet he did. There is something different about him, and he seemed strangely unconcerned when confronted by you. Why did you approach him so openly? Why not strike and be done rather than parlay?” 
 
    It was true; she had been reckless in her approach. She had seen him through the windows of the restaurant as she was streaking by and, for some reason, became intrigued. It was that simple. It had been impulsive and totally out of character, so why had she done it? 
 
    She didn’t know, and she—for all her vaunted gifts—couldn’t make heads or tails of what his purpose was or what he was really thinking beyond what she already knew. 
 
    The Princess had heard him almost having a conversation with himself, but his thoughts were more like responses to someone or something. His thoughts had been randomly disrupted by static interference or something like it. It was curious indeed, and in spite of herself, she was fascinated by him in several ways—not the least of them being his very apparent disregard for his own wellbeing when confronted by her: an enemy far outside his league. The Knight had experienced not one second of fear, which was amazing. He did show a lot of concern for those around him, though, which was admirable, even if misplaced. If he could have known the things some of those around him were thinking or had done, he probably would have slain them himself. 
 
    The bottom line for the Princess was that she had not ever been even mildly intrigued by anyone before, and so this experience was a little intoxicating. It was a pity she might have to kill him in an hour. 
 
    “I approached him to ask about the Other. I wanted to know if the Light was aware of the new enemy.” This was not at all true, of course, but it was a plausible reason. The recent addition of the Other to the Conflict had blurred the lines of battle quite a bit for some on the Dark side—like the four of them. It was important to know if that held true for the Light as well. Did they even know the Other existed? 
 
    Her status as a fugitive from the Dark was disconcerting, but not being looped into the Struggle was the most difficult facet of it. Leaving open channels in the Dark would also open the Dark to her, however, and to those in the Dark that hunted her. That she could wall herself off behind her Furies so completely was one of the reasons she was still free. Without them, she would have been captured and returned to the Dark Court for execution a long time ago. 
 
    Chandra nodded speculatively at her words, and the other two accepted them. In fact, Ivey looked a bit uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken. Her closest friend, her most trusted guard, had a nervous tic when she had to tell the Princess something unsavory. Ivey displayed it now as she reached up to finger the two jagged obsidian earrings in her left ear. They were a mark of distinction in the Sisterhood, and they were the only jewelry Fury’s wore. 
 
    Ivey tugged at them as she studied the ground between her feet. 
 
    “What? Has something else happened?” The Princess’s eyes darted around the Furies for a second; she could see from their expressions that something was amiss. She could read their thoughts if she wanted to, but she had stopped doing so with her Furies—any Fury, actually—a long time ago. Some common thought sharing was typical among bonded, but to be able to read their thoughts too thoroughly would tip them off to her gift and signify to herself that she did not trust their words and deeds. And the Princess did trust them wholeheartedly. So, she waited for them to speak. 
 
    It was Jae who spoke first, her soft voice filled with worry. “A large excursion of the Light was reported by the Sorcerer Melhmut in Utah. He and his Furies, along with several dozen Childer and even a couple of Berserkers went to see what was happening. All contact has been lost.” 
 
    The Princess was stunned. It was rare for such a battle group to even gather, but then to have them just disappear? 
 
    Unheard of. 
 
    Even if hard pressed, even if losing, Melhmut would have left a mark on the world noticeable to all. An earthquake, a typhoon, a blizzard, a hurricane, something would explain the devastation to those who could not see the Conflict. The Dark and the Light could lay waste to the environs around them when they clashed. In short, not every natural disaster was natural. 
 
    Given the known strengths of the champions of the Light, a Sorcerer to just drop off the map was not possible. In her estimation, that meant it was not the Light. It had to be the Other. 
 
    “Did you feel your Sisters die?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    Her Furies shook their heads at her question. “We have not felt them die,” Chandra said. “We don’t feel them at all.” The worry on her face was plain to see. 
 
    “How can that be? Isn’t that impossible?” It was absolutely impossible, the Princess knew, but she didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    “It is impossible,” Jae replied, “and every Fury on the planet is concentrating on those three now. All of us. Still nothing. They have not been vanquished, but they have vanished.” 
 
    Ivey cleared her throat. “Also, one of your sisters is here in Reno. We feel her Spear.” 
 
    The Princess felt a small fluttering in her stomach. “Who? Which sister?” 
 
    “Jesslyn.” 
 
    The butterflies in her stomach multiplied, partly from anxiety, partly from anticipation. “Are you sure? Do we know what she wants? Why she is here?” The Princess looked out over the empty streets for a moment, beautiful in the night, framed by drifting snowflakes. 
 
    “We don’t know, but she has her Spear with her, so she is guarded,” Chandra said. “If battle breaks out between us, not all will survive.” She looked down at the ground uncomfortably as she said this. 
 
    “Chandra, I would never ask you to fight your Sisters for me. Your bonds are sacred. Furies should not fight other Furies; it would be an abomination. Peace, my warriors. Do not fret.” 
 
    “Yet you would fight your own sister by blood and kinship, yes? Why would we not engage on your behalf against her?” Jae asked. 
 
    The Princess sighed. “Jesslyn is a perfect soldier of the Dark. It is I who have strayed, and my dishonor should be my own. Do not let my decisions stain you. Your Sister Furies have never betrayed you three in all the years I have been exiled, and none would. You’re part of a Sisterhood that means much more than the bonds between Jesslyn and me.” 
 
    Privately, the Princess almost sneered in disgust at Jesslyn’s very name. Jesslyn was the oldest sister of all the siblings. She was nicknamed “the Spider” and was extremely deadly—she had a mix of poison, stealth, and trap skills that were formidable in the extreme. It would get… messy if they ran into each other. 
 
    The Princess would defeat Jesslyn in a stand-up fight. Her battle dance was unequaled, and she had made quite a name for herself in the last three years due to her combat prowess—not that she cared. For most in the Dark armies, the Princess held only contempt, doubly so for her siblings. She could take any of them in a fair fight. 
 
    Jesslyn would never offer a fair fight to her “baby” sister, though, not under any circumstances. She never offered a fair fight to anyone. She was the premier Assassin of the Dark, with gifts and temperament perfectly wedded to make the Spider a bold and undetectable killer.  
 
    She reveled in slaughter. 
 
    That singular propensity for violence was not in and of itself a deal breaker between them. The differences between Jesslyn and Ava rested with who and why they killed. Jesslyn killed sleepers randomly and wantonly. Her victims were young, old, men, women, even children—she didn’t care. They all died at her hand. Messily. 
 
    The Princess killed too, but always for cause. Her ability to read minds was a curse sometimes, but it did allow her to identify the scum of humanity easily. She had ended pedophiles, murderers, serial abusers, and others of that ilk many times. Most she killed quickly, like the cockroaches they were to her, but some died a little slower, depending on how much they deserved to suffer for their crimes. She did not mourn a single one. 
 
    The Dark’s future awakened Childer often came from the types she killed. Not all, of course. The Dark, too, had warriors the Princess considered honorable and trustworthy—like the Furies, for example. Unfortunately, they were now the exception compared to most of those that now ascended. And those maniacs and murderers that survived long enough to awaken were just the ones that had escaped her notice before she could end them. The Princess sorely wished she could clone herself many times over so that none of those sorts ever lived to mantle the Dark, but thousands did so every year despite her best efforts. The Princess still killed as many as she could find, though, and the Dark noticed eventually. 
 
    Her father, the King of the Dark, had thusly forbade her from killing more, and her mother, the Queen, had concurred. The many Princes and Princesses of her family had also agreed. She had refused them all. 
 
    The battle she waged to leave the grounds of the Royal Court while still breathing was fast becoming legend and had cemented her status as a fugitive for all time. Her left arm, the one she had not shown the Knight, carried the weight of many of the Dark, mostly earned during that chaotic running battle. She had slaughtered dozens that day. Since then, she had added more as she stumbled upon some, or they upon her. 
 
    She had killed Berserkers, Childer, Goblins, and even an overconfident Sorcerer in the course of her frantic, desperate retreat… but not a single Fury did she slay. The Spears had avoided her, and she had avoided them. This was why she still had Furies to serve her.  
 
    The Sisterhood of the Furies made their decisions as a whole, and that they had decided not to hinder her escape was a huge factor in her continued existence. The Dark could not as easily stand against the Light without them, so an uneasy blind spot developed within their armies. Any time she ran across a foolhardy would-be Assassin, she knew unquestionably that she had been discovered by other means or dumb luck. The Furies kept their pact with her and would not betray her whereabouts. 
 
    Things might change someday soon because the Dark was winning the conflict; both sides knew this to be true. If the balance ever tilted to the point of no return for the Light, then the Princess felt certain her family would “persuade” the Furies to give up her location. Even if that persuasion meant losing them, one and all. 
 
    Her family was not the forgiving type. 
 
    As far as her differences with Jesslyn about slaying those in the Light, the gulf between them was less vast and fairly straightforward. The Spider killed any of the Light she came across without hesitation or mercy, while her youngest sister only killed those who challenged or attacked her. Over the years, the Princess had allowed several of the Light to retire from the field alive—often to the dismay of her Dark. Even the Princess did not understand why she allowed some of those insufferable fools to live at times, but part of it, she thought, was that she had an inkling there had to be a balance in the world. The Princess couldn’t articulate why she believed this, but she did. 
 
    On the other hand, the Light was not as pure as it pretended to be. She let those who were truly “good” remain unmolested, not because she thought they were right, but because at least they were true. She had killed some of their Order that were definitely not true, though. With what she’d read from some of them and the things they had done? They had been on the wrong side of the Conflict for sure. 
 
    It was intriguing that the Knight was also marked from both sides of the Struggle. To her, it was significant indeed. The Princess was not the only one who had seen fit to slay Dark and Light alike. His involvement in such was on a much smaller scale than hers, of course, but she felt a certain kinship with him nonetheless. 
 
    Jesslyn, though, was not kin to her in any way that mattered. She felt nothing but disdain for that monster and would kill her gladly if she could. 
 
    Her Spear watched the Princess process their information, and her internal deliberations seemed to go much as they thought it would—the Furies knew her well. There would be combat if their charge and Jesslyn met. It was up to them and their three counterparts with Jesslyn to make sure such a meeting never happened. Combined, the six of them would endeavor to keep the two Princesses as far apart as possible. As their leader, it would be up to Ivey to secure the agreement and hash out the details with Jesslyn’s guards. 
 
    None of her Furies’ silent scheming escaped the Princess’s notice, but she did not bother to stop them because Jesslyn would not be found unless she wished it. One of her gifts, perhaps the most annoying she had, was that the Spider could make herself disappear at will. She could become undetectable to all until it was too late. Whether of the Dark or the Light, it mattered not. Jesslyn would be obscured from their senses just like they were obscured from the sleepers. 
 
    If Jesslyn got careless, though, she would find out the hard way that her youngest sister could pierce her veil by hearing her mind. If the Spider became too bold or came a little too close, she would certainly be killed. 
 
    The Princess couldn’t help but smile savagely at the image. 
 
    Thoughts of her gift brought up the memory of the strange Knight again. Why had she been able to read his mind quite clearly at times, but frustratingly sometimes not at all? That intermittent static in his head had foiled her completely. 
 
    The Princess had a “date” with him in about forty minutes, and she was very much looking forward to it. She really hoped that the Knight wouldn’t attack her and throw his life away. She had an idea he wasn’t a blind adherent to the doctrine of the Conflict, so maybe he had significant doubts about the Light similar to those she had with the Dark. He had said all the “right” things, true, but she knew that was mostly to keep her from fighting him in the restaurant. 
 
    The Princess believed that they were both disillusioned with their respective sides. 
 
    It was going to be a fascinating meeting either way. The Princess wanted a peaceful resolution, if possible, which was why she had insisted he agree to abide by her (as yet) unknown terms for the duel. They would be nothing like he imagined or feared, of that she was certain. But the Princess wanted to finish the task that she had assigned herself before she met up with the Knight, in any case. 
 
    “I have a date to keep and a mission to complete. I must go.” She winked at her scheming Furies and inclined her head once. They mirrored her. 
 
    The Knight’s sad, deep eyes floated in her memory as she raced away from her Spear without another word. She didn’t want her Furies to mix with the Knight until she’d figured out what to do with him. Her first order of business, then, was to lead them away so that the dance would be over with one way or the other by the time they caught up. 
 
    Her Furies had heard where she would end up, of course, but they had no idea what she would do in the meantime. They would have no choice but to follow her at their best possible speed, and after losing her (which they would), they would circle back too late to affect the outcome of her meeting with the Knight. 
 
    The Princess smiled impishly to herself. She really just wanted some alone time with the Knight—his actions or reactions would determine what she did. She had already shared her blood with him, unbeknownst to everyone. Her Furies would be mortified if they knew! Just a few small steps from being bonded were they, the Dark Princess and the White Knight. How ridiculous it was to contemplate! How exciting! Her silvery peel of laughter faded behind in the lightly falling snow as she really poured on the speed. 
 
    For their part, the three Furies laid hands on each other in farewell, then Ivey sped away to find Jesslyn’s handmaidens. Chandra and Jae followed their Princess as fast as they could but were soon left far behind. 
 
    From the shadows at the other end of the parking lot, hate-filled eyes tracked each of them as they departed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The Knight ate his last meal without enthusiasm or appreciation. To him, food was all the same, so he wasn’t sure himself why he decided to take the Royal’s suggestion and order more. When done, he left a hundred on the table and walked out. It wasn’t like he cared about money, and he’d have no use for it where he was likely headed. His left leg was stiff from sitting, and he stopped a moment to stretch the damaged ligaments and tendons—mementos from the night his family had died. 
 
    He hoped to see Amber and Ben soon if this was indeed his last night of life. He couldn’t say he would miss any of it, except for his late sister’s dog. He had adopted Charlie right after his sister and his nephew died. Charlie had kept him sane—more or less. After being responsible for Amber’s death, the least he could do was adopt her beloved English Bulldog, a rescue that she and Ben had loved intensely. At the time, it was a responsibility he didn’t want, but he had felt obligated. 
 
    Ironically, that responsibility kept him grounded enough to keep breathing. He now had a purpose. He had to feed Charlie, clean up after him, walk him, and give him his endless variety of snacks. That last part wasn’t strictly necessary, but he felt his sister would want him to give Charlie the best life he could. So, he did. For his part, Charlie took all the pampering with dignity. 
 
    The realities of being a Knight also led to ensuring that Charlie would be taken care of should he fall. His neighbor, Mrs. Rodriguez, was charged with checking up on Charlie every day. And if the Knight did not return home for twenty-four hours, she would care for the dog until he returned. If he never returned, Charlie would be hers. The dog loved Mrs. Rodriquez and was always excited to see her, so that was good. 
 
    Mrs. Rodriguez had been curious and gently persistent about why he needed such a backup plan for his dog. When pressed for details, he told her he was a private investigator, which was actually true. It was an exotic enough explanation to justify his concerns about not coming home someday while also being believable. 
 
    Charlie was a handsome dog with soulful eyes and an expressive squishy face. His left eye was half light blue—the brown in that eye bleeding into his blue lower half. It was a unique characteristic, and it made him look perpetually sad and/or grumpy. Mrs. Rodriguez was a sucker for that sad look, and Charlie knew it. 
 
    She had her own key and came over several times a day to visit him. She often crooned an eclectic mix of lullabies and nonsensical songs she made up for him, which Charlie seemed to appreciate. He would throw out an occasional paw, but only if the snacks were skimpy or not proffered quickly enough, and he was willing to make himself available for ear scratches and belly rubs as appropriate. 
 
    Snacks were vital to getting into Charlie’s good graces, but his favorite pastime by far was to go “bye-bye.” His paws would reflexively twitch if you asked him to go anywhere, at any time, day or night. He would look so hopeful that anyone—even mired in numbing despair as the Knight was—couldn’t help but laugh and feel some satisfaction at how happy car rides made the dog. 
 
    Mrs. Rodriguez was often Charlie’s tour guide and had no concerns about the little bit of hair he often left in her car. She was dealing with her own heartache because her husband of fifty years had passed away the previous winter. Charlie obviously made her feel better—he had that gift—so the Knight did not begrudge her the constant visits. 
 
    All three of them had been through a lot in the last year, and together they were making a go of it. This wasn’t to say that Charlie didn’t miss Amber and Ben. When the newly elevated Knight had wept on Charlie’s shoulders for the first few months after taking him in, he could swear that Charlie knew why the Knight was crying and that he was mourning in his own doggy way too. 
 
    The Knight didn’t cry anymore. 
 
    He had created a far fortress in his mind to which he often retreated. And from those distant battlements, he could watch the world go by and not be much troubled… or involved. He could act fairly normal; he could carry out the chores of his life as required; he could still get up in the morning. But he honestly didn’t know how much longer he could keep up the charade. 
 
    His gloomy thoughts followed him through the mostly empty casino. The bright lights and the garish sounds from the banks of slot machines depressed him. The few players he passed were pitiable things, sallow, unhealthy looking, desperately pushing buttons over and over again mindlessly. They were lost in misery—watching cards, symbols, numbers—faces illuminated as their credits dwindled away steadily. None noticed him as he wove through the casino floor, limping slightly as he headed towards the elevators. 
 
    If anyone could have seen him, it might have interested them at least a little. He was large, intimidating, armed, and armored. The Knight’s passing was unnoticed; however, none were aware enough of the true nature of things to perceive him at all. It was too bad, he thought. At least it would give them a jolt, something to break the cycle they were in—if only momentarily. 
 
    It was 2:30 AM on a cold winter night in January. No one should be gambling at an off-strip casino in Sparks, Nevada. Those that did lacked something that drove them to self-destruction. He understood that need and their quiet despair. 
 
    “Release me, and the honor and glory you will earn at the edge of made will sustain you! If you survive. Even I cannot promise this when pitted against one such as her, but it is certain that you will fall should you not use me in your dance. When you die in such a manner, no one will remember you, and if any should, they will just know that you were a weakling and a disappointment.” 
 
    His sword again. The Knight shook his head wryly and thought, “You certainly don’t give up, do you? What part of ‘I am never going to draw you’ don’t you understand?” 
 
    “All of it,” she snarled. “You carry Argenta, fool! None stand so far above you that you could not make them pay dearly while you hold me. She is of the Dark, she is a Royal. She is among those that are your sworn enemies. Why do I need to convince you to fight? Duty requires you to lay her low by whatever means necessary!” 
 
    “You’re right,” he thought, “the precepts of the Light would dictate that I fight her. Destroying the Dark is my duty, but tell me, when Roil drew you… did he want to? Or did you push him to it solely for the chance to have blood spill on your edge?” 
 
    His sword did not reply, though they both knew the answer. “Roil killed my sister and my nephew. He nearly killed me,” the Knight continued. “You were the blade that drove his hand though, yet I am still cursed to carry you. I can only stomach that burden because I know that I will not allow you to harm or kill another innocent. It is my penance to carry you, and it is yours to know that you will never be released.” 
 
    Argenta shrieked in his mind, and he hastily walled her off with a last thought: “Fear not, I will probably die tonight. I am fine with no one knowing or caring that I fell, because I deserve such, and long for a balancing of the scales.” 
 
    Argenta would be unable to communicate with him for about an hour, and by the time she could break through his defenses, as she surely would, he would be no more. The sword would then pass to another. He dreaded that happening but was powerless to prevent it. He hoped that the next carrier would hold out from ever drawing Argenta too, but it was exceedingly difficult to carry around so much power and not use it—even if you despised that power for taking away your life. 
 
    But Argenta and her next host would not be his problem. To his knowledge, the dead cared little about the comings and goings of those still living. He hoped desperately to be reunited with his little sister and her son when he died, in another realm far away from this one. His first act when seeing them would be to drop to his knees and beg for forgiveness. He wanted such so badly and was intrigued by the specter of his approaching demise because of his overwhelming need to make amends. Since it could not be made right in this life, he was in a hurry to get to the next. 
 
    The form his death took, the flawless and breathtakingly beautiful Royal, was a large part of the intrigue he felt too. He had nearly been mesmerized by her blue eyes. There was not a thing about her that he found unappealing…. except for the fact that she was a born killer. Well, that and she was also one of the heralds for a path that could not be allowed to come about in this world. Just little drawbacks like that. He sighed. 
 
    Still, even the reason for their meeting and the most likely outcome of it could not dissuade him. Paradoxically, he felt more alive now than he had since his sister died because he was excited to see the Royal again. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. He really was a fool—as both his sword and the beautiful monster had named him. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, he almost missed his target. Almost. 
 
    Distant and discordant music first alerted him to his quarry. Seated at a blackjack table was a grossly overweight man with greasy hair, wearing faded stage makeup. Dirty, rumpled clothes adorned him: baggy sweats, a massive shirt with fluffy cotton balls bizarrely stitched on here and there, and a filthy green bandanna. Dirty bare feet with grey and yellow toenails poked out from under his sweats. Faded wisps of sickly Darkness surrounded the man, and based on the lack of reactions from those around him, the Knight knew that the man’s grotesque appearance was hidden or morphed. 
 
    One factor wasn’t fully masked, though—his stench. The Knight could smell him from where he stood fifty yards away. Dirt and rotten food mixed with rancid sweat caused all other would-be players to seek other tables immediately… if any were stupid enough to approach in the first place. The dealer was gagging and distressed, but every time she tried to leave, her face would blank out momentarily, and she would turn and deal again as if mesmerized by the music which emanated from the aura of the Childe. 
 
    As the Knight watched, the pit boss made his way over to the table to see where the stench was coming from. He became confused once he got to within several paces of the evil-looking fat man and ended up heading back to his station. Once there, he came to himself again, wrinkling his nose in disgust, and again headed back over to the grotesque thing. Again, he was repelled and confused. The Knight watched him circle from the table to his station repeatedly while not even realizing that he was doing so. 
 
    Strong magic indeed. 
 
    The dealer and the pit boss were caught by the music emanating from the Childe. The man just exuded wrong, and most people, even while entirely oblivious to the Conflict, sensed that wrongness and avoided the table. Beads of sweat rolled down the target’s face, giving his countenance an oily sheen. Overall, the being seated at the table looked like a lethal clown. 
 
    Slightly behind him stood a teenage girl. She had a tiny frame and looked younger than she probably was. She stood unnoticed by all, still in her pajamas, swaying slightly to the haunting melody that no one else save the Knight could hear. Her eyes were completely blank and rolled up into her head, and he realized that she was as unaware of her surroundings as her surroundings were of her. 
 
    The teenage girl was why he was here—she had “called” to him. 
 
    A few hours ago, Mrs. Rodriguez had urgently pounded on his door, accompanied by some friends from church. They needed his help desperately: the help of an investigator. 
 
    It was 11 PM on a Sparks January night, so it was very cold, and light flurries of snow swirled fitfully in the breeze. All three of his guests’ expelled breaths were clearly visible in the chilly air, so he hastily invited them in. Mrs. Rodriguez introduced him to the frantic father and mother of a teenage girl: Mr. & Mrs. Salazar. They had come to see him because they adamantly believed that their only child had been taken from her room earlier that night. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” he had asked. 
 
    Mrs. Salazar glanced at her husband before responding. “It’s her room, you see,” she explained. “The window screen was removed, and the sliding glass was fully opened. Carmen’s jacket and shoes are still in her room, which means she didn’t dress for the cold. If she had left willingly, she would have taken something to keep warm.” 
 
    Mr. Salazar nodded, frustration evident in his voice. “We contacted the police immediately,” he said. “But they won’t get involved for another twenty-four hours. The officer we spoke to thinks Carmen might have snuck out with her friends. They can’t spare the resources for a search unless there are clear signs of abduction.” 
 
    The most damning issue from the responding officer’s perspective was that their daughter would have had to unlatch and open the window herself from the inside. “Kids will be kids” was the presumption. They showed him a picture of the girl, Carmen. 
 
    “Mrs. Salazar remembered hearing about you from me,” Mrs. Rodriguez said. “They want your help.” 
 
    The Knight nodded in understanding, his gaze shifting to the photograph they presented. His eyes lingered on Carmen’s face for a moment, capturing the essence of her presence before he spoke. She was smiling in the picture, taken at her Quinceanera a few months ago. Dark hair, dark eyes, with an untroubled face. He could see no markers in her bearing that might indicate a desire to run away, and if his judgment was sound, he could not detect any deceit in her parents either. 
 
    As the Knight studied the photo, a subtle change came over him. He felt a connection, an activation of one of his gifts. He heard Carmen calling to him. 
 
    Turning his attention back to Mr. and Mrs. Salazar, the Knight spoke with conviction. “I will find your daughter,” he assured them. “I have some ideas on where to start, and I will begin the search immediately.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Mrs. Salazar’s eyes as she reached out to the Knight. “Thank you,” she whispered gratefully. 
 
    The Knight gently declined the proffered money, instead reminding Mrs. Rodriguez of their previous agreement regarding Charlie. With tears in her eyes, Mrs. Rodriguez reaffirmed their agreement. 
 
    It was enough. 
 
    The Knight quickly geared up, gave a quick pet and a hug to Charlie, and was off. He knew where Carmen would be and precisely when. Arriving at the casino, he decided to grab a quick bite to eat while waiting. It was better than wandering around blind, waiting for her to show up sooner—because she wouldn’t. The urgency of the calling had not yet reached its crescendo, so he had time. 
 
    Then, the Royal showed up unexpectedly, and his course was thrown off. He did know that Carmen had steadily approached the casino, though, even while he was busy being alternately threatened with death and urged to run away by the gorgeous monster that had accosted him. He judged Carmen to be in the building and close enough to find when he finally paid his check. His gift was imperfect, but it had always been sufficient to find those who needed finding. 
 
    Once again, it would have to be enough. 
 
    Now, looking at his charge, he realized her captor was a Childe of the Dark. The thing that had taken her was awakened already, but somehow even more… wrong than he’d expected. The faded and sickly mist around the kidnapper was something he had never heard about, much less seen. That might have been a byproduct of his ignorance, though. Except for the Fury, Kiasa, and her accompaniment of Childer, whom he only dimly remembered from the night he ascended, the Knight had not met any others from the Dark—save for the Princess earlier tonight. 
 
    The night of his elevation was a hazy blur. The bearer of Argenta back then had slain the Dark Childer with ease before everything went sour, and his sister and nephew were killed in the ensuing chaos too. That Knight’s name was Roil, but Kelso had managed to kill him in vengeance for his family’s murder. Even knowing that the real culprit was Argenta—and not Roil—did not make him regret killing the Knight. 
 
    During the few times since then that he had been mustered by the Light, it was always to a rear guard or overwatch position. He understood why, of course: he was not to be trusted. He had slain a Knight of the Light, regardless of the circumstances, and such an offense was barely tolerable to the Host. Plus, he carried one of the most powerful artifacts in existence on either side of the Conflict, and if he drew it, he would be unable to differentiate between friend and foe. All would die on his blade. He was an uncontrollable wild card who had killed one of his own already. As such, he was well and truly outcasted from his kind, which was fine because he did not trust the Order either. 
 
    Hadn’t he lost his family (and almost his life) to one of the Light already? 
 
    There were drawbacks to his circumstances, though. He could not contact anyone about this Childe’s possibly unique aura and expect an answer any time soon. He also could not count on backup of any kind. The Knight was in the larger fight all alone, just as he always had been since the day he shakily took up Argenta. 
 
    Right then, his quarry raised his head and looked the Knight dead in the eyes. This was problematic on several levels, the first of which being that the Childe should not have been able to pierce his Light yet. The Knight was neither close enough—nor powerful enough—to be detected. Secondly, the man that studied him now did so without fear and with more than a little satisfied glee. That was really concerning, actually. Why was the Dark Childe happy to see him? Finally, when his enemy smiled at him, the Knight saw that his teeth were all wrong. Yellowed incisors—square and powerful, much like a horse might have—crowded the jaws of the man. They looked beyond formidable, nestled in the mouth of an insanely gleeful killer. 
 
    The Knight considered the real possibility that he might not live long enough to make his rendezvous with the beautiful Royal. Any Childer could be a challenge to the Knight since his bonded weapon, Argenta, would not be used. The Knight was thusly forced to be armed less exotically than probably any other warrior on either side of the Conflict. Only the rawest Childer, those newly awakened and without soul marks, would be without bonded defenses or abilities. In many respects, that made the Knight unique because he had the marks, he had his gifts, but he was permanently hobbled versus all others by lack of a bonded weapon he could trust. 
 
    That didn’t mean he had no way of defending himself. He did… but they were far more mundane than could be expected from one such as him. 
 
    Over his right shoulder (and anchored by the scabbard of Argenta) peeked the handles of his hardened, rune-etched, and warded combat batons. Argenta’s hilt rose behind his left shoulder as she lay crosswise behind his back, with her scabbarded point just showing behind his right hip. Slung low at his waist, almost to mid-thigh, were two twin Colt Python .357 Magnum revolvers in matching black leather holsters. They were the last mementos of his dead father and were beautiful weapons with matching checkered Rosewood grips. 
 
    One of his guns had ushered his father out of this life, but the Knight was not sure which one it had been—thankfully. His reliance on them to ward off the Dark was ironic because they had contributed heavily to one of the darkest periods of his life. Rounding out his armament was a silver-edged dagger nested alongside his right lower calf, also etched and runed. A similar dagger was tucked away in a sheath under his left arm, next to his ribs. 
 
    His arms and ammo had been blessed and baptized by the Light a few months ago by a young and attractive Priestess of the Order. She was only in her mid-twenties but quite powerful and with a presence out of keeping for her age. She had come to see him of her own free will because the Arch Mage and the rest of the Council of the Light had not seen fit to send any official help or guidance his way. Apparently, they had no interest in helping the Knight. 
 
    He couldn’t really blame them. 
 
    The Knight remembered well her look of pity as she beheld him, light-green eyes misting a little as she took in his broken aspect. The Priestess knew about his sword, and she had at least a suspicion of what had really happened the night Roil and the Fury had died at his hands. Shaking her fashionable platinum-blonde bob in agitation and sorrow, she explained to him why she was there and what she offered. She cautioned him that she didn’t have unlimited time to do what was necessary and she didn’t have the power to heal his damaged knee fully, but she would do as much as she could with his approval. 
 
    That part was particularly important to her—his approval. He had to almost ritually grant her the go-ahead on everything she ended up doing to him and for him—quite a bit more than he ever would have guessed. He had to admit, looking back, that she had come at the very lowest time of his life. Her intervention had been fortuitous indeed and not a second too soon. The Knight had been wondering about which gun his father had used on his way out of this life a little too much back then. Her ministrations—mental, spiritual, and, yes, physical—had propped him up just enough to keep going. 
 
    She was the only one of the Order to ever visit him. The Knight now understood that he was to be starved of information and resources, only to be brought into the field if the likely rewards far outweighed the possible risks that came with his participation. He was the Ace card of the Light—the Ace of Spades. 
 
    He was a pariah when he mixed with others during his few mobilizations. He had hated a few of them, in fact, particularly an unhinged Paladin that had somehow been present every time he was in the field. What were the odds of that? 
 
    If the Knight ever did draw Argenta, he hoped that Paladin would be right next to him. He was a small man in his fifties and completely bald, but his gift was devasting to the Dark, and he was an absolute beast on the frontline as a result. The problem between the two was simple: the Paladin didn’t care for the Knight and made sure everyone knew it. For his part, the Knight felt like the small man had a big mouth for someone that might have weighed a buck-fifty soaking wet. 
 
    The two of them had almost come to blows the last time they met. 
 
    Before his dark musings could give Argenta hope, he returned to memories of the Priestess. She had stayed for several days to heal his fractured body, soothe his tortured psyche, and power up his vastly subpar gear. She had expended an enormous amount of power to bless and reinforce his weapons and lessen the angry pain in his injured leg. He allowed her to do all those things more for her sake than his, as he was already uncaring and safe atop the castle battlements across the vast snowy plains in his mind. 
 
    The Knight had wondered since her visit if she had been discovered or if she had, in fact, been sent by one of the Council in secret. Her name was Cass, and she was an adjunct to the council of Mages, a small group of super powerful and ancient beings that led the Light. She had come to him armed with her bonded weapon, a beautiful yet somehow disquieting wand. Cass knew how to dress, and she had been an absolute vision when he opened the door and found her under an umbrella in the rain. She was slim but strong, and her tattoo work was extensive and uniquely beautiful, with very few colors but a lot of shimmering white that seemed to shift on her skin as she moved. The Knight had never seen the like. 
 
    He still remembered her very personal and almost aggressive healing ways. Cass had possessed an ironclad determination to give him a fighting chance—which seemed personally important to her for some reason. Her efforts on his behalf had all been more than he deserved, but he had not protested. Cass had also given him a short primer on the Conflict by outlining who the combatants were, what they could typically do, how powerful they were relative to each other and similar. If she hadn’t, he would still know nothing about the worldwide struggle he was technically a part of. And he suspected he still didn’t know much. 
 
    Cass had broken down the hierarchies of each side and what his own role as a Knight meant. She had given him contact numbers to call but cautioned that any help would be slow to materialize. Requests for information may or may not be answered. No one in the Host would quickly answer his request for aid, but Cass suggested that he do so for others if asked and hopefully work his way into the Order as time passed. That was a suggestion he had agreed to—not because he cared if the Light ever accepted him but because he was tired of life, and fighting the Dark might offer the opportunity for an easy way out. 
 
    Regardless of how he felt about the Light in general, the Knight was amazed by the constant and unrelenting spellcraft Cass wove on his gear during their time together. As the days passed, her Light began to wane noticeably, but she kept at it without pause or complaint. It had all been very overwhelming to him, and it again seemed like she had a personal stake in his survival.  
 
    The young Priestess had been pleased with the end results of her incantations and asked him to keep the details of her assistance in strict confidence, which he had done. Who would he tell anyway? Nobody but her cared enough even to acknowledge him. She also told him that his deep personal connection to the revolvers, even if tragic, would help get the job done when needed. 
 
    Since then, the Knight had no cause or opportunity to use his armaments, but now that the time was upon him, he doubted. He was not so sure that the rites and runes (even though impressive) were sufficient for the task now. The Childe he beheld was wrong through and through, somehow even more so than he should be… How the Knight knew this, he wasn’t sure, but he felt it in his bones. 
 
    Just as the Knight’s musings ended, the strange Childe surged to his feet and walked away to the elevators. His enthralled victim followed him in a herky-jerky kind of walk as if she was merely a marionette on the ends of invisible strings. Carmen’s face was contorted unnaturally like she was trying to scream, yet no sound issued forth. Seeing her in such distress hardened the Knights resolve—she did not deserve to suffer like that, and he swore to himself that he would end her tormentor no matter what. 
 
    The Knight’s quarry entered an elevator a mere forty yards ahead of him. Hurrying forward as best he could on his bum leg, he reached the elevator mere seconds after the doors closed. The Knight stood in front of the doors and saw that the ascending car went all the way to the top of the twenty-seven-story building before resting on the roof. Was the Childe in league with the Royal? 
 
    He hoped not. It was just not possible to square her perfect beauty and quick with the idea that she would voluntarily keep company with a rapist and murderer such as the strangely gleeful man. True, right now, the Knight was only certain that the Childe was a kidnapper. But he knew that the nightmarish predator had much more in store for Carmen unless he was stopped. Either way, the Knight just couldn’t square the Royal’s approval of such things. 
 
    Twice the fool he was then because she was a Princess of the Dark—why wouldn’t she approve? What did he expect from the enemy? Still, he had not picked up on anything like that from the stunning blue-eyed beauty. His disappointment was nevertheless keen as he got in the remaining elevator and pushed the button for twenty-seven. 
 
    About twenty-five minutes remained before his dance with the Royal—either he or the kidnapper would be dead long before then. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Princess watched the Knight enter the elevator in something like wonder. The one she had really been seeking had gone up to the roof as well, and the Knight seemed to be following him. What were the odds of that? She was not a huge believer in coincidence, so all three of them converging on the roof was concerning. 
 
    There was no way the Childe and Knight could be allied. She had originally come here to kill the Childe, but having the Knight now involved complicated things. She believed the Childe was infected by the Other, and if her suspicions were correct, he would be much more dangerous than he appeared. 
 
    The problem was that chaos was the hallmark of the Other, and anyone infected by it could wield strange powers beyond the gifts that typically came with the Dark or the Light. The Princess didn’t know if the Knight knew about the Other, but she was certain he would find himself quickly outmatched. Both elevators were now at the top, and the thought of the Knight going toe-to-toe with the infected caused her a quick moment of concern. She squashed that feeling ruthlessly as soon as she recognized it for what it was. 
 
    “I must be going soft in my old age,” she only half-joked to herself. Neither elevator had started its descent yet because both had probably been disabled at the top—it’s what she would have done. The stairs beckoned to her, and she took them in haste. The Princess could not be tardy; her “date” was already there. As she blurred up to the twenty-seventh floor, she armored in her unmatched darkness. 
 
    It was going to get ugly for that Childe real quick. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    It came as no surprise to the Knight that his quarry had broken the locks and shorted the alarms that should have blared when he took Carmen to the roof. The Knight followed with no hesitation, his limp almost unnoticeable. He knew the strange Childe would pick up on it instantly, even so, but he was not concerned; worrying accomplished nothing. 
 
    Not that he worried about much anymore. 
 
    He entered the roof and instantly regretted it. As the Knight walked through the door, the Childe was staring right at him while wearing an idiotic grin. Carmen was there too, balanced on one foot at the edge of the twenty-seven-story drop. Her other foot hung out over the edge—leg fully extended—like she was fixing to take that next step. She still swayed to the unearthly music, but he could see that her body was already straining from holding that precarious position. Sweat beaded on her forehead and steamed in the frosty winter night. 
 
    The wind was stronger up this high, and a thin layer of snow blew around in flurries that buffeted her from all sides. Even though Carmen’s mind was locked away, her body was fading in its efforts to keep her upright and balanced. She had minutes… if that. Without a dramatic realignment of the tableau in front of the Knight, there was no chance of rescuing her. He regretted he had promised to do just that. It was not possible; the clown had checkmated him as soon as he had stepped onto the roof. 
 
    The Knight stopped where he was, hands down at his sides. He did not want to goad his enemy into immediately dropping Carmen. He needed to think, but the discordant music tugged at his concentration, making it difficult to focus. And then he realized the strange Childe was trying to beguile him as he had Carmen and everyone else at the blackjack tables. As soon as the realization hit, the Knight mentally retreated to his fortress. Safe and inviolable across that vast plain of snow, he pulled himself together. 
 
    “Aww, that’s so cheating, you know!” complained the clown. His face drooped with disappointment even as his dangerous grin remained unchanged. His voice was all wrong, the inflections and syllables rising and falling with every word. It made no sense, like the Childe was forming the language as he went along, one that he himself had never heard or spoken before. It was as if chaos had finally found a way to communicate. 
 
    “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that if you’re not cheating, you’re not trying?” the Knight answered coldly as he started to assess the situation again. The Knight possessed several gifts, and there was one that might save Carmen. 
 
    Maybe. If he could get close enough to her to use it. It was a desperate plan, and it was much more likely that he and Carmen would both die if he attempted it, but it was better than no plan at all. 
 
    “No sir, no sir,” chortled the thing across from him. “I can’t ever remember anyone saying anything like that to me. Cheating is naughty!” 
 
    “Well, that’s true too. It’s just a matter of perspective, I guess,” the Knight said as he took a small step towards Carmen while trying to appear like he was just starting to circle his enemy. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    “NOOOOOO! DADDYYYYYY! MOMMYYYYYY!” shouted the Childe, freezing the Knight in his tracks. “I’m thinking she’s going to scream one of those out all the way down once I let her fall. Which I will do, believe you me, if you take one more step. Scouts Honor!” he intoned solemnly while holding up three fingers in the scout salute. 
 
    The Knight stopped. He was stuck with no idea how to proceed. 
 
    The evil one across the roof spoke again but with some venom now: “I didn’t get to sample her because of you, and that’s very upsetting to me. Killing is fun, but I have other needs that must be satisfied first. How about this deal? You retreat, and she gets to live a little longer, and then you might even get to save what’s left of her.” His face broke into a hopeful expression, and he ran a tongue over his grotesque teeth with relish. It took the Knight a moment to unravel his words, and when he understood, an ember of rage blossomed in his stomach. 
 
    The Childe meant to kill her, yes, but he also meant to eat from her, maybe even while she was still alive. His enemy wouldn’t believe a Knight would ever take that deal; he just wanted to stall, perhaps, or maybe rattle him. All it did was ensure that the deviant in front of him wouldn’t leave the roof alive. 
 
    Calmly the Knight responded, “Not a chance, but I’ll make you a counter. You allow Carmen to step back from the ledge, and you can flee. I’ll even give you a five-minute head start. You have my word as a Knight that I will honor it.” He was not going to honor anything of the sort. The thing in front of him was too evil, broken, and twisted to live a moment longer, but the Knight needed Carmen back from the edge to do what needed to be done. Then the Knight was going to shoot, beat, and stab the disgusting clown to death—whichever worked best—the moment he had the opportunity. 
 
    The clown roared with laughter for a few seconds until he made a big show of seriously considering the offer, which was exposed for the farce it was by the constant giggles that escaped him. 
 
    “Carmen. Is that her name? Pretty! Anyways, you’ve got a deal if you throw in a set of steak knives or a waffle maker!” He looked the Knight up and down quite thoroughly, his lecherous face drooping down in disappointment again. “Ahh, too bad. You don’t have any of those, do you? She dies, I guess.” He shrugged and looked towards Carmen. 
 
    “Wait,” said the Knight in a winter voice, “I have one last offer to make.” 
 
    The insane Childe looked back at him slyly. “Just kidding you, dude! I got you so good! I’m not going to kill her until your backup up arrives. So don’t worry about it, my man. She’s got at least another thirty or forty seconds before her leg buckles and gravity does its thing. Relax and enjoy the beautiful view from up here!” 
 
    “If you’re waiting for my calvary, why not let Carmen step back until they get here? If you don’t, she might fall before anyone else can witness it.” The clown was mistaken about assistance coming—there was none—but the Knight didn’t care. He mentally cleared his head while preparing to draw, both hands resting just inches from his revolvers. 
 
    He was the calm center in an ice storm, and he would not miss. 
 
    The Knight could not defend Carmen, but he would avenge her. His eyes sharpened, taking in every wrinkle and stain on the thing standing twenty yards away. He noticed that the Dark had almost entirely disappeared from its host. This did not concern the Knight now, but if he lived through the evening, he would need to report this phenomenon up the chain. 
 
    “Nah, she should be here in about five seconds. Let’s keep our little Carmen right where she is. What was your last offer, by the way?” 
 
    “A quick death,” whispered the Knight from faraway mountains and drew both guns in a flash, and twin cracks broke the silence on the roof. From the Knight’s peripheral vision, he registered that the door he had just come through was violently ripped off its hinges as the Royal arrived. Garbed in blackest night, she was only a dark blur to his perceptions as she gained the roof in terrible haste and intimidating speed. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Princess flew through the door just in time to see the Knight fire… guns? Really? Guns!? Who the hell used guns in the ancient Conflict? She sighed as the bullets struck the Other in his heart and stomach. To her surprise, they looked like they penetrated. The Childer was knocked off his feet by the concussions, landing heavily on his back. 
 
    In a moment, she read the roof: Knight firing spitballs, crazy Other in mid-laugh as he got hit, and an oblivious sleeper tilting out and over into open air. She was annoyed. The girl was the wild card here, and the Princess was not sure yet what her purpose might be, so that meant… 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    She amped up and with another audible sigh, blurred over to the girl and plucked her out of thin air. Turning with her prize, she deposited the young female firmly on the ground ten feet from the edge and put her to sleep with one small rap of a knuckle to her forehead. The Princess did this partly so the Other could no longer influence the girl but mostly because she didn’t want to be distracted by a hysterical teenager. All that sobbing and screeching would put her in a foul mood. 
 
    Even as she thought these things, she made it back to her Knight. The Knight, she meant—of course. He was advancing on the Other in what to her was slow motion, his dark eyes clear, intense, and focused behind his ghostly helm as his fingers began to pull both triggers again. His armor had fully formed, more formidable than she’d thought it might be, although still nowhere close to hers in comparison. 
 
    Armor formed partially based on self-image, and the Knight apparently viewed his role in the Conflict as a hunter. Falcon’s wings adorned the sides of his helmet and flared up in wispy billows, like invisible winds buttressed them. Blinding white filigree scrolled around his ghostly vambraces as he fired again. He was using the gifts of his Light to improve his aim and speed at the points he needed it most. Smart. 
 
    She had to admit the armor looked rather good on him, starkly functional and sleeker than she would have guessed, which she approved of. A lot of idiots on both sides of the Conflict thought bulkier was better—it wasn’t, and many found that out the hard way. 
 
    With a small flip of her arm, she knocked both revolvers off target, his ghostly armor from hands to shoulders briefly shot through with grey where her armor touched his. His runes exploded as she shorted them out entirely. In the same instant, she raced to the Other, who was no longer laughing while trying to get to his feet. 
 
    Remarkably, the Childe was hurt from the Knight’s attack and was bleeding profusely from both gunshot wounds. Her respect for those guns went up a notch as she hoisted the Other to his feet hard enough to cause whiplash, right as twin cracks broke the night again. She felt the bullets whiz about a foot over her head and a mere inch or two over the Other. She turned and blurred back to the Knight with her cargo in tow. 
 
    With brutal ease, she lifted the Other completely over her head with one hand and slammed him onto the roof at the Knight’s feet with enough force to shatter bones and crack cement. She looked down at the Childe and, with a start, realized he was a Ghoul. Why was he kidnapping and killing living humans? Very out of character for a Ghoul—unheard of, really. It was a concern that the presence of the Other could overwrite its host’s personality so thoroughly, and she felt a small chill at the realization. 
 
    Geysers of blood shot from the twin bullet wounds when she plowed the infected Ghoul down. Amazingly, the Knight carried a pair of effective guns, which was unheard of. How had that happened, she wondered, and by who? The spells required for such would have been immense, and only a few on either side of the Conflict could have bent that much magic to the Knight’s service. 
 
    The Princess decided that she would not let the Knight shoot her under any circumstances—it was likely to really sting. She stopped “moving,” and her perceptions ticked down to mundane speed. Through her helmet, she watched the Knight with interest as he recovered his aim. If he pointed those guns at her, she would probably kill him outright. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Knight blinked as he realized his guns were not aimed where they should have been when he pulled the triggers. 
 
    He also noticed four things at once: 
 
    One, his arms hurt from forearm to shoulder. 
 
    Two, the Childe was no longer across the roof and instead lay at his feet. 
 
    Three, the Royal, dressed in full armor, stood awfully close to him with her foot casually resting on the neck of that same Childe. A small part of him marveled at her and the crown of dark fire that restlessly roiled around her head in fitful waves. Her eyes glowed electric blue from within the depths of her sleek helm, and her armor suggested the speed, strength, and functionality of an exotic hunting cat, like a panther. 
 
    Four (and most importantly), Carmen was still present and a good ten feet from the edge of the building, but he couldn’t tell if she was still alive. 
 
    The Royal was looking up at him expectantly, and he almost smiled at her little huff of annoyance as the Knight craned his head around her exquisite and dangerous form to get a better look at the girl. Even though the Royal was a foot and a half shorter than him, there was just something about her that dominated the roof. The Knight was fairly sure she was unused to being ignored or dismissed. Well, she wouldn’t be pleased with his next move then, he thought with satisfaction. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at that exact moment, which was a little spooky. 
 
    Was he so easy to read? 
 
    The Knight very deliberately holstered his guns and stepped around the Royal to approach Carmen. With his back to her, he asked, “Did you kill the girl?” He hoped she hadn’t because if she had, he would turn and draw on her regardless of their agreement. Part of him shied away at the thought of that small betrayal and at the very act of attacking her at all. 
 
    “You have a limp?” She completely ignored his question with one of her own. She sounded surprised. 
 
    “Not important right now in the larger scheme of things, eh?” He bent down to feel for a pulse; it was there. He heaved a small sigh of relief, mostly because Carmen was alive but also because it seemed like his Royal wasn’t into killing kids. 
 
    “Why hasn’t your Order fixed you? What weapon could permanently disable a Knight?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not disabled, really—” 
 
    “You have a hitch in your gait, hoss. How can you run away from me with any hope of escape? Wait, sorry. I mean, how can you successfully execute a ‘strategic retreat’ if you can’t advance fast enough in the opposite direction to keep me from re-engaging you?” She was messing with him now, although he detected an undercurrent of something that could have been concern in her voice. That was impossible, though. 
 
    “I don’t run. Not from you, not from anyone.” His voice issued forth from a vast distance within him, and his simple words were a matter-of-fact declaration of defiance: to her, to all. They rang with the truth of his conviction, and she seemed to shiver at the rebuke. Inside, he was secure in his walled fortress, immune from fear or doubt. 
 
    There actually was a way he could escape her, one she couldn’t follow easily, but it would require him to retreat over the edge of the building. That was not something he would do willingly, so it didn’t even matter at this point. 
 
    The dark and lovely vision in front of him cocked her head slightly to the side, her bearing suggesting she had just thought of something that pleased her. What it could be, he had no idea. 
 
    “You know I could have killed you many times over by now, right? Instead of just knocking your arms up, I could have torn them off and beat you to death with the wet ends, yes? Do you understand this? Something is so off with you! There is an exactly zero chance of you defeating me in battle, and it’s maddening that you don’t seem to believe it or care.” She folded her arms in front of her chest as she spoke. 
 
    The Royal was obviously so confident in her ability to overcome him that she didn’t even need her arms free to do so. He didn’t mind, though; her folded arms emphasized her beautiful form even though it was hidden partly under her armor and… 
 
    What the hell was he thinking? Focus. 
 
    She snickered suddenly and stood up a little straighter—if that was possible. Under her foot, the Childe groaned softly as her movement put more pressure on his throat. 
 
    “I do understand,” the Knight said starkly, “but I will not leave this place, alive or dead, until the one at your feet is ended. Are you allies? Do you know what he does to his victims?” 
 
    “Allies with this piece of trash? No, I came here to slay him. He is spoiled to the Dark, even if some of them won’t acknowledge it.” 
 
    The Knight mulled over her words silently as he watched the Royal consider the insane one under her foot. At least the Childe’s maddening grin was long gone. But why had she spoken like she wasn’t of the Dark? He was hung up on the word “them.” 
 
    The object of his musing raised her head suddenly, and blazing blue eyes met his black ones directly. “I asked you a simple question, and I expect an answer. Why has your Order not healed you?” She almost seemed indignant that Knight Humpty Dumpty had not been fully put back together again. 
 
    The Knight opened his mouth to answer with something along the lines of “not your concern” when the strange and broken Childe at her feet unexpectedly answered for him. 
 
    “He is an outcast among his kind, Princess. Any assistance and help a Knight could expect is barred from him. Isn’t that right, Hero?” the Childe broke into a wheezing, pained chuckle, blood bubbling at his mouth. He didn’t have much longer, the Knight guessed, which was wonderful. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Princess!? 
 
    What was a member of the ruling family doing here on a rooftop with him at 3 AM on a cold January evening in Sparks? The difference between a Royal and a High Royal (one of the immediate ruling families) was vast. She was probably one of the top fifteen to twenty deadliest combatants the Dark could muster, which also meant she was one of the most powerful beings in the entire world. 
 
    Figures. If not for bad luck, the Knight wouldn’t have had any luck at all. 
 
    The Knight didn’t know much about the ruling family, but he knew enough to know he was supremely outmatched. He looked up at the stars for a moment, wondering where he would end up in the celestial heavens—provided he was deemed worthy enough. He wasn’t so sure. Amber. Ben. He missed them and hoped to see them soon. 
 
    The beautiful but dangerous Princess regarded him silently, head cocked slightly to one side like she was listening to something only she could hear. 
 
    He glanced down at the dying filth at her feet and spoke to the clown directly. “I am a relative stranger to the order, yes. I have accompanied the Host when called and have received some assistance from them, like blessings and spellcraft to harden my defenses. Your well-deserved death attests to the potency of what I was given.” It was a lie—the Light had actually given him nothing. Only Cass, the solitary Priestess of the Light, had, and she had come of her own volition. 
 
    Tomato, Tomahto. 
 
    The Knight didn’t feel the need to go into detail about his non-existent relationship with the Light in front of the still silent, still jaw-droppingly gorgeous woman in front of him. She was very much coiled like a hunting cat to his senses, and he was feeling distinctly mousy under her consideration. Her gaze was almost a physical weight on him, such was the intensity of her perusal. 
 
    “Not enough, though, is it, Sir Knight?” cackled the dying madman. “Your wounds should have all been healed by now, but the Host has no interest in doing that, do they? I wonder why?” His words alone indicated he knew exactly why the Knight had not been made whole, and his pained sneaky smile confirmed it. 
 
    Dangerous territory, indeed. 
 
    The Knight had a few ace cards available to him, but he needed the dying maniac to just call it a day and expire before the Childe shared what he knew in front of the Princess. How to hurry it along then? 
 
    Suddenly Argenta broke through his defenses: “Still alive? Shocking and very disappointing. Hopefully, I will get to enjoy watching the Princess tear you apart, at least. I know my next bearer will not be the weakling you are, because none could be. I hope you are made to beg for death before she rips your life away. To know that you have a real shot at striking down one of the highest in the Dark if you choose to, but won’t? You are a pitiable man, and I am well done with you. I wouldn’t even allow you to draw me now!” 
 
    “Whatever else you may be, you are a terrible liar,” he thought to his sword. “You think I can be manipulated into pulling you because you tell me I can’t? Everyone on this roof would die if I did, but only as appetizers to the main course, right? You would then force me to slaughter everyone on this floor, too, yes? Everyone in the casino would be next if you could hold me together for that long. I know this. It will not happen.” 
 
    “You’re smarter than you appear, Knight, so I’ll make you a deal. Pull me, slay the Dark Princess in front of you, finish the job on the Childe at her feet. Wet my blade on the girl, too, and I give you my word that I will release you long enough to throw yourself on my edge. Do we have a bargain?” 
 
    “You think I will barter the girl away for your enjoyment? I would rather die than allow that to happen.” He shook his head in mild amazement. That the same sword that had ridden his back for almost a year could seriously believe he would consider her proposal was madness. Argenta was either delusional or had another purpose entirely in their parlay. 
 
    “Well, you better get on with the dying part, then. Your girlfriend looks like she is losing patience with you breathing up all her air. I somehow get the feeling that she doesn’t like it when we have our little heart-to-heart’s. My apologies. I had no idea, of course!” With a sinking feeling, the Knight realized what Argenta had done when he refocused on the Princess and realized that a subtle shift in her stance indicated that the pleasantries and questions were ending. Somehow, the Princess knew he held a mystery she could not unravel. She didn’t seem like the type to appreciate unknowns very much, and her words confirmed it. 
 
    “Who are you conversing with? You will tell me now.” It wasn’t a request. 
 
    Before the Knight could come up with a reply, the thing at her feet answered. 
 
    “He is talking to his bonded sword, the fabled Argenta.”  
 
    At his words, the Princess stiffened in shock. 
 
    “He is the Ebon Knight.” breathed the Childe and died. 
 
    His dying words spurred the Princess to action, and she lashed out with five bolts of pure Dark, each formed into jagged daggers. They rushed towards the Knight at incredible speed, trailing icy blue and black motes, and he knew that her opening salvo was the only one she would need. 
 
    The dance had just begun, but the music was already ending.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    How had she missed the clues? 
 
    For one of the few times in her life, she was worried. The Ebon Knight stood before her, and she was without her guardians. The Princess knew what Argenta could do in the hands of a motivated Knight, and she contemplated that perhaps she had been led to this place to die. 
 
    Her sudden spike of adrenaline and desperation alerted her bonded Furies, and she felt the two that had just entered the casino burst into frenzied speed at her distress. Several miles away, she also felt Ivey stumble to a stop and turn back towards her mistress. 
 
    Too far… they were all too far away. 
 
    She amped up and attacked even as she considered her options. Her Dark was absolutely rabid in its desire to slay the Knight, and she gave in to it fully as she threw killing spikes. With Argenta still sheathed, any one of those bolts would kill him where he stood. The Princess fully expected him to pull sword and lay waste to her Dark on his first swing, though, and then assault her on his second. 
 
    She vowed to take him down with her. 
 
    Time was molasses to her heightened senses, the lazy snowflakes almost frozen in midair due to her terrible haste. As such, she had time to contemplate his response to her approaching daggers. The Knight seemed frozen in time. His face was turned, sad eyes locked on hers, and he moved not. 
 
    Why? What was he waiting for? Something ripped a little in her heart as the Princess realized she was about to lay him low because of her own fear and uncertainty. The Knight had done nothing to threaten her yet, and no thoughts she had picked up from him throughout the night had indicated subterfuge. In fact, his every thought had been that he was well and truly overmatched by her and that his own death was inevitable. 
 
    The Princess now realized that his thoughts turned to static due to his sword—when Argenta was goading him to pull, to kill, to rage. He had not, though. If the Knight was enthralled by his sword, he would have drawn and destroyed her—and the entire restaurant of sleepers—earlier tonight when they first met. 
 
    Her daggers were almost upon him. What should she do? Should she take the chance to let him recover? Would her attack surprise him enough that she could leave the field alive? What if he was resisting the sword? 
 
    Yes! A lightning bolt of intuition struck her—the Knight was doing exactly that! For whatever reason, the Knight would not pull Argenta. The Princess now realized he had no intention of defending himself at all. Partly because he knew it was hopeless and partly because the price was too high. With a cry, she pulled her Dark back a split second before it blasted him out of his armor and into death. It hurt. Her Dark did not want to change course and fought against her, but she was stronger. Like a rubber band pulled too far and let loose, her Dark snapped back into her at speed. 
 
    She staggered under the return. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Knight had just enough time to register that five bolts of the blackest Dark were thrown at him when he heard the Princess cry out and stumble backward. The bolts were gone. Did she pull them back? Why? 
 
    This was the only opportunity he would get. He could leap off the building and probably survive, thanks to his gifts. He could also shoot her now as she was distracted and stunned. The Princess had been knocked several paces back from the dead Childe and was bent over with her hands on her knees. 
 
    The Knight immediately discarded retreat for two reasons: the first was that he would not run—ever—and the second was that Carmen was still up here. The Knight could not leave her in the snow to save his own miserable life, even though he knew he might not get another reprieve. So be it. 
 
    The Knight discarded attacking for two other reasons as well; partly because he doubted that anything he could do to her would stick, but mostly because he didn’t want to attack her at all. There, he finally admitted it to himself, and more the fool was he.  
 
    Argenta broke in. “I curse the day you picked me up! I will see you dead before—”  
 
    With an effort of will, he walled her off again. He noticed as he did so that the Princess had fully recovered and was standing completely still across the roof from him. 
 
    “Is your sword telling you to kill me?” she asked somewhat hesitantly. 
 
    He started to shake his head, then thought better of it and shrugged. Why lie? “Argenta has been goading me to draw on you all night. Just now, though, she was busy telling me that she would see me dead. It’s kind of a refreshing change from her normal abuse, and I appreciate her honesty at least.” 
 
    “Why?” The Princess took a few steps closer to him, her entire form intent on his answer. 
 
    “Why does she want me dead? Hmm, she thinks that I’m a weakling and—” 
 
    “No,” the Princess said as she slid closer still, “why haven’t you drawn on me?” 
 
    He wouldn’t pull a weapon against her for any reason, he realized, but that was not something she could understand because he couldn’t understand it himself. So, instead, he told her the truth—just not all of it. “I won’t draw Argenta on anybody. While I am cursed to be her bearer, she will never be freed. I would rather die first.” 
 
    For some reason, the Princess seemed personally moved by his words. She stepped closer yet again until she was right in front of him, only a foot away. They were almost touching, and her Dark and his Light were both frantic from the proximity. Her face was turned up to look at him, and he could literally feel her interest. She did something shocking then and called in her Dark. Armored still, he stared down into the unmatched visage of the Dark Princess in wonder. 
 
    After a brief hesitation, he called his Light to him as well and stood as undefended as she was. What had she done? What had he done? The Knight was confused and completely mesmerized by her beauty… It was a dizzying experience. Her gorgeous eyes were clear, interested, and open to him. He could swim in those eyes his whole life, he realized, and never know the full measure of her.  
 
    She smiled then, her eyes alight as she held out her hand and said, “Ava Pentran.” 
 
    He felt like her smile should have melted the snow around him; it was so brilliant. He took her hand in greeting. “Kelso Hart… Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jae and Chandra were confused. Ava’s shock and desperation had pricked them to all speed as they continued racing up the stairs in utter silence, straining to fly faster still. But her fear had faded in seconds, and now they were picking up feelings and sensations they couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    They were one in their purpose to destroy the danger to their charge. Halfway up, both summoned their armor to them and crafted weapons of Fel Dark. Chandra produced her Spear of Ruin while Jae called a Fel Bow with jagged-tipped arrows. Both slipped into a red killing rage, their fury upon them at last. 
 
    They changed as they ascended. 
 
    *** 
 
    Several miles away, Ivey stopped her backtrack as she sensed Ava’s shifting perspectives. She also felt her two younger Sisters slipping into their frenzy and almost pitied the target of their passion. Once in the grip of their greatest gift, very little could stop a Fury. Her Sisters would die, or their target would. It was that simple. 
 
    Ivey’s money was on her Sisters. 
 
    Still, with her own mission to complete, Ivey turned towards her other Sisters again, the Spear that Jesslyn had brought with her from the Court. Even with her other worries, Ivey needed to meet with them and forge a plan to keep the two Royals from killing each other. If Jesslyn could somehow track Ava, then Ivey would absorb their Spear into hers, and the six Furies would hunt Jesslyn down together without Ava ever being the wiser. 
 
    There was never a chance the Furies would have fought each other, but Ava’s warriors had been curious about what she would think about it. As usual, the Princess had shown her true heart and consideration for not just her Furies but all the Furies of the Sisterhood. Ava was highly regarded by the Sisterhood, and she was key to many of the clan’s future plans as well—and her obvious affection for the Sisterhood was key to the Furies’ collective belief. 
 
    The Princess had to be protected at all costs. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the rooftop, Ava was concerned. She held the severe Knight’s hand in hers and looked up into his dark eyes, wondering how she could get him off this roof alive without killing her two Furies that would crest the stairs in moments. The Princess would never do that to them, of course, so she needed an out to avoid their imminent clash with the Knight. Ava knew that Kelso would be sorely outmatched by the Furies unless he drew Argenta, and now she knew he wouldn’t. 
 
    So, how could she save him? 
 
    It seemed clear to her now that she should—and not just because she felt an attraction to him. Apparently, she liked grim Knights with super brooding looks. The physical template for tall, dark, and (mildly) handsome would be her Knight, but grief had cut lines into his face and grey into his hair prematurely. He was bowed under the weight of it, and his stark face reminded her of a falcon in its steely-eyed gaze. 
 
    His Light had got his armor right, for sure. 
 
    This Knight knew no fear, nor doubt, or remorse because guilt and grief held sway over him, and his will was cold iron. Iron was both strong and weak; it would not bend, but it could be broken—shattered even. The Princess feared his will was much the same; it was his towering strength and weakness all in one. He would be a hard man to get to know, a hard man to care for, but she wanted to try. 
 
    So, how did he live past the next minute? 
 
    Quickly, she rummaged through their recent conversations, looking for anything she could use. She recalled, too, the thoughts of his she had picked up. Hadn’t he twice thought escape might come from jumping off the building? Ava didn’t know why Kelso thought such a seemingly suicidal move might somehow save him, though, because he had not thought about how it would, just that it could. 
 
    Ava knew he had discarded that plan of action outright and his reasons for doing so. First, he would not retreat—ever—which she felt was sort of typical for a Knight of the Light, but Kelso took it to the next level for sure. He refused to give an inch of ground even if that inch meant nothing to him, held no importance in the Conflict, and would save him if he did. So, him retreating from this arena of his own free will was out of the question. She could get around that, though, couldn’t she? 
 
    The other reason was the girl. Ava now knew her name was Carmen, and the Knight would not leave her willingly and would even die for her. It was stupid, honestly, but that was also kind of par for the course for a Knight. If Kelso was forced to leave the roof without his charge, he’d come right back up for that teenage complication at the first opportunity. His very predictable course of action limited Ava’s options again. She could get around this problem too, but she hated how she would have to do it. 
 
    All these thoughts flew through her mind in seconds as they stood grasping hands and staring into each other’s eyes. Ava decided she might like to do this again with him at some point when she wasn’t so rushed for time. To have a chance to do that meant he had to live. Very well. She had a plan, but it would be messy. 
 
    “I pledge to you that I will return the girl to her family. Tonight and without delay,” she said without preamble, secretly amused by how his eyes widened at her words. “I swear also that she will come to no harm while in my charge. I am of the Dark, as you well know, but my word is good. Accept this.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply, and she could already pick out his likely responses. He was confused, yes, thinking it was his responsibility to bring her back, and he didn’t understand why she would get involved. Questions flitted through his thoughts. How would Ava know where to return Carmen? Why would she make such an offer? But importantly, she did not pick up anything indicating that Kelso believed she was lying. So far, so good. 
 
    Now for the messy part. 
 
    Her Furies were fully armored, armed, and deep within their red rage. In seconds, they would burst onto the roof, and a few seconds later, her Knight would be killed—unless Ava took immediate and drastic action to ensure he wasn’t. 
 
    A five count should do it, she thought. 
 
    “Armor up,” she whispered and instantly followed her own advice. One. 
 
    His eyes clouded over in confusion for a second, but the shock he received from her Dark caused him to instinctively sheath himself in his Light. Two. 
 
    Light met Dark and warred briefly where their hands were still entwined. Princess and Knight were both stung and separated slightly, her back towards the yawning hole where the door to the building had once stood and his back to the edge of the roof about eight feet behind him. Three. 
 
    “Please, don’t…” she whispered again, seeing confusion being chased away from his face by sudden realization. Four. “… DIE!” the Princess screamed as she struck him hard in the chest with an armored fist of the deepest night. At the same time, two dark whirlwinds of violence erupted onto the roof behind her. Her Knight flew fifteen feet from the force of her attack and out into open air. 
 
    He dropped like a stone. Five. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Ava’s blow almost cracked his sternum, even through his armor. The Princess was wicked strong, and as Kelso flew back, two nightmares ascended the roof. Twin sets of hell-green eyes in faces of unreasoning madness tracked him—rictus grins with jagged, pointed teeth, promising death in faces contorted and made almost scaley in their Dark. Too long in their limbs and carrying Fel weapons of solid shadow did they come for him. 
 
    And then they were gone. 
 
    Arms and legs trailed his body in its terminal flight to the ground, his face upturned towards the rapidly descending rooftop he had been punched off. His release—it could be now. He could just fall to the bottom, and part of him really considered it. He was tired, sick of this life, burdened by his past choices and by deaths that weighed heavily upon him. Disillusioned by the Light; not indignant enough to hate the Dark. 
 
    Why go on? 
 
    Charlie came to mind briefly. That big sad boy would be well taken care of, he knew, but still, Kelso would miss him. That dog was his only family now—everything he had left in this world, in fact—but was Charlie alone enough to keep Kelso here for another night? 
 
    And what of her? Ava. Her perfect face and flawless, shapely body crowded his thoughts. Even from his cold battlements deep within, Kelso knew she was clever—funny, even, with a sense of humor he had glimpsed but not acknowledged yet. She seemed supremely insightful, almost scarily so. Her habit of tilting her head slightly when she was looking at him was something he would really like to get used to. He felt, deep within himself, a connection to her that would be severed forever if he died. That thought hurt. 
 
    So, he would try to survive for another night. For her. 
 
    Spinning in midair, Kelso saw he was moments from hitting the ground. One of the gifts bestowed upon him as bearer of Argenta was the ability to jump from point to point instantly—a teleport that negated any ranged advantage an enemy could hope to have against Argenta and her host. It could be done any number of times, but it took energy and blood to make it happen; Argenta needed to be fed to make the jumps possible. In a killing rage, with all thoughts of mercy and sanity swept away from her host, this was normally not a problem… because she would be well-fed indeed. 
 
    Kelso had never fed Argenta, so in his case, he could only jump once and only by using every ounce of his will. One and done. It took hours before he could even think of trying again. The downside was that whatever speed he had built up when he jumped still existed when he came out on the other side. 
 
    But he had no other choice. 
 
    Kelso saw what was needed: an eighteen-wheeler semi on the street perpendicular to the parking lot. The snow was unbroken on the ground all around the truck, the roof forty yards away from where he would impact—too far for him to jump directly, but his speed would carry him there. Probably. 
 
    One and done, either way. 
 
    A moment before he impacted with the ground, the Knight blinked a dozen yards to his right and as level as he could manage to the top of the semi’s cargo roof. Instantly, he was hurtling through the air horizontally and hit the top of the roof hard, crushing it in a squeal of metal and throwing a great billow of snow into the air. He rolled and tumbled uncontrollably the entire length of the cargo hold in seconds, then sailed out over the edge and skidded across the ground. 
 
    His armor was bruised and dimming all over when he finally came to a stop sixty feet behind the back edge of the semi. The great plumes of snow he had sent up began to settle as he lay face up in the street, trying to figure out if he had any broken bones or internal injuries. He was terribly slow to sit up. 
 
    Kelso saw double for a moment before his vision cleared as he looked up to the rooftop that he had been on just seconds before. Standing on the edge was Ava, flanked by two monstrosities. All three of them stared down at him, but he was too far away to read their expressions. 
 
    He dropped his eyes and stood up. Head swimming, he did a double take when he saw Ava standing only twenty feet away in the shadows of a large snow-shrouded tree. She did not seem pleased with his survival. Kelso blinked and shook his head quickly—and she was gone. Looking back up, he saw there were still three figures on the roof. Orientating back on the spot where he thought she had been yielded nothing. He was definitely rattled and confused. 
 
    Remarkably, though, he was in one piece—physically, at least. 
 
    It was a long, slow, and painful walk back to his Jeep. His Light was battered and scraped. If he could feel cold, it certainly would have been a cold walk as well. The night was silent and still, and in the quiet with softly falling snow, his only companion, Kelso took stock of his situation. The snow was illuminated by the streetlights in beautiful ribbons of falling white; it was peaceful. The Knight yearned for such peace as well but sensed his life had gotten complicated from the moment he first laid eyes on Ava. In the very short time he had known her, she had always been several steps ahead of him. It was like she was playing Grand Master Chess while he was still learning how to play Checkers. 
 
    His limp was much more pronounced now, and he felt a twinge of pain with every other step. The truck’s owner would be upset in the morning. The entire top of the rig was crumpled and badly damaged. What would the insurance company accept as the reason for the damage? No blood, but gouges and scrapes where his elbows and knees had impacted the metal repeatedly would require a vivid imagination to explain. 
 
    Not his problem, though. 
 
    His problem was much more complex and had several facets, none of which were easy to square. Most pressing was the girl, Carmen. It was cold, and she had been lying in the snow for several minutes at least. She might still be lying there, for all he knew, and he should go back through the casino and return to the roof to retrieve her. But the Knight knew if he did, he would again run into those nightmares—Ava’s Furies—and would lose badly in the following fight. 
 
    When a Fury raged, her Dark transformed her into a super warrior with extraordinarily little impulse control. So, even though Ava and the Knight had made peace, her Furies had already raged. He would have died. In fact, he was certain that was why Ava had knocked him off the roof—to save him from her own Furies. How had she known he wouldn’t die from the fall? She had gambled, was his guess: his possible death by falling or certain death to the Furies. 
 
    It was his only explanation, but he didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    Kelso probably couldn’t handle one Fury on his best day, and this was definitely not his best day. He was beaten down, weakened, and tired both physically and mentally. He cut himself a little slack, though. Getting hit in the chest by a 110-pound evil Princess with the force of a Mack Truck, then falling twenty-seven stories would be tiring for anyone. 
 
    So, back to Carmen: should he go? The answer was yes, of course, but Ava had foreseen this very argument with himself, hadn’t she? Why else would she have promised to protect and return the girl? She was giving him an out—would he take it? 
 
    Kelso stopped in the quiet street and gazed up into the mysterious clouds for a full minute. Yes, he finally decided, he would take her gift. He trusted the Princess to make good on her word and to be capable of doing so. Ava was so far out of his league in every category—power, status, attractiveness, personality, and apparently intelligence—that he would just have to trust that she had everything well in hand. 
 
    Kelso would retire from the field; he had to believe that Ava had it all under control. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava feared things were quickly spiraling out of control. 
 
    Her Furies were in a deep frenzy, so much so that she feared they might leap after her Knight, ensuring their certain deaths. The height was too great, even for them. Remarkably, though, Kelso had survived the fall—but just barely. His last-moment teleport was impressive in and of itself. What a gift! But he had hit the truck hard, and the street just as hard after. He was going to be feeling that tumble for a week. 
 
    If she had known just how likely her push was to kill him, she wasn’t sure she would have. But why did she even care? His thoughts were clear and pure, true, and she was apparently a sucker for the whole grim Knight vs. the world vibe he had going on. Who knew, right? Also, he was broken clean through inside, and what girl didn’t have a secret desire to put a tall, dark, and starkly handsome Humpty Dumpty back together again?  
 
    The sane ones probably don’t, she thought to herself sourly.  
 
    All those things being what they were, he was still technically the enemy. Not her enemy precisely. It’s not like she had any personal animus against him, but he was on the opposing side. Then again, did she even have a side anymore? She was an outcast from the Dark and would stay so until the day she was killed… which she would be eventually. The Dark was too powerful, too vast. New Childer with new abilities came up through the ranks all the time. Eventually, another’s gift would be enough to pinpoint her, and the Dark would come en masse. 
 
    Ava would not be taken alive. 
 
    When she had cast her defiance into the teeth of her family and then fought her way out, she was no longer a Princess. Not really. The first kill on her frenzied retreat, a Berserker, had stripped her of all protections her status had afforded her before. She became the enemy—an extremely attractive enemy. An enemy who had previously been untouchable among the rough armies of the Dark. The thoughts she had read from those gathered in her father’s great hall about what would be done to her if captured—the indignities she would suffer before death—ensured she would slit her own throat first before allowing that to happen. 
 
    On that fateful night, the Furies had stood down for her. But right now, her Furies seethed with killing wrath. On either side of her they towered, demonically transformed, eyes fixed on the Knight, who was finally standing up. He was obviously disoriented. Ava saw him do a comical double take toward a large tree, and then back up to her, and then back to the tree again in rapid succession. His bell had been rung for sure. 
 
    Jae growled softly, seconds from sprinting all the way back down the stairs to track him down. The Princess had to break their frenzy right now, or only his death (or theirs) would do so once they began their hunt. It would be his death; of that, she was 100% certain. 
 
    In a calm but firm voice, she observed, “He survived. Hm, that was unexpected.” Her tone conveyed only impersonal interest in his survival. She needed to nail it to start the calming process with the two horrors on either side of her. 
 
    Neither of them gave any sign that her words had penetrated, but neither went tearing off after him either. It was vital they not view Kelso as a danger to her or to themselves—which she actually believed he wasn’t. Only because he chose not to be, but she couldn’t share that distinction with her Furies at this point. 
 
    “I believe my dominance is obvious. The duel is closed. He escaped with his miserable life but has been thoroughly defeated and humiliated. The Knight has been chastised. Do you agree, my warriors?” Same calm tone, firm and assured, with no hint of doubt or weakness. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    Her Furies slowly started to shrink, their elongated arms and legs transforming back to their human shapes, their hellish features—the pointed ears, their glowing eyes, the scaly skin—fading back to human normal. The Dark the Furies carried transformed them into terrifying combat-enhanced versions of themselves when they were properly motivated. Their whole Sisterhood—thousands of women the world over—could transform into demonic fighters of unbridled violence in moments. Traditionally, they were the shock troops of the Dark and the personal guardians of the Royals. As such, they were afforded certain considerations that others in the Dark armies were not. 
 
    Their unique status within the Dark was partly why Ava still had their services even while outcast. The Furies had decided to still serve her, that decision reached as a Sisterhood, and the larger forces of the Dark were stuck with accepting it. 
 
    She did not fully understand why the Sisterhood backed her, however, and she still didn’t know why they had not engaged her on that chaotic, bloody retreat from the Dark Court either. She had asked Ivey about it and received only a shrug in return. The Sisterhood’s secrets were their own, and they kept them close. 
 
    In any case, she was grateful to the Furies in general—and to her Furies in particular—and felt responsible to them and for them. It was Ava’s shock and fear that had caused her Furies to rage in the first place. That was on her. She needed to make amends for that, but she needed to do so carefully. If her Furies knew Kelso was the Ebon Knight, they would probably call in Spears from all over as backup before raging again in the hopes of taking him out while he was so obviously weakened. 
 
    They were almost fully human again, and with their return to humanity and sanity, there would be questions about what they had felt through their bonds to her and why. Ava would need to have answers at hand by the time they were ready to ask. 
 
    How, then, to obscure what had happened? 
 
    Her eyes fell to the dead Ghoul, and possibilities opened. The Princess smiled briefly, but then her eyes tracked over to the now stirring teenage girl, and her smile vanished. A small frown worked its way onto Ava’s face as Carmen sat up blearily. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso’s twentyish-year-old Jeep Cherokee was covered in new snow when he finally got back to it. With almost 200,000 miles, it was a relic from his younger, wilder years. Driving it often gave him a small sense of peace, like it was a time machine that could take him back to a simpler time. White with black trimmings and a black hard-top, even after all this time he still thought it fit him, and he kept it very well maintained. The Jeep was his only vice now, all others lost to grief and guilt. 
 
    It fired up on the first try, and he turned the defroster on, more out of habit than need. One of the perks of the Light (and the Dark, he assumed) was that he was highly resistant to both cold and hot temperatures. Harsh weather had little effect on him. That blessing, and the armor he could summon at will, were among the standard benefits everyone in service to the Light shared. From there, unique gifts were determined by individual motivation and personality. 
 
    His own gift was the Calling—at least that’s what he had named it—and it had come to him when he had first awakened. It was how he had known where and when to find Carmen. It should have taken Kelso many years to master it, but he had collected his first mark on his first night. His gradual progression towards competence and lethality was short-circuited by the circumstances of his elevation into the ranks. 
 
    Kelso’s ascension was extremely unusual; he had never been a Childe in the Light. By passing that important training step, he’d found his purpose within the Conflict—although he knew nothing about it. No wonder he wasn’t trusted among the larger forces of the Light. He was a stranger to the Hosts, and none but Cass had made an effort to know him. 
 
    Many Childer never rose but still served the Order in various capacities all their lives. Many more died in the field against the Dark. Cass had estimated that one out of ten made it to their station in the Light, and it typically took an average of five years. He had fully ascended in less than five minutes. 
 
    His station was that of a Knight, which was the most independent of all the Order’s ranks. He didn’t choose his position; it was just what he was. Kelso, and others like him, were often left alone in areas to keep an eye out for the machinations of the Dark. Knights were meant to be the first shield against the swords of the Dark, able to strike and survive until reinforcements could arrive. 
 
    That’s how it was supposed to work for the typical Knight. None of that applied to him. 
 
    Kelso had killed a Knight as part of his ascension, and he was only alive because he had slain a Fury that night as well. Otherwise, his Order would have killed him then and there—Argenta or no. The Fury’s soul mark rode his right arm; the Knight’s rode his left. The Knight on his left had deserved his death, but Kelso wasn’t so sure about the Fury. He had not been given a choice in the matter. The strange happenings of that night were not known to any but himself, and even he did not understand them fully. 
 
    Roil, the Knight he slew, had also been shunned as the bearer of Argenta, although he had never killed any of the Light during his time with her. Roil had killed many of the Dark, though, and Kelso had witnessed some of them getting their tickets punched once Argenta took total control. When she was drawn, Roil became the Ebon Knight in truth and deed. Memories of what happened then had haunted Kelso every night since and probably would continue to do so until the day he died. 
 
    Sighing, he shifted into four-wheel drive and slowly made his way home. He really hoped he had made the right choice regarding Carmen and that his trust in the Dark Princess was not foolishly misplaced. He honestly didn’t know if he could bear the weight of another innocent’s death through his actions. 
 
     Or, in this case, through his inaction. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Ava was still frowning when Carmen turned towards her. The Princess waited for the whining and wailing to begin but was surprised when the girl merely struggled to her stockinged feet and glanced around. Carmen’s eyes lingered on the dead Ghoul for a moment—her captor, her would-be tormentor and murderer. She sneezed once and then, without a word, started to walk unsteadily towards the door leading into the interior hallway and the relative warmth of the twenty-seventh floor. 
 
    A slight premonition came to Ava about the girl, and the Princess hoped she was wrong in her suspicions because it would be very hard to keep her promises to Kelso otherwise. With a sinking feeling, Ava watched Carmen step directly onto the Ghoul as she walked over him like he meant nothing to her and was just an object to be stepped on and over on her way inside. One of her socked feet became imprinted with his blood, leaving a macabre trail in the light snow. 
 
    “The girl is brave…,” marveled Chandra and trailed off, her unspoken words making it even more likely that Ava’s quickly ballooning suspicions were spot on. 
 
    A glance up at her warriors further cemented her thoughts, as both were following Carmen’s unsteady progress across the roof with deep interest and a blossoming protectiveness. 
 
    Sighing, the Princess hurried after the girl before she got too far ahead and found her right inside the hallway. Carmen was massaging her bluish feet, both socks discarded on the ground next to her. Two shadows flanked Ava as the Furies ranged to each side; fierce women with gentle eyes as they looked down at the tiny slip of a girl on the floor as she rubbed her toes. 
 
    “It’s pretty cold,” observed the girl, still studiously working on her feet. 
 
    “It is,” agreed Ava, eyes roaming over her and noticing she was not even shivering. “Lucky if you don’t have frostbite.” 
 
    Carmen stopped her ministrations for a second and thought about what Ava had said. “I won’t,” she decided with certainty and finally looked up at the three of them. 
 
    The girl should have gasped, maybe even cried. Fear was expected, or nervousness at least, but Carmen merely studied them in turn while Ava read her as she took them all in. First, it was her, the striking woman in high heels and a sleeveless shirt. Then it was the tall young woman to the left dressed in even less—basically shorts and a halter top. Finally, it was the even taller Black woman to the right, also dressed in boy shorts and a top. The latter two without shoes. 
 
    Carmen was thinking about how those two and her were all similarly shoeless. She also thought that Ava was pretty stupid or vain (or both) for wearing high heels in the snow, particularly to a fight. Carmen was wondering why Ava did that a little too much, in fact. The Princess could have told the little waif that her Dark steadied her in combat, and so there was no reason not to look her best—even when fighting—but Ava would give away much if she did. It still irritated the Princess, though. Heels? The girl found Ava’s shoes, out of all the things she had experienced tonight, to be the most concerning? 
 
    “Why are you wearing heels?” Carmen asked with real confusion in her voice. 
 
    God, Ava sometimes hated her gift! “Let’s not worry about my style choices, ok?” she snapped. “I think there are other more pressing questions, like, Why are you here? What happened to you? Where do you live? You know, little details like that.” 
 
    Carmen’s eyes widened slightly, and she peered closely at all three women in turn. Not at them, really—more around them. 
 
    “Crap,” muttered Ava with feeling, just as Carmen asked: 
 
    “Why is there black fog around you?” 
 
    The elevator ride down was made in complete silence. Carmen stood between Jae and Chandra, her sub-five-foot height dwarfed by both. She was holding their hands very naturally and comfortably and looked very much like a kid being shepherded by trusted adults in a strange place. 
 
    In a way, Ava realized that was exactly what was happening. Carmen was awakening, and Ava thought she was destined to become a Fury. Certainly, Jae and Chandra believed so, and they probably had a feeling or sense about it that Ava didn’t. Both hovered over the diminutive young girl protectively, wearing identical expressions of fierce joy at having found a new Sister. 
 
    Ava never read her Furies, and she didn’t now, but she knew without a doubt that they were happy in a way she would never understand. The Sisterhood was a force to be reckoned with, yes, but it was a slowly dying faction in the Dark. Fewer Childer were brought into the Furies’ ranks each year, even as the numbers of the other factions swelled. 
 
    Ava believed this was because the Furies had honor and were not mindless killers of innocents, even when enraged. They did not engage in the rampant and wanton depravity that many in the Dark did, and Ava thought the Dark was moving away from the Furies as a result. Even their relatively mild restraint was unwelcome to the new Dark—it was more savage now and wanted more savage warriors as a result. 
 
    The Princess thought that the Furies were what the Dark should have been and what it once was. What Ava herself was now. 
 
    The Furies did not prance around like some of those in the Light, spewing nonsense about the “common good” while striving to steer mankind down a narrow path with suffocating guardrails. The Dark had once been about free choice and the acknowledgment that everyone had both good and ill in them. Humanity should be nudged from the shadows, not guided from Ivory Towers. Personal responsibility and the consequences of such was the position of the Dark. The sleepers could generally be left to their own devices, as they were rightly unimportant to those who could see the real world. 
 
    Or so she had been told. 
 
    In her experience, the Dark was as tyrannical and unbending as the Light and had become alien to her in many respects. Light versus Dark, good versus evil, safety versus freedom. But it wasn’t so easy, was it? Thanks to her gifts, Ava knew better. 
 
    The Light was not merciful and benevolent in many ways. No, she hadn’t met any psycho killers in the Light’s ranks, but she had run into several with zero regard for “normal” people. Collateral damage meant very little to these Champions of the Light, and some were actually responsible for the deaths of those they claimed to protect. While she did not particularly care about the fate of most sleepers herself, she never sought to harm or hinder the vast majority of them either. The only sleepers she killed were those that deserved to die, and her gift was very precise when it came to rendering that judgment. 
 
    All in all, the whole war was a mess. In her estimation, there was more than enough grey to go around, and the lines that differentiated friends and foes were much more fluid than most could understand. 
 
    The conflict now waged out of habit and grudge; it wasn’t about binding order versus free chaos anymore, and she felt both sides had a lot to answer for. The Sisterhood of the Furies defended an idea of the Dark that had passed them by. In Ava’s opinion, the Furies had very little in common with the new and savage Dark. She suspected that perhaps the Spears recognized this, too, on some level. Maybe that realization was why the Furies had chosen to stand down against her and even helped Ava stay hidden. 
 
    It was her theory, but Ava had not seen specific proof to confirm it yet. In any case, Carmen seemed destined to be the newest combatant to enter the arena, and the Princess was not sure how she could explain that to Kelso. That Ava would see him again was a given—she was very interested in the Ebon Knight of rumor and myth. Well, maybe not the Ebon Knight as a whole; she was just interested in the man that the Ebon Knight currently was. 
 
    Also, if the stories of previous Ebon Knight encounters were to be believed, Kelso could be super dangerous and deadly, should he decide to be. Quite likely, he could challenge Ava herself in combat, and that had its own allure for her, didn’t it? Ava doubted she could read his mind when in the throes of Argenta’s grasp, which meant the Princess would never hold that ace card over him should they ever find themselves on opposite sides of a battle. Ava didn’t want that, of course, but it was intoxicating to consider. Hey, she was of the Dark, and Ava wasn’t a pacifist by any measure, so the Princess cut herself some slack. 
 
    She wouldn’t fight him, but it was an interesting What if? in any case. 
 
    The four women made their way through the sleepy and almost empty casino floor without incident. No one noticed any of them, even though one of them was a teenage girl in bare feet, wearing only wet pajamas. Carmen marched determinedly through the slot machines and gaming tables alike without looking about. Ava wasn’t sure if Carmen was hidden from the sleepers because of her proximity to the Furies or because she had unconsciously started to exert herself already. 
 
    She glanced over at Carmen and was startled to see that the girl was already manifesting traces of the Dark. It was nearly unheard of to show so early, which heralded a strong connection. Carmen would become a truly deadly Fury if she lived long enough to reach her potential. The two Furies holding Carmen’s hands on either side of the diminutive girl appeared to be bursting with pride already, in fact. 
 
    Ava fretted, even so. 
 
    Carmen was the youngest awakened that she had personally encountered. Her ascension would be impossible to hide from sleepers for long—particularly her parents. Carmen would need immediate training and guidance: a Fury’s relationship with the Dark was deep, and it caused physical and mental transformations that could easily cause the girl to kill anyone close to her if she frenzied. Time was against Carmen, and any possibility she had to maintain a normal life would quickly fade. Within a year, she would be completely unmanageable to anyone save the Sisterhood. 
 
    At last, they filed out of the casino and into the late Dr. Scott Jensen’s brand-new silver Range Rover. A successful and well-off dentist with a booming practice, he’d had the fatal misfortune of crossing paths with Ava a few days earlier when she first entered town. At the time, she had been looking to dump the very recently deceased Marta Robinson’s Porsche—she, too, had run afoul of Ava and had tragically drowned in her tub shortly thereafter. 
 
    Well, technically speaking, just the chance meeting with Ava wasn’t why Dr. Scott was currently hanging from a noose he had fashioned for himself in his living room; it was his appreciation of Ava and what he would like to do to her—if he could ever get her under anesthesia. Things the dentist had done to dozens of women and girls over the years. It was the girls part of his thoughts that sealed the deal for Ava; they were his favorite type of victim by far. 
 
    Ava often regretted allowing herself to be seen by sleepers, but there were times when she was thankful. Meeting Dr. Scott had been one of those times because his thoughts were filthy. She had remained thankful even as his eyes devoured her because a great many injustices were about to be permanently righted. 
 
    While Dr. Scott sat in the trendy coffee shop drooling over her and reminiscing about the horrors he had committed, wishing to meld the two, Ava just took him. She simply walked up and allowed her Dark to enter the man—just a bit—in order to get him to leave without causing a scene. On the drive home, after her Furies had silently gotten into the back seat, she allowed Dr. Scott enough will and consciousness to understand that she knew about him. 
 
    And what his punishment would be for what he had done. 
 
    How he sobbed and wailed, promising to make amends, promising to turn himself in, swearing he would make it right. Even as he melted down, Dr. Scott’s hands remained firmly on the wheel, and he drove them all perfectly and safely to his home, obeying all speed limits and road rules. The Dark in his body could be persuasive indeed, and she used it to calm him down enough for her purposes—she had questions to ask. 
 
    The road stretched out before them, a seemingly innocent path winding through a quiet suburban neighborhood. But within the confines of the car, the atmosphere was thick. Ava’s voice cut through the silence, her words laced with calculated intensity. “Dr. Scott,” she began, her voice steady, “I wonder, among the many transgressions you’ve committed, which one weighs the heaviest on your conscience?” 
 
    She knew Dr. Scott was going to lie, of course, but the mere act of asking had caused him to think about it. His thoughts would tell her the worst of his sins, and that would determine how prolonged his own end would be. 
 
    This wasn’t her first rodeo. 
 
    Dr. Scott’s voice quivered as he responded, his words laden with falseness. “I’ve made my fair share of mistakes, but… you see, there was this mentally disabled woman… She was brought to me for dental work for a few years. I’m not proud of that. Please forgive me, I’m sorry!” 
 
    Ava had expected nothing less, but it didn’t make it any less horrifying. Each word that escaped Dr. Scott’s lips painted a grotesque picture, a vivid tapestry of abuse and exploitation. But what he was actually thinking about was much worse. 
 
    The seven-year-old he had gotten a little carried with about a decade earlier. Not much in his estimation, really, but enough for a lawsuit or even jail time. Unfortunately for her, she had stirred during his abuse—just a little. The good doctor had feared that maybe she had not been properly sedated, and that was a real problem. His bad. As a result of his mistake, he managed to ensure she didn’t wake up. 
 
    Dr. Scott had assistance in his crimes, of course, but still, he had been in awe of his own initiative in covering his tracks. That task was made easier because he was closely acquainted with the young girl’s parents from church. He had acted devasted by the “unforeseen reaction” that had caused her to stop breathing, but he had secretly exulted for months over his deception, particularly when the young girl’s parents worked so hard to try and forgive him. Dr. Scott had been looking for another opportunity ever since to repeat his YOLO conquest. The little girl’s name had been Peggy, and once upon a time, she had an adorable lisp and soft blonde hair. He often dreamed of her. 
 
    Ava almost grunted under the filth of his thoughts. Dr. Scott was even worse than he had appeared to be when she first read him, and so his punishment would be harsh indeed. 
 
    A true monster, it was only fitting he met another. 
 
    Ava’s blood boiled as she silently watched him fashion the noose, ignoring the still desperate lies coming from his mouth and instead reading the truth in his mind. What she really wanted was to physically kill him herself—slowly and painfully. Her Dark, of course, was all in for that plan. Ava rarely stooped to such levels, but this man so deserved to die. 
 
    Behind her, the three Furies watched Dr. Scott throw the noose over the stout wooden beam in his living room in complete silence. While they were not privy to his thoughts like their mistress was, they understood that somehow Ava could always pinpoint sleepers who needed to be put down. That she possessed a gift that helped her accomplish this was obvious, but they didn’t know how it worked. In any case, the Furies knew that Ava was simply taking out the trash at times like these, and so no thought of pity or clemency crossed any of their minds when he changed gears and begged them to intervene. 
 
    “Why don’t you go get a chair, Scott,” Ava suggested, struggling to keep her voice level. 
 
    “Please, please, please,” he whimpered brokenly as he went to fetch a chair for them in the dining room. “Please, please, ple—” 
 
    “Ok, ok,” Ava interrupted him, “shut up for a minute and let me think.” 
 
    The Furies moved not an inch, nor did they look at her askance. They had seen this next part before. 
 
    Dr. Scott stood with the chair in his hands, trembling in fear and impossible hope, as Ava pretended to think about what she was about to make him do. She wasn’t. The only detail she was struggling with was in what manner he would die. Ava really wanted to rip him apart, but she knew that the suicide route she normally forced her predators to take was the better option. It helped keep her off the only radar that mattered: the Dark’s. 
 
    The larger Dark knew what Ava did and to what type of monster she did it to. If the Princess went around slaughtering the scum that needed killing in the gruesome ways she wanted, then the Dark would follow that chain of bodies and always be a step behind. Ava believed that enough of her forced suicides slipped through the cracks so as to render her nearly invisible and difficult to track by the forces seeking her death. 
 
    “Alright, Scott, I’ll give you one chance to avoid your fate. You must answer me truthfully in this matter, and if you do, you live. If you lie, you die. Fair?” She looked into his eyes then, face neutral. “I mean it. You lie to me, and I will see you dead. This is your one and only chance.” 
 
    Dr. Scott was nodding his head like a jack-in-the-box on the end of its wire. “Yes, yes, I promise, I swear to God! Please, please!” 
 
    “I realize that the punishment I have in mind for you might be a bit overzealous considering your crimes. I get a little carried away sometimes, I guess. Ok, Dr. Rapist, answer me true. One chance. Have you ever done more than sexually abuse your victims? Like, beat them, say? Kill them, maybe? Remember, no takebacks.” Ava’s heartbreakingly beautiful face was pinched and disgusted, but she also seemed to be struggling with her decision… at least to his perceptions. She already knew how this horror story ended, though, and she could hardly wait. 
 
    Again, his mind flashed to Peggy, and he hesitated a split second before shaking his head violently in denial. “No! I would never! I’m weak; I’m a piece of shit, I know! I deserve to be punished, but I would never hurt anyone like that! I swear to God. Please, believe me!” Still holding the chair, he started to sob brokenly. Deep inside, a very small part of him thought that if he got out of this, he deserved an Oscar. 
 
    Ava was silent for a full minute, letting him cry himself out. She was frowning a little when he looked up at her at last, and the bolt of fright that shot through him was overpowering. Ava shook her head slowly, eyes locked on his. 
 
    “Except for Peggy, of course. Right, Scott? Except for her, you haven’t killed anyone. Is that what you meant?” At her words, Dr. Scott’s eyes bugged, and a new batch of sweat broke over his brow as his terror exploded to twice its previous intensity. Urine leaked down his leg. 
 
    “Yes, except for her. I meant that! I hadn’t finished! I was going to tell you, I swear! Please, yes, except for her! I promise…” 
 
    “Wait,” Ava said firmly, holding up one finger. “Let me get a second opinion about what you said.” 
 
    Under the tiny bit of influence she chose to exert over him, he was forced to shut his mouth firmly. He was still screaming inside that he meant to say Peggy, he just forgot about her, he was sorry, give him one more chance, and a bunch of other drivel. Ava was tiring of the charade and sick of him breathing up good air. 
 
    “My warriors, do any of you think he meant to say more? Did I cut him off before he could tell me about Peggy?” Ava didn’t turn to look back at her Furies as she said this, and her eyes started to twinkle darkly in anticipation of her righteous judgment. 
 
    “No, Mistress,” intoned Ivey. “He was done. If you please, we think he lied to you and should be punished accordingly.” 
 
    Dr. Scott was again shaking his head frantically but, to his horror, found himself firmly setting down the chair under the noose. 
 
    “Ah, well. One chance was all I gave you, Scott. You had an out, and you blew it. All you had to do was just tell the truth for once in your disgusting life. Mm-mm.” She shook her head disapprovingly. “Time to die now. Take some comfort in knowing that the world will be a much better place without you in it.” 
 
    Dr. Scott climbed onto the chair, slipped the noose over his head, and cinched it against his neck snugly with shaking—but somehow sure—hands. 
 
    “Oh, by the way,” Ava said as she stood up, eyes still locked on his, “you did a crap job on the noose, so it won’t snap tight enough to kill you outright. It’s going to take a while for you to die. I trust your dental work was of higher quality?” 
 
    He screamed then, a gargled gasp that he managed to squeak past her control.  
 
    The Princess stepped closer and whispered, “Also… no Oscar for you.” Dr. Scott’s eyes nearly burst in horror as Ava demonstrated that she had known everything, that she had toyed with him, and it was all a ruse. The last of his defiance and hope faded, and she watched in satisfaction as his eyes dimmed with the realization that he was well and truly done. 
 
    “Do me a favor and kick your chair out. Try and keep the gagging and gasping to a minimum, please; it’s annoying to listen to. Let’s go, my warriors.” She turned her back on the trash as he kicked the chair back forcefully with his right leg, and it flew out from underneath him. Ava withdrew the rest of her Dark, so he had full control of himself once more. Dr. Scott’s hands instantly flew to the noose around his neck. He desperately tried to pull himself up to inhale the air the weight of his body was denying him as he dangled. 
 
    Ava and her Furies went into the kitchen and rounded up some dinner while Dr. Scott fought to keep himself alive. It took about thirty minutes for his painful gasps, strangled sobs, and frantic struggles to slow and finally cease. 
 
    None of them mentioned anything about it as they ate. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Are we going to drive somewhere or…?” asked Carmen from the backseat, where she sat next to Jae. Chandra was in the front seat next to Ava, who had been momentarily lost in her thoughts of earlier tonight. It was quite satisfying to remember. Justice. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ava, coming back to the here and now. “We’re going to take you home. Where do you live?” 
 
    “113 Sparrow Street,” Carmen answered almost mechanically, then added hesitantly, “I feel different… Should I even go home?” 
 
    It was a good question. Ava could mostly just see negatives in returning the girl now, with only a couple of positives. The Princess had given her word to the Knight, yes, but that was made when she believed that it was a sleeper she needed to take charge of, not an awakened. 
 
    Ava was torn, and she felt thrumming anxiousness from both of her Furies. They would want to abscond with Carmen tonight and would immediately start training her, given the chance. If Ava took the girl back to Dr. Scott’s house, Carmen would be practicing breathing techniques and fighting forms within an hour. 
 
    The towering advantage of taking Carmen with them now was that she was already missing. Her parents were expecting the worst, and they could take advantage of her abduction to spirit her away well and truly. It would be safer for everyone—including Carmen’s friends and family—if the Furies could start working on her sooner rather than later. 
 
    But… 
 
    Ava’s thoughts flashed to the sad but unyielding features of her Knight. She had intuited that he had a Falcon’s temperament, but she suspected Kelso was probably even more tenacious and unafraid than that. Stubborn even. If Ava did not return the girl as promised, Kelso would have to answer to her parents, and he had already shown an affinity for finding Carmen once. Why wouldn’t he come to find her again? 
 
    What would Kelso do when he saw the Dark around his charge? Would he view Carmen as an enemy? Somehow, Ava doubted it. She thought it much more likely that he would still insist on taking Carmen back home as promised, even in light of the new development. How would that idea go over with her Furies? Not well at all, and so the end result would be a dead Knight. Again. 
 
    That last line of thought made up her mind. The Princess needed to keep her word—for his sake, if for nothing else. It would disappoint her Furies and probably even Carmen, but once the girl was returned, all bets were off. Ava could plan a quick and less devasting exit for Carmen at a better time, with a clear conscience. Ava was certain she could figure something out that would allow Carmen’s parents some closure, too, without dread for their daughter and the constant sorrow that her disappearance would cause them. Why Ava even cared what they thought was kind of disappointing; she really was getting soft. 
 
    “Good question, Carmen. It’s not a great idea to take you home tonight but imagine how your parents will feel for the rest of their lives if you don’t return. Do you think that’s fair to them?” As she spoke, Ava searched Carmen’s face in the rearview mirror. Carmen frowned at her words and bit her lip. 
 
    “No,” the girl muttered, looking down at her hands. “How long do I have to stay, though?” 
 
    At her question, Chandra turned to look at Ava, face expressionless but somehow deeply anxious at the same time. Jae was busy burning a hole in the back of Ava’s headrest with the intensity of her stare too. 
 
    “Not long. A few weeks at most. We can then decide what to do with you once you understand who I am and what being in my company means. Is that acceptable?” Ava was aware that both of her Furies were curious and alarmed by the time frame suggested. Typically, after a cleansing, they moved on within a day or two. Staying anywhere for longer invited an escalating chance of running into the forces of the Dark or the Light—neither of which Ava was on good terms with. Another loose thread to tie up with her Furies, she knew. Sighing, she typed Carmen’s address into her navigator and attached the phone to the Land Rover’s onboard system. Carmen lived about ten minutes away, which would give Ava enough time to think up a story about the Knight, the Ghoul, and Carmen—one that would at least satisfy the Furies. Meeting Carmen’s parents was going to suck, though. 
 
    As she drove out of the parking structure, she suddenly remembered the Ghoul’s death again and looked down at her left forearm. No new soul mark was evident—the Knight’s bullets had done the fatal damage to the Childe after all. Impressive. She wondered what Kelso would think of his new mark. Would he be proud? Would he feel satisfaction at a job well done? 
 
    Ava decided she should ask him about it face to face. Soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Ivey sprinted through the quiet city streets that lay shrouded in icy silence, the bitter winter air crisp and clean. The moon cast an eerie glow on the snow-covered pavement, reflecting an otherworldly shimmer that seemed to dance with every step. 
    The moon brought with it a slight bout of melancholy; she had seen so many moonlit nights in her three-hundred years of being. So much had come, and so much had gone. The Sisterhood balanced on a knife’s edge like never before due to recent developments, and while she was excited to meet Jesslyn’s Furies face to face, she needed to ground herself with the knowledge of where they now stood as a whole in a Dark that was fast becoming alien to them. 
 
    Running in the biting cold that would cause others to retreat in search of warmth helped clear her head and organize her thoughts. Jesslyn’s Spear was nearby—she needed to be logical and focused. Much rode on the conversation directly ahead of her because Ivey felt like the Furies stood at a crossroads, and the decisions made tonight could set a path for the entire Sisterhood.  
 
    Fate had decreed that it should be her and Jesslyn’s Furies to decide it. 
 
    She knew them, of course—just as they knew her—through the shared consciousness every Fury was unavoidably and irrevocably a part of. This happened for all the women in the clan the exact same way—as it had to all the previous Furies before them, and to all the Furies that would come after them. On your first frenzy, you either survived or you died. If you were still standing once the frenzy subsided, then you were part of the Sisterhood until the day you stopped breathing. It was that simple. 
 
    Every few days, a new Sister joined the worldwide collective awareness they all shared—a Childe somewhere in the world who had raged and lived to tell the tale. Just today, a new Fury came online in India. Her three teachers—the experienced Furies entrusted to train her and guide her—still lived as well. That was the good news. 
 
    The bad news was that it had taken all four of them to bring down a newly infected Childe of the Light. One Childe versus four Furies should have been laughable, but it had been a brutal fight. The Other was becoming stronger as time went by, and Ivey feared its increasing strength greatly if it could make such a lopsided encounter a battle. Furies rarely even engaged Childer. Firstly, it was beneath them: killing a Childe of the Light was almost as easy as killing a child of the sleepers. It was shameful. Secondly, it was unnecessary. The outcome of the Struggle wasn’t in doubt anymore: the Dark was winning. 
 
    The end of the Conflict seemed nigh, but it felt… wrong… somehow. 
 
    Neera, a recent Sister, had been the first to notice what they all would gradually discern as time went by. She was in Portugal at the time, and her battle team had just mopped up yet another surprised and outnumbered group of the Light. As Neera observed her peers among the other factions of the Dark brutally torturing, raping, and slaying their enemies, a hollow formed in her stomach. The sheer savagery on display was too much, it had caused Neera to turn physically ill with dread. 
 
    This was an emotion previously unknown in the three hundred years the Furies had existed as a Sisterhood. No Fury had experienced dread before—not as a Fury, at least. It spread slowly at first through the ranks of the Sisterhood, then faster as more and more battles went the way of the new savage Dark, often with the Furies as the vanguard. It was finally the consensus among them that the Dark winning so decisively was… off. It was too one-sided, it was too easy, it was too brutal. 
 
    The Childer coming into the other factions were often the scum of humanity and should never have awakened in the first place. Those that swelled the Dark’s ranks were a caliber of maniacs, murderers, rapists, predators, and abusers of all shades—broken beyond redemption. These types had previously been left to wither and perish without the Dark’s embrace. For hundreds of years, if an actively insane or diabolically evil Childe slipped through the cracks, they were just used as fodder in the war. 
 
    Things had changed. 
 
    The Sisterhood wrestled with their newfound dread as the rapidly approaching point of no return for the Light was glimpsed. If this new and savage Dark won, what would happen to the world? The Elders among them needed time to ascertain the ramifications, and the Light desperately needed breathing room to regroup. The Furies ensured the Light got it by pulling back from the Struggle in ways both large and small, dramatic and mundane. 
 
    The Sisterhood stayed true to their Dark even as the rest of the factions descended deeper into madness, and at first, they seemed to be rewarded for their steadfastness. The pureness of their embrace was unaffected. The Childer that were welcomed into the Sisterhood—women from all over the world—were of the same caliber they had always been. But a troubling trend developed. There were less and less women awakening to the Sisterhood in the first place. 
 
    Was this the counterstroke to their betrayal? 
 
    The Elders—those Furies with the most experience or uncommon insight—surmised that the Dark was turning away from them as a clan. That the Furies did not take part in the atrocities that were now becoming commonplace, that they were now seen as inept or soft by the other factions, had somehow influenced the Dark to forsake them. So, the Dark began to starve them of new Sisters a little at a time, a little more each year. 
 
    Was this, then, the end of the Furies? Perhaps. It was thought more likely, though, that there was an outside faction infecting the Dark (and perhaps the Light). Fortunately, this infection was not yet powerful enough to totally destroy the Furies. The Elders believed there was a small part of the Dark still unsullied. As long as the Furies could call on their gifts, they could survive. If a sliver of the true Dark resisted the foreign power, then, as a Sisterhood, they could resist as well. 
 
    The Sisterhood named this insidious force the Other, originally designating both the idea of it and then the concrete examples of it. The Sisterhood started fighting the Other stealthily from the shadows whenever they found it, but it was a losing battle. Too many corrupted Childer were coming up too fast, the sheer numbers alone slowly overwhelming the Furies. 
 
    A possible turning point came nine years ago when a Royal inexplicably began identifying and killing this new brand of depraved sleepers before they could be awakened. Undeniably, this young woman had a gift of wonderous power. She used whatever that gift was to find and kill those needing killing. It was a miracle for the hard-pressed and thinning ranks of the Sisterhood. Fewer of the Childer stock the Other and the new savage Dark craved meant fewer Sisters died taking them out. 
 
    Obviously, this Royal—Ava Pentran, youngest daughter to the ruling house of the Dark—would be watched. The Furies did this clandestinely for almost five years, bringing in teams from all over the world to shadow Ava as she went on her hunting sprees. Then, three years ago, Ava was summoned by the Dark Court to stand for her actions. 
 
    By this time, whatever the Other was, it was aware that the Furies had discovered it. Assassinations against the Sisterhood spiked, plans were foiled by counter plans, strikes were answered with strikes. The Other realized how pivotal Ava was for the Furies’ survival and redoubled its efforts to sever her from the Furies’ protection and thusly labored to prevent the Furies from entering the Dark Court for Ava’s trial. It was largely successful except for one tiny detail, which proved key. 
 
    When Ava was summoned to the Court, it was well known to all that she was a peerless fighter. The stories of her crisp combat strikes, blinding speed, incredible strength, and unknowable relationship to her Dark were fast becoming legendary. Even surgically removed from the proceedings as much as they were, the Furies were still the traditional bodyguards of the Royals. As such, often by habit alone, most of the largely depraved and arrogant Royals still relied on the Furies for advice and protection. And the Royals were wary of their sister. 
 
    The Furies exploited this weakness. 
 
    The Sisterhood waged a shadow war of innuendo and rumor to divide and distract the Dark, leveraging their unique position with a whispered word of caution here or a worried frown there, but always in confidence. Speculation among the Furies about what Ava would do, and maybe what she was planning to do, was a constant source of conversation—always within earshot of a Prince or Princess. A small push, a gentle pull, and the royal family came to largely believe that Ava had an agenda for the summit and had engineered it to happen. 
 
    Why would she? Ava was only one Royal. Highly competent and extremely deadly, yes, but still just one young woman against the entire family and their attendant guards. Madness perhaps? Impossible perhaps? 
 
    Yet… what if she wasn’t alone? 
 
    One Prince heard his Furies speculating that Ava had allies within the Court itself and her actions were designed to bring her to them. In league with these hidden allies, Ava could then strike in total surprise and ascend the throne herself. Another Princess had conveniently found highly detailed plans of the throne room that her Furies had been using to best decide how to defend their charges when Ava made her move. 
 
    Why weren’t the Furies allowed to attend? Why had the guardians of the Royals been mysteriously sidelined? Why were those same guardians now forced to make contingent plans from the shadows in order to protect those they had a duty to protect? 
 
    Was it Ava’s doing somehow? Had she sidelined the Furies? 
 
    The rumors spread, and an echo chamber developed within the royal house, where each new rumor was confirmed by three others. The King, never a fool, had doubts that anyone, even his talented youngest daughter, could accomplish a quarter of what was being attributed to her. He had not survived for hundreds of years as head of the Dark by taking chances, however. 
 
    In the end, he did the one thing, perhaps the only thing, that would eventually prove key in allowing Ava to escape the trap with her life. The King decreed that Ava was to be quarantined at one end of the massive hall that held the Court while he and the rest of the family were ensconced at the other end. Multitudes of bodyguards, servants, and henchmen comprised a vast sea between them. Ava’s placement at the other end of that hall from her family—the most talented and dangerous family in the entire world—was what allowed Ava to retreat with her life after she cast her defiance in their teeth. 
 
    Ava was almost overwhelmed several times as she threaded her way at breathtaking speed out through the maze of caverns and labyrinthine passageways that was the seat of power for the Dark. The Princess was fury and death incarnate, but she wouldn’t have survived if any of the royal family had caught her—even the least of them strong enough to tip the balance against Ava as she fought through hordes upon hordes of soldiers. 
 
    The coordinated and complicated misdirection painstakingly laid by the Furies over several days had paid off.  
 
    Her battle to escape was so furious, so devasting, that Ava gained a new nickname—helpfully supplied by the Sisterhood—a name that the Furies had coined for Ava almost fifteen years earlier when she was but twelve. Many of the Royals had nicknames, since they were both powerful and few in number, and that day Ava earned hers within the larger Dark.  
 
    Constantly pressed, Ava cut her way to freedom with a dizzying blend of skill, brutality, and unbelievable strength and speed. So overwhelming was her display that many in the Dark took to the nickname with enthusiasm. From that day on, the exiled youngest Princess of the Royal House was to be known as the “Dark Witch”. The Witch’s legendary retreat from the Court also cemented her status as public enemy number one to the royal family as well. 
 
    In the larger scheme of things, it was a small victory, but one that had allowed Ava to live. It was also proof that the Other could be tricked and defeated in spite of its machinations. The Other was now determined to take Ava out of the Struggle, so helping Ava to survive was paramount for the Sisterhood. 
 
    Subsequently, the Dark’s conquests slowed dramatically due to the Furies’ reluctance to press advantages the world over. In tandem with Ava’s continued outright winnowing of the Dark’s future ranks, a precarious balance was struck before the Light could be weakened further. Also, and very fortuitously, the Arch Mage made the most out of the small window of opportunity the Furies had secretly given him, and the Light rallied. 
 
    What the Furies had done on Ava’s—and the world’s behalf—meant outright warfare against the Sisterhood; it was not far off, and their extinction was the most likely outcome of such a splintering. Ava began to hunt the infected, validating the Sisterhood’s evaluation that she was indeed the most valuable and important asset in existence. In response to this newly formed alliance, and unknown to anyone outside of the Sisterhood, Ava’s assigned guards were among the deadliest trio within the ranks of the Furies. 
 
    The Princess would always be protected by the very best. 
 
    It was, therefore, shocking to all of them that Kiasa—one of Ava’s personal Furies—abruptly went on a mission so secretive that the Sisterhood itself was caught off guard. Kiasa had been the absolute best warrior in the Sisterhood, and her seeming defection and subsequent death was a huge blow. Even the mastermind behind Ava’s protection was caught off-guard by Kiasa’s actions just as completely as the rest of the Sisterhood. 
 
    That mastermind was Ivey. 
 
    She had run almost three miles in the Dark as she thought, and the exercise—both physical and mental—had its desired effect. She was clear and sharp, poised for bold action if required and wise enough to know if it was. She would not be caught off guard again. 
 
    Ivey approached a darkened and closed business at the end of a quiet block, indistinguishable from the several other storefronts that lined the street. Her feet made no sound on the freshly fallen snow as she circled the small store once, noticing three sets of footprints at the back. The rear door had been forced and left slightly ajar, indicating that Jesslyn’s Spear was inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso pulled up to his house in the dead of night, the only lights on in his street being Mrs. Rodriguez’s porch light and his own. The rest of the block was dark except for the occasional yellow glare cast by the old streetlamps that ringed his street on both sides. The Knight turned off his headlights as he pulled up and coasted into his driveway, hoping not to alert Mrs. Rodriguez of his return yet. As his Jeep crossed the divide from the public street to his property, it shimmied suddenly, slipping in the snow and drifting sideways. In danger of rolling up onto Mrs. Rodriguez’s front lawn, Kelso held the wheel steady and counter-turned to slide cleanly into his driveway. The Knight’s Jeep fishtailed for a second but finally came to a stop next to his side door.  
 
    As the Knight got out, he considered going back for a look, wondering if ice had formed under the snow. But it hadn’t been warm enough to rain—or even melt—for several weeks. Some instinct held him back from approaching the street, though, advising him it could wait until tomorrow. Kelso’s Light was literally flickering, his manifested armor bruised and battered. It would probably take a few days of rest for it to regenerate to its full strength, and the Knight was tired and in no mood to do anything but take a shower. Closing the Jeep’s door, he looked again at the street. It appeared somehow blacker than it should be—almost as if storm clouds were gathering in the road itself. 
 
    His sixth sense flared again, and he glanced up hurriedly at the wards that fenced his house. Cass had ringed him in with protections during her visit—a common tactic for those of the Light that lived at a specific location for any length of time. She had mentioned that her wards would help keep the “riffraff” out and allow him a measure of security when he was home. 
 
    Cass had inscribed those wards all over his property with a brilliantly glowing wand that etched symbols onto anything she wanted: wood, dirt, cement, stone… it mattered not. When and where she placed them, they stayed. They were beautiful and strange to look upon, with fantastic symbols and whirls, none of which made sense to Kelso. From what the Knight could ascertain, the wards were all still there and softly illuminated to his eyes. So, he had not been breached. His intuition signaled that something was trying to, though. 
 
    Turning back to the street, Kelso drew his guns and held them lightly at his sides as his helmet dropped over his eyes. Standing in ghostly and battered armor, he scanned the street through the filter of his Light. It was empty and silent to his senses, but he was still uneasy. Kelso took a few steps out into his small front yard, staying well back from the street, and looked up and down the length of his block with true sight—a gift every combatant had on both sides of the Conflict. He did not pierce anything, the ghostly wisps in front of Kelso’s eyes unable to reveal the hidden adversary he believed was very close. 
 
    He stopped breathing and listened intently for fifteen seconds, standing perfectly still in the softly falling snow. He discerned only the soft whispers of flakes falling to the ground and Mrs. Rodriguez’s uneasy breathing as she tossed fitfully in her bed next door. Well, he also heard the thundering snores of Charlie too. His dog was safely ensconced in Kelso’s blankets, no doubt. 
 
    Kelso had heard Charlie the moment he opened the driver’s side door, of course, but was surprised he remained conked out. Typically, Charlie heard the Jeep pull up and excitedly greeted him at the door, shaking his butt, sniffing, snorting, and sneezing—the four S’s, Amber had called them. Kelso thought it was amazing that anything could be that happy to see him, so he often looked forward to Charlie’s greetings. Maybe not tonight, though—he had nothing left in the tank. 
 
    Why, then, was he standing alone in the dark with guns drawn? What was he thinking? With one last look around, he turned to head inside. Unlocking his door as quietly as possible, Kelso was busted anyway as Charlie came bounding out of the bedroom in a rush. Eighty pounds of light-brown bulldog went into spastic celebration. Kelso reached down and rubbed the dog’s ears and head—at least when he could hold the dog still for a second to do so. Kelso quickly gave up and could only give Charlie a couple of solid pats on the rump as the dog continued dancing all around him. 
 
    “What ’cha you doing, bubs?” Kelso growled playfully, still trying to get in a good pet on his dervish dog. “That’s a big ole boy right there!” he exclaimed in the same voice. Charlie reacted to the familiar words and tone with even more excitement. 
 
    Kelso’s back hurt, his chronically wounded leg was in pain, and all he wanted was to take a hot shower and hit the sack. To speed up the greeting process, he just short-circuited it entirely with six short words: “Hey, bubs, you want a snack?” 
 
    Instantly, Charlie’s ears perked up and his head puppy-tilted to the right. 
 
    “Sit,” Kelso commanded, and Charlie immediately sat. Snacks could never come fast enough for Charlie, and the dog shrewdly knew that the faster he obeyed, the faster he could get them. 
 
    Kelso opened the fridge and pulled a beef stick out. He sighed resignedly when the waterworks started, and Charlie began to drool in anticipation. Yuck. Kelso quickly broke off a piece and fed it to the glutton before more of a mess could be made. Charlie took the proffered morsel with surprising tenderness, careful not to bite any fingers, and swallowed it down. His eyes were absolutely glued to the beef stick like it was the only food he had had for a week and the only food he could expect for another week. 
 
    Kelso fed his dog until the beef stick was ancient history and Charlie was sniffing around for any molecules that might have escaped the black hole of his gullet. The Knight left him to it in the kitchen and headed for the small bathroom attached to his master bedroom, with the other bedroom serving as his office. The two-bedroom, two-bathroom 1980s home was not fancy by any measure, particularly with its ancient carport and atypical layout. His front door was his side door, with one other door at the rear of the house in the tiny foyer that held his washer and dryer. That exit led to a small yard where Charlie could do his business via the installed doggie door. At a little over one thousand square feet, his home was small, but it was what Kelso could easily afford, and that was key to him. 
 
    He barely had the will to get up every morning as it was. He was a mythical Knight standing against an evil horde in a secret war, and still, he had a hard time mustering up any emotions or feelings that didn’t revolve around being tired. The last thing he needed was to worry about money, too; he just couldn’t do it. 
 
    Cass’s surprising and perfectly timed visit a few months ago had kept him from going under completely—if just barely. Charlie had given him the strength to keep treading water daily since, but also just barely. Any push at all—like worrying about a mortgage payment he could not afford—might take him over the edge. Like a high-wire artist just going through the motions in gale winds, he could very easily topple. 
 
    Sighing at his depressing internal inventory, Kelso began the laborious process of undressing. Weapons off, they were cleaned and hung after replacing the four bullets he had fired tonight, which left him but ninety-six. Cass had somehow etched a symbol on every single one during her stay, but she was faltering by the end and said she only had the strength of Light to do one hundred and no more. The Priestess promised that if he ever needed additional rounds, she would provide them. 
 
    How she would do this and when they would meet again was left unsaid. 
 
    Still, though, his runed bullets were impressive work—many of them similar to each other, yes, but all unique. Kelso was sure the effort it must have taken just to enchant those hundred was immense, but Cass had also blessed and hardened them as well. The more he thought about all the things she had done, the more in awe he felt. As much as he could feel that emotion, at least. 
 
    As he turned on the shower, his thoughts drifted to the Childe and the obvious damage his guns had wrought on that very deserving target. Had he killed it, or had Ava? He turned over his right hand and inspected his wrist and forearm. Only one mark resided there still, which was the Fury’s. He wasn’t surprised, because when Ava had slammed the Childe at Kelso’s feet—like one would slam a wet towel on the ground—he was pretty sure the concrete roof had cracked under her blow. Who wouldn’t die from trauma of that magnitude? 
 
    So, that Childe of the Dark’s soul mark now rode on a Princess of the Dark’s arm. He wondered how she felt about that. Would she now have the same problems he had with his Order? Amazingly, he felt some angst over the thought of her being ostracized like he was, and he hoped she could hide what had happened for a very long time. 
 
    How was she handling it personally? Was she sad? Did she feel like she had betrayed the Dark in some way? Kelso was anxious to know and hoped he would get the chance to speak with Ava again about it, sooner rather than later. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be trying to kill each other next time, either. 
 
    *** 
 
    During the short drive to Carmen’s in the quiet dead of a Nevada winter night, Jae kept up a steady and unbroken stream of instructions to the girl in a hushed voice. Unlike any other girl her age in the entire world, Carmen listened intently for ten minutes straight without a comment or interruption, her entire being focused on absorbing the wisdom Jae was quickly imparting to her. 
 
    Ava mused that Carmen’s single-minded focus was probably sharpened by Jae’s very first question before she had launched into her instructions and advice: “Do you want to kill your parents tonight, Carmen?” At Carmen’s shocked expression, Jae simply added, “No? Then attend me and listen carefully to every word I say.” 
 
    Ava was positive Jae had a bright future as a high school teacher if this whole Fury business and secret war thing didn’t pan out. Smiling ruefully, Ava pulled the pristine Land Rover up to Carmen’s house, which was lit up like the Fourth of July. Every light was on in the two-story older-style house, and porchlights illuminated the snowed-in front yard. As they stopped in front of the house, a middle-aged Hispanic woman’s face was silhouetted briefly as she yanked aside the curtains in the front room. Ava’s heightened hearing picked up Carmen’s mother calling for her husband as she hurried to the front door. 
 
    “You are ready. We will see you again very soon, young one,” Jae promised and kissed Carmen’s forehead. Chandra turned in her seat and held Carmen’s hand fiercely for a few seconds before nodding encouragingly at the girl. Carmen, for her part, hugged Jae and smiled determinedly at Chandra as she opened the door. 
 
    Moving at just slightly over normal human speed, Ava got out and around to meet Carmen as she exited the vehicle. 
 
    “Follow my lead and fill in as you feel appropriate. This is your first challenge.” Ava’s voice was pitched low, for Carmen’s ears alone, as the front door to the house slammed open and Carmen’s parents rushed out into the chilly night. 
 
    “Mi hija, mi hija!” cried the woman as she ran towards Carmen with her arms out. Carmen’s father was right on his wife’s heels, but unlike her, he was attentive to the fact that there was a strange woman standing next to his daughter at three in the morning. He was also aware that there might be others in the quietly idling Range Rover too. 
 
    Ava approved of his caution and liked Carmen’s father already. She really hoped she would not have to use her Dark to persuade or sway either him or his wife, who was enveloping her daughter in a protective hug. If things went sideways with Carmen’s parents, if they did not believe the deceptions, she wouldn’t have a choice. 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Salazar,” Ava began in perfect Spanish, “here is your daughter, Carmen, safe and unharmed.” She read their twin looks of shock at her presence and flawless diction. They both paused and looked at her fully, Carmen still wrapped in her mother’s arms. 
 
    Carmen’s mother was Maria, and her thoughts were a jumble of relief, fear, gratitude, suspicion, and white-hot joy at holding her daughter. José, Carmen’s father, felt all the same emotions as his wife, but his suspicion was much sharper. He was wary of the beautiful woman that had exited the hundred-thousand-dollar vehicle with his fifteen-year-old daughter in tow. And he was shocked at how attractive Ava was, but not in a lecherous way. 
 
    He also had a loaded snub-nosed .38 in his pocket. 
 
    Ava decided that she really liked José and resolved to make this work out with no use of her Dark at all. The side effects of her pushing a sleeper through its use was sometimes… unpleasant… for the recipient. The Princess needed to flip the script a little from what she had originally intended, but so be it. 
 
    “I am a friend of Kelso’s,” she said and instantly watched their suspicions fly away at the mention of her Knight’s name. Confusion blossomed in Carmen’s mind at the same time, however, since she hadn’t actually met him. Ava decided that Carmen was just going to have to roll with it. “He asked me to return Carmen for him, as he had other business to attend to.” 
 
    Like recovering from a twenty-seven-story fall, she thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    The questions started in earnest on their drive away from the Salazar house, as Ava knew they would. 
 
    “All good?” asked Jae from the backseat. 
 
    “Yes,” responded Ava. “Carmen did well and adapted to the story we needed to weave once we got inside.” 
 
    The Salazar’s had immediately brought Ava and Carmen into their home once Maria noticed that Carmen was standing barefoot in the snow in twenty-degree weather. She was terrified that her daughter might have frostbite, but Carmen assured her parents that she was fine and even showed her feet to all three adults as proof when they were inside. 
 
    Still, Maria parked Carmen next to the fire blazing in the hearth. She ran into Carmen’s room next to the kitchen to get a couple of pairs of warm socks and returned with them in seconds. As Carmen put them on, Ava wove the lie. 
 
    “Simple is always best when lying,” she remarked to both Furies as they got on the freeway. “I just told them that Carmen had indeed snuck out to meet some friends in a fit of teenage mischievousness—as teen girls are prone to do from time to time,” she added sagely. 
 
    Both Furies nodded at this statement, no doubt remembering dumb things they had done as teenagers. Jae was young for a Fury but was still pushing eighty. Chandra was in her mid-hundreds. They both could still relate to growing up normal, though, with normal mistakes. 
 
    As a Royal, Ava had not had a typical childhood. She could also read the (mostly) sinister intentions of everyone around her. This helped the young Princess avoid many of the common pitfalls whilst also avoiding all the deadly ones. Still, even Ava could think of a few times she had done something or said something that now, a decade later, just embarrassed her. 
 
    Of course, males were much more reckless than females, so she took some comfort in that knowledge. 
 
    Chandra asked skeptically, “Did her parents really accept that? It seems… flimsy. Also, how did you explain getting involved in recovering her?” 
 
    “They believed us; it wasn’t hard. Carmen told them that she snuck out for a few minutes to listen to some music in the car and visit with her friends. The friends had other ideas, though, and took off with her inside. They were on their way to a restaurant to get pancakes when the car skidded in the snow and struck a curb. Carmen was fine, of course—everyone was, no one got hurt,” she emphasized that to the Furies—just in case there was any doubt. 
 
    Neither one said anything. Tough crowd, Ava thought. 
 
    “Unfortunately, they blew a tire on the curb, and since the girls didn’t know how to change it, and it was very cold, they just kept the car running and called a tow company. Because of the road conditions and a pile up over the pass, the tow company said they would get someone to them as quickly as possible but that it could take over an hour.” Ava was getting into her story again, actually seeing everything she and Carmen had made up on the spot as each filled in for the other in the telling. 
 
    “So, the girls were scared, you know?” she said, eyes searching out Jae’s in the back seat. “I mean, they were not supposed to be out at all, and here it was so late, and they were stuck. Scary stuff, eh?” 
 
    Chandra facepalmed herself casually, hoping Ava didn’t catch it. She did. Jae turned to look out the window and blinked her eyes in amazement and disbelief, also hoping Ava missed it. She didn’t. 
 
    “Anyways,” Ava continued with an edge in her voice, “as it got later, the girls started getting worried. Carmen didn’t have her phone and was afraid to call home in any case. Carmen apologized to her parents about this and was very contrite. She is a fine young lady, actually,” Ava added virtuously for her Furies’ benefit. 
 
    Chandra sighed softly into her hand, and Jae looked like she was having trouble swallowing. Ava was glad she never read her Furies’ thoughts because she didn’t think her story was very convincing to them so far. Well, she concluded, they just had to be there. 
 
    “So, um… after a while, Kelso found them. He’s… the uh… Knight from earlier this evening. Apparently, he was actually searching for Carmen—like, for real.” Now Ava focused very hard on the road as she used all of her supernatural speed, reflexes, intelligence, and perceptions to navigate the freeway at the blazing forty miles per hour they were going. Even with her one hundred and ten percent concentration on the road, she noticed a distinct drop in temperature in the vehicle at the mention of the Knight. Both Furies seemed frozen in shock. 
 
    Ava considerately turned on the car heater. 
 
    “Kelso managed to find them because one of the first things he did when Mr. and Mrs. Salazar came to his house for help was to call on some of his contacts in the Highway Patrol and various tow companies. One of them told him that they had an open call for some girls with a flat tire just a few miles from him. Kelso immediately drove over and found them and then even changed their tire himself! He’s a good guy, you know? Kelso is a real private investigator, so he knows how to do that kind of stuff. Anyways, I help him out on cases sometimes—well, at least according to Carmen. It was a nice touch on her part, but I think I’m actually the brains of the outfit myself,” she appended conspiratorially, all outward concentration on the death trap that had been the I-80 a few minutes earlier. 
 
    Complete silence reigned in the car. Ava wasn’t sure either Fury was even breathing. 
 
    “Kelso called me, and I came running out to help, of course. While I was en route, he changed the tire and helped the girls get their car out of the gutter and back out onto the street. Kelso asked me to take Carmen home because he decided to follow the other girls back to their homes just in case they had another incident. Neat and simple, see?” Ava squinted out into the lightly falling snow and murmured (for her Furies benefit), “Never seen such a storm before…” 
 
    The Princess hunched down to drive carefully now, outwardly showing just how difficult it was to navigate six inches of snow for a Princess of the Dark. She hoped her face and body language conveyed to her Furies that she was a little outmatched, honestly, and they should just let her concentrate on driving if they wanted to live. 
 
    From her peripheral vision, she saw Chandra finally remove her face from her palm. Staring out into the raging apocalyptic storm the quiet night had become in Ava’s hopeful imagination, she shook her head sorrowfully. “Sometimes I forget that you’re only thirty,” she began, and Ava felt that maybe this was not the opportune time to correct her about that. “But then,” Chandra continued, “you tell us a story like this, and I am reminded.” 
 
    “Pitiful,” Jae agreed bleakly from the back seat. 
 
    “None of that really matters, though, because you have zero dissembling skills, and we already know this. What matters is that the Knight you fought is in the story,” Chandra said while making air quotes around “fought”. “And not only is he a good man by your measure, but you also work for him in your fantasy world?” 
 
    “Also pitiful,” Jae added helpfully from the backseat. “Story time with Ava always sucks.” 
 
    Ava swallowed; this was not going very well at all. 
 
    “Let’s just ignore for a moment that the Knight carries the mark of one of our Sisters on his arm—the same Sister that was a guard for you for many years, in fact. Kiasa.” Chandra breathed her late Sister’s name in a mixture of longing, respect, and deep sadness. “No.” She paused. “Let’s not ignore it, not for a second longer. Princess, you need to explain yourself to us. Why is our enemy, one who slew one of yours, now your BOSS!?” Chandra screeched the last word so menacingly that Ava jumped in spite of herself. 
 
    “He isn’t really my boss. That was just part of the story…” Ava trailed off as Chandra whipped her head around to glare at her. “Ok!” Ava lifted her hands in surrender. “I apologize, I’m sorry. I did mislead you a little.” 
 
    It was not a small thing to have a Royal, any Royal, apologize to mere soldiers of the Dark. In this case, though, it was totally appropriate, and Ava knew this without question. Chandra didn’t stop glaring, but she said nothing. 
 
    From the back seat, Jae said acidly, “Tell us what really happened, and remember to make it simple. As you said, it’s always best when lying.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    Ava sighed. Her Furies were hyper-suspicious now and rightfully alert for any deception. The problem was that Ava wasn’t sure herself why she had done the things she had done for the Knight. How could she explain it to them then? Why was it that, even now, his continued safety was so important to her? 
 
    “Very well.” She straightened and stopped the charade about the driving conditions and sped up to seventy. Ava had been close to getting bored to tears anyway—she hated driving slow. “You have my word that I will tell you the truth, but I am not sure you will understand what I did or why. I don’t know if I quite understand it all myself.” 
 
    Jae nodded encouragingly; Chandra just kept staring. Ava was fairly certain Chandra could stare holes into steel if she really wanted to. 
 
    “Before I tell you what happened on the roof, I need one of you to alert the Ghouls about the trash still lying up there.” Ava’s hands gripped the steering wheel hard enough for it to groan. “I also need you to summon the local Grave Smith to Dr. Scott’s house. I need to have a word with him immediately. 9 AM sharp.” 
 
    “Is that wise? If the Grave Smith recognizes you, he could give away your location,” Chandra said, already with phone to ear. 
 
    “My eldest sister is here; I have a feeling it might not matter all too much. I will make a decision about whether the Grave Smith walks out of the house alive or not after I speak with him. You will understand why I must directly converse with one such as he, at all costs, once my tale is told.” 
 
    “Very well,” murmured Chandra, and she began to make arrangements with the Ghoul that had answered her call. 
 
    Jae just turned to look out the window again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Sister! You are welcome in our eyes!” exclaimed the muscular younger Fury that greeted Ivey as she entered the dreary secondhand shop chosen for the parlay. “Liav, Misima, and Odessa.” She pointed to herself, then to a smaller Japanese warrior sitting cross-legged on the counter, and then to their leader—a moderately experienced dark-complected woman originally from Greece some ninety years ago. 
 
    “Odessa!” Ivey stepped forward to embrace the Fury. “My heart is gladdened, Sister!” 
 
    “It’s been a few years, Ivey, and you are a welcome sight to me.” Odessa still had a moderate Greek accent even after her almost sixty years as a Fury, and it gave her words a warm buzz. 
 
    Ivey had met Odessa a few times over those years and thought highly of her. Odessa was also the last remaining member of the three Furies originally tasked with guarding Jesslyn. The other two had been pulled away to assist the Sisterhood in their real fight—leaving Odessa as leader. The new Sisters assigned to the Spider’s detail had promise but were not of the same caliber as the previous guards. It mattered not, because Jesslyn never seemed to notice or care. 
 
    She clasped hands with Liav and Misima in turn, and both expressed their pleasure at meeting a legend such as her. Ivey blushed a little at the high praise, but if she was being honest, the Furies were still in the fight largely due to Ivey’s dedication and panache in guiding and protecting the precocious Ava. 
 
    The experience drain that had occurred over the last ten years to the guard of the royal family was significant from the Furies’ perspective but not so much from the Royals’. They were powerful and arrogant, so they didn’t realize how much weaker the royal guard was now compared to what it had been. 
 
    Other than Ava, the Furies would not fight for any Royal as they would have a few years ago. They were all just “phoning it in” now. The Sisterhood still suffered losses occasionally when Furies were killed in action, but those deaths kept the larger forces of the Dark from fully realizing just how checked out the Furies had become. In truth, the Sisterhood was in the midst of a slow-burning rebellion that would shortly spill out into open battle. 
 
    Ivey was sure of it and longed for it. 
 
    Like every other Fury in the Sisterhood, the current trajectory of the Dark sickened her. Ivey would gladly die to right her side’s course but knew that time had passed. The Other had a stranglehold on the Dark, and if the Furies believed the Light uncompromised, they would have switched sides already. They knew better, though. There was a sizeable percentage of the Sisterhood that advocated for an immediate switch anyway, if for no other reason than to help balance the scales between the two sides in a more dramatic fashion. Leaving meant they would no longer be accomplices to the rampant and monstrous actions now commonplace with the Dark, too—and that was critically important to them all. 
 
    How evil did you have to be, mused Ivey, to horrify an entire clan of women who basically turned into demons when they got pissed? Short answer: pretty damn evil. 
 
    “My Sisters, we have an important decision to make, and all of our fates rest on a knife’s edge. If we make a mistake, it could cost us all dearly.” Ivey looked at each Sister in turn as she spoke, imparting to them the severity of the task that lay ahead. 
 
    Misima nodded in agreement while Liav and Odessa merely listened. 
 
    “There are two immediate unknowns we must be wary of, with the Spider’s presence here being the first. The second is the loss of Melhmut’s Spear in Utah but ten hours’ drive away from where we now stand; unless any of you have insight into that situation, we must bend ourselves only to the first. Ava and Jesslyn are both here in this city. How did this come about?” 
 
    “We don’t know, Ivey.” At Ivey’s incredulous look, Odessa repeated, “We really don’t.” 
 
    “One minute we were in the Dark Hold, and the next, we were on a plane to the States,” added Liav, “and Jesslyn has said nothing to us of her intentions.” 
 
    “When did Jesslyn summon your Spear to leave?” 
 
    Odessa again: “Last night. Misima was able to sneak out a call to alert the other Spears that we had been pulled. But other than that, we had to rely on your sense of us, and ours of you, to even figure out that we were on our way here.” 
 
    Ivey nodded. The Furies were spread out all over the world, often without much backup. As such, whenever possible, the Sisters tried to let each other know where they were going and when. The Spears closest to them at the time of mobilization were informed first, and the Spears closest to where they were going were informed second. 
 
    This made sense because when the Dark struck, it would be in surprise, and there was little doubt that subterfuge to split up the Furies would be employed first. Not fighting a mass of Furies at one time would become a top priority for the forces tasked with bringing them down. As a result, any unexpected shifting or movement within the Spears was immediately reported. 
 
    “Has Jesslyn shown her hand at all? We must assume she somehow knows that Ava is here.” Ivey was beginning to get a very bad feeling about the secrecy with which the eldest Princess seemed to be operating. 
 
    “She has said nothing to us. Literally nothing,” murmured Odessa. 
 
    Ivey experienced a small surge of adrenaline at Odessa’s statement. “She knows, doesn’t she?” She felt the truth of her words as she uttered them. The Spider did know, not just about Ava being here but also that the Furies were no longer what they seemed to be in the armies of the Dark. 
 
    It would begin soon, the Splintering. 
 
    Ivey studied them for several seconds. None of the other Furies said anything, and Ivey knew they agreed. That left the most important question: “Where is Jesslyn now?” 
 
    Odessa shifted uncomfortably, but the other two Furies held perfectly still—statues in distress. “You don’t know, do you? The Spider is hidden from you now.” 
 
    Ivey was dismayed but not surprised. If Jesslyn knew her Furies were traitors to the Dark, she would plan to neutralize them. This could be as simple as not informing them of what she planned to do or where she was going, but that seemed unlikely. Jesslyn was the eldest child of the ruling house, she would not forgive betrayal easily, and she would punish it severely. 
 
    “Jesslyn can cloak herself from all sight and sense. The Spider is unmatched in her ability to be as we are to the sleepers—undetectable and hidden unless she wishes not to be.” Odessa’s voice was bleak. “Jesslyn could be here in this shop with us right now, and we wouldn’t know it.” 
 
    “No, she’s not here.” Ivey was certain of this. 
 
    “How do you know that?” wondered Liav. 
 
    “Because we would already be dead. Her arrogant pride will not allow us to breathe a minute longer than necessary, not even if her original plan was for me to lead her back to Ava. Just the fact that she is here at all means Ava has become detectable to the Dark somehow.” Ivey paced as she talked, her thoughts ranging far as she examined the situation from multiple angles. 
 
    All of her thoughts brought her back to just one logical conclusion: Jesslyn’s Spear was going to be assassinated soon. 
 
    “Sisters, you are in danger. All of you will be killed if you attempt to stay by her side. She knows. You feel the truth of this, and so do I. Why she brought you is a mystery, but likely it was to bring about this exact type of parlay. We must be cautious. Call the closest Spear with the news, and share our suspicions with the Sisterhood. The Splintering is fast upon us.” 
 
    Misima made the calls using innocuous words that, to any other listener besides another Fury, would just sound like a normal check in. To the Sisterhood, though, Misima’s words would trigger a worldwide alert that every Fury on the planet had both feared and hoped for. The entire clan would know within an hour that they had been uncovered by at least one major sliver of the Dark. 
 
    Odessa and Liav prowled the shop, surreptitiously looking out of the windows at the empty night as the clan was awakened. Ivey called Chandra directly and brought her up to speed and was brought current to their situation in turn. Chandra was upset at Ava over the Knight, and Ivey was shocked herself. What was the girl thinking? 
 
    If Ivey could have had a child, she would have wanted her to be just like the Princess. Her pride in that young lady was immense, and her respect for Ava’s fighting prowess was fierce. If Ivey could just break Ava’s habit of taking unnecessary risks—like tonight with the Knight—she would be as rock steady in Ivey’s book as her own Sisters. 
 
    God, though, that girl was the absolute worst liar in the history of the world. How Ava managed to constantly outfox and outwit sleepers and enemies alike was a mystery. Some of her stories and clumsy deceptions were flat-out laughable—if it wasn’t such an exploitable weakness. 
 
    But right now, there were bigger fish to fry, and Ivey could not return tonight. She bid Chandra to tell Ava that she was staying with Jesslyn’s Spear until tomorrow night, at which time she would link up with them again. Chandra’s voice hitched on her affirmative because they both knew what Ivey really meant to do while staying with Odessa’s Spear. Hanging up, Ivey saw the other three Furies looking at her with a mixture of emotions that ran from admiration to anticipation. They knew by her words what she meant to do as well. 
 
    Ivey held up her clenched right hand. “Jesslyn knows. We know that she does. Your Spear is in peril and will be broken within a day if you stay in Jesslyn’s orbit. I am the only direct link to Ava, and I will not return to her as such. Jesslyn must die.” As she ticked off all five points, she opened her thumb and her fingers until her hand was fully open. The other three Furies raised their hands as well; digits splayed to mimic hers. 
 
    “Sisters, we hunt.” Ivey snapped her hand back into a fist viciously and smiled wickedly as the other Furies mimicked her again. At last, she thought, let our spears strike true. If they found Jesslyn, could they kill her? Ivey thought it was 50/50 at best—but finding her in the first place would not be easy. To catch a spider, though, go to the web. Part of her still worried about the situation in Utah, but the Furies could only work on what they might affect. If more information came to light about what had happened to Melhmut’s entourage, then perhaps other avenues of action would open to them later. 
 
    Right now, only one thing was certain: the Furies were about to go to war. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso was awakened by a persistent knocking on the door. Charlie was alert but not alarmed as his ears perked up at the unexpected sound. Kelso blearily struggled up and yelled, “Give me a minute, please!” while pulling on some clothes. 
 
    Every part of him hurt—the worst by far, his leg, but his knees, elbows, and back were all vying for his attention as he limped in stockinged feet to the door. He carried a gun in his right hand, and Argenta was already on his back, even though he couldn’t remember strapping her on when he got up. He really hated that part of bearing Argenta—she was always close. 
 
    “Always, and until you die. If you hate my company so much, why don’t you just put us both out of our misery and get to the dying part sooner rather than later? I have some suggestions to help you make that happen, even today, in fact.” 
 
    Ugh. Already Kelso’s sword was annoying him already, and the Knight had literally been up for less than a minute. A bad day beckoned; he felt sure. 
 
    Kelso opened the door partway with his gun held hidden behind the wood. It was a crisp early morning, and the sunlight stung his eyes as the snow reflected it back at him. Shouldn’t a literal Knight of the Light be granted immunity to snow glare? 
 
    Outside stood Mrs. Rodriquez, Mr. and Mrs. Salazar, and Carmen. His immediate relief at seeing Carmen instantly evaporated when he noticed she had changed drastically since last night—small wisps of black mist floated randomly around and on her. 
 
    Argenta cackled, no doubt highly amused by both the circumstances of this development and his shock. Argenta had been very put out over his survival last night and had complained about it bitterly several times as Kelso got ready for bed just a few short hours ago. She was particularly incensed that the Knight still lived in large part through hijacking her bonded gift to him—which was awesome as far as he was concerned. 
 
    Kelso ignored his sword and tried to hide the sinking feeling Carmen’s transformation had brought on with a sickly smile at all four, mind racing. Before he could say anything, Carmen surprised him by quickly saying, “Hi, Mr. Kelso. It’s nice to see you again. Thank you for helping me and my friends last night. We all really appreciate it.” 
 
    The Knight did not miss her inflection on again, my friends, and we all. A lie had been woven that he was not privy to, and he had a strong suspicion that the gorgeous Princess was behind it. 
 
    “You think?” asked Argenta condescendingly. 
 
    “Shut up.” He absently thought back at her as his mind struggled to catch up to the ramifications of what Carmen had said. He motioned for them to come in, tucking the gun into his back waistband as he did so while simultaneously pulling his long shirt over to hide it. 
 
    Carmen was not fooled; her senses were already above human normal, so she knew very well what he had behind his back. She seemed unconcerned with his revolver but hesitated at the doorway as the three adults filed in, looking up at him with a pinched expression. 
 
    “I can’t come in,” she whispered to him so low that only he could hear, “and I have a horrible headache.” 
 
    His wards! Kelso had forgotten about them entirely; probably the only reason Carmen had been able to approach his door at all was because she was not fully elevated. Even so, they were holding her back and most likely ramping up to her presence by the second. 
 
    As if to confirm this, Carmen gasped slightly and hunched in on herself in pain. 
 
    Kelso had two choices, the first of which was to withhold his welcome. If he did that, the Knight wasn’t sure what would happen, but it would probably be either unpleasant or fatal—or both—to Carmen. The young woman was of the Dark now, and he had been sternly warned by Cass that if he ever welcomed in one that the wards were designed to hold out, it was a one-way ticket. He couldn’t revoke a welcome later. 
 
    The second choice was to welcome the fifteen-year-old into his home and damn the consequences. It was an easy decision. 
 
    “Be welcome to my home, Carmen,” he quickly hissed to her and watched in relief as her discomfort instantly vanished. She stared at him for a second in wonder, and the Knight knew that she partially understood what he had just done. Likely due to some sort of innate knowledge given to Carmen through her Dark, she now knew she had a direct shot at him should she ever want to use it. 
 
    “Never will you regret this, I promise,” she murmured as she quickly walked in. While he was gratified that she acknowledged his Achilles heel and swore not to exploit it, he also knew that her feelings and perspective would probably change as she entered the Struggle fully. 
 
    It really didn’t matter anymore. What was done was done. 
 
    All other thoughts of what had just happened, and the possible ramifications of his decision, were muted over the next five minutes as everyone went nuts over his dog. Charlie was overjoyed to see Mrs. Rodriguez and the Salazars again, but he hesitated in the midst of all the squeals and pets as he looked at Carmen and then, a little around her. The Knight was certain he could tell she was different from the other three, and his heart stopped for a second, wondering what his dog would do about it. Carmen paused, too, as Charlie approached her cautiously. It appeared he even gave one of the thin dark wisps that randomly oozed away from Carmen a small sniff. He sneezed when he did so and looked up into Carmen’s face. 
 
    Mrs. Rodriguez was just beginning to realize that this was not Charlie’s typical behavior when Charlie made his decision and sideways walked into Carmen’s outstretched hand. His butt angled to his right and a hopeful expression on his face. Carmen smiled, and her eyes misted for just a second at his acceptance of her. The young woman began to pet him gingerly at first and then with more sureness as they both settled into their new friendship. 
 
    To give himself some time to think, Kelso asked his guests if they would like some coffee and was gratified when they said they did. He was floundering and had no clue how to proceed since he knew nothing about what Ava had said or how much Carmen knew about him and his involvement in her rescue. 
 
    “Is she truly rescued, though?” mused Argenta. “She is now a new Childe of the Dark, and—” 
 
    “My sworn enemy, yeah, I know. Again, shut up,” he thought angrily. 
 
    Argenta relented with a snicker, and Kelso made coffee while his guests lavished attention on Charlie. He wondered what to do or say. Ava had really put him in a jam, although he was grateful she had kept her word. The Knight knew Ava was not responsible for Carmen’s awakening, though—you had it in you, or you didn’t. Carmen would have eventually gone to the Dark on her own at some point in her life—with or without his or Ava’s involvement—but apparently the events of last night had drastically hastened her arrival. It was a pity, but there was nothing he could do or could have done to stop it. 
 
    Still, could he lie his way through the next twenty minutes? 
 
    *** 
 
    The timid knock came precisely at 9 AM, as Ava had expected. Her two Furies—already stretched tight for some reason—looked as one to the door. The Princess felt responsible for their obvious distress because she knew her deception with the Knight was the root cause of it. 
 
    Amazingly, instead of grilling her last night as she was sure both Furies had planned, a phone call from Ivey had put Chandra off. After extracting a solemn promise from Ava to explain everything in the morning, the two Furies went to bed. Ava dreaded the inevitable chewing out she would get from Ivey, who was like her adopted mother, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t grateful for the small reprieve.  
 
    Ava’s relationship with her Furies was complicated. Yes, she was a Princess, and they were sworn to her. Yes, she was a deadly fighter—far outstripping her Furies’ battle prowess, even when the three of them had about five hundred years of combined experience. Yes, she was a merciless judge of the wicked, and some might understandably condemn her as evil herself because she firmly believed in fighting fire with fire. Dr. Scott, still hanging in the front room, was “Exhibit A” for those beliefs and testament to her brutal punishments.  
 
    All that aside, her Furies were her only friends, her only support, her only family. They would die for her without question or regret, and Ava knew that if they suspected she would do the same for them, they would all be highly upset with her. The lines between them were a little blurred at times, and even with her awesome skills and station, the Princess did occasionally have to answer to her Furies. No one else in her family would ever dream of taking instruction from their guards—which was ok with Ava because she was very content to be their opposites in every way. 
 
    Ava honestly felt that if she was ever unsure about which direction to take or what decision to make, she just needed to ask herself what her father, mother, brothers, or sisters would do… and then do the exact opposite. So, even though her first instinct was to rip the head off the Grave Smith at her door, she would refrain from doing so until she got the whole story from his mouth—and his head. 
 
    “Please see our guest in, Jae,” Ava murmured, sitting straight-backed in her chair, arms relaxed on the armrests, face smooth. Inside, she was a ball of violence and anger. 
 
    Jae padded to the door and ushered the head Ghoul inside. Ava had to adjust her course slightly since the Grave Smith of this area proved to be a female and not male, as was typical among the Ghouls. It changed very little about what Ava suspected had happened in regard to the conflict last night or why she was here in Sparks at all, though. 
 
    Ava inventoried the woman: homely, of course, because big horse-like teeth could not be overcome in a human face. This specific Ghoul was cleaner than they typically were, though, and really didn’t smell too bad, either. She had mousey black hair that fell to her shoulders and hung in front of her eyes, almost obscuring the large grey orbs. She wore baggy secondhand clothing, only mildly stained and dirty, and—wonder of wonders—sandals. For a Ghoul, she was practically gorgeous. 
 
    “Welcome, honored Grave Smith. Thank you for coming,” Ava said levelly. 
 
    “Your name, Ghoul,” growled Jae from where she had positioned herself behind the Grave Smith. 
 
    “Innonia,” squeaked the frightened creature and quickly sketched a bow to Ava specifically and the Furies generally. Ava frowned. Just by that gesture, she knew the Ghoul was aware of who she was. To confirm this, the Ghoul was busily spinning around in terrified circles within her mind: “It’s her, it’s her, I’m dead, it’s her, I’m so dead…” 
 
    “Ugh, just stop,” Ava snapped. Her Furies probably thought she meant all the bowing and scraping—and yeah, that too, she guessed—but mainly, the frightened rabbit of a monster in front of Ava just put her out of sorts. “Do you know why I summoned you, Innonia?” Ava had always thought that the Ghoul’s propensity to call themselves by grandiose and pretty names was rooted in the fact that they were so physically repulsive. They also ate dead people and lived in cemeteries too, so they were just kind of repulsive, period. Maybe naming themselves was a way to deal with their lot? The last Ghoul her Furies had talked to, in Denver a few weeks ago, went by the name of Fredric. Ava thought it was just a universal quirk of theirs that they hoped made them less universally disgusting to others. It didn’t help them at all when dealing with the other factions, though, so maybe it was a wasted effort. 
 
    “You probably summoned me because of what happened last night with Geraud.” the Ghoul was sick with fear and showed it, but neither her manner nor her thoughts betrayed a role in what had transpired. Ava decided to give her a chance and allow her to either talk herself out of the chipper or into it. 
 
    “I didn’t know his name, but I think you know mine, don’t you? You know I am a Royal. Do you know who I am specifically?” Ava felt both of her Furies tense up at the question. 
 
    Innonia stared into Ava’s eyes for a second as her thoughts flew around. It was like her fear was a bird in a cage, banging around inside her head, looking for a way out. In the end, Innonia went with the truth. This wise decision exponentially improved her chances of leaving alive. 
 
    “I do. You are Ava Pentran, youngest daughter of the royal family, exiled and wanted by the same.” As she said this, Innonia attempted a curtsey, almost falling over in the process, but the gesture was nice. 
 
    “Very well. What will you do about it? Will you contact my house or any others in the Dark to tell them where I am? If I were to let you leave this place alive, that is.” 
 
    “No.” Innonia had the strength to look Ava in the eyes as she declared this, and Ava was shocked to read two trains of thought in the Ghoul’s mind. The first was that she was indeed telling the truth—she would not tell anyone about Ava being here. The second was that Innonia looked to Ava as something of a hero. Her thoughts bounced around a bit, but Innonia thought the Dark was losing its way as well, and she somehow connected Ava to a possible remedy. 
 
    If only, Ava thought ruefully. The Princess was just one young woman with a few Furies as company, on the run and hunted. Oh, right, she also happened to be interested in a hobbled Knight of the Light. What was next for Ava? Would she start adopting stray cats? 
 
    Sighing, she pinched her nose and closed her eyes briefly but quickly opened them again when she felt Innonia’s thoughts careening into terror. From Innonia’s point of view, she had said something that displeased Ava and could now only guess what her fate would be. 
 
    It wasn’t fair to let her think such, so Ava immediately smoothed her face again and even smiled slightly at the ugly woman. “I am glad to hear it. Here is my concern and why I called you in today. I feel like I was led to this place so a trap could be set for me, and this “Geraud” was somehow connected to it. I trust you are not a part of this plan?” Ava waited briefly as Innonia shook her head furiously in denial, and her thoughts were true. “So, tell me about Geraud. Had you noticed anything off with him? Why did he put himself in my way?” 
 
    Innonia had indeed seen recent and very concerning changes in Geraud, and while she was reluctant to go into it, she would, since she rightfully surmised her life depended on it. Ava listened to her story with interest, cross-referencing everything she was told with Innonia’s thoughts. 
 
    It was a troubling tale indeed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso survived the Salazar’s and Mrs. Rodriquez’s visit. Barely. It had been very touch and go from his end since he had no idea what the cover story was, but he had made it through—mainly because of Carmen’s quick wit. 
 
    Kelso waved goodbye to the very grateful Salazars and watched Charlie trotting with Mrs. Rodriguez over to her house next door for a snack date. He was bemused at just how adept Carmen had proved to be at filling in blanks and plot holes, all while smoothing over a couple of the minor language barriers and just generally lying her butt off like a pro. 
 
    She was impressive. 
 
    As he started to close his screen door, something tugged at Kelso’s senses, and he focused on the winter-covered tree across the street, two houses down. Nothing about the tree seemed off—snow-covered, bare, and denuded, just like every other tree on his block—but there was something… 
 
    The Knight hesitated for about ten seconds before deciding he was just being stupid and went back inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jesslyn watched the grimly handsome Knight hesitate in the doorway of his home; her interest piqued as he looked right at her hiding spot for about ten seconds. Perceptive for one so weak, she thought. Once he got inside, she flitted down the street to her car, quickly jumped in, and began trailing the Salazars at a safe distance. 
 
    Jesslyn was intrigued by the Knight for several reasons, the first being that he was at least minimally attractive and very striking—intimidating even. The Spider in her really wanted to use him up, as she loved killing dangerous-looking men… or women. It would be a rush to find out exactly where his endpoints were for pleasure and pain before he died. 
 
    He would have already been spent, but last night she had been thwarted by the damn wards that ringed his house. How he had wards of such power and finesse was beyond her because Jesslyn couldn’t imagine why one of the Mages of the Light would expend so much power to protect one such as him. 
 
    She had watched her traitorous sister knock the Knight off the building last night and was both surprised and disappointed at Ava’s ineptitude when he lived. The Spider would have moved in and slaughtered him then and there, but just before she made the rush, she saw Ava looking down as he got to his feet. A simple adjustment with her Dark had made her look like Ava to the dimwitted Knight when he happened to glance over at her. The fool looked away again, just long enough for her to step back into her gift and disappear. If the Spider decided that she did not want to be detected, she just wasn’t, and confusing the senses of the Light—or the Dark—was as easy to her as confusing the senses of the sleepers. 
 
    It had galled Jesslyn that she needed to hide from one such as he, but if his actions tipped Ava off that someone else was down there with him, her baby sister would get suspicious—and that would make her cautious. It would not do to give Ava advanced warning that she could now be tracked, so the Spider had to be careful. 
 
    So instead, Jesslyn had merely followed the battered Knight on his slow limping walk back to his pissant ride. The Spider almost took him several times on the way, but caution stayed her hand. Jesslyn had been concerned that if she was distracted by the Knight (such as being elbow deep in his stomach while holding his frantically beating heart in her hands) and Ava came after him—but then saw her? Ava was scary fast and strong, even for a Royal, and Jesslyn would be killed instantly. 
 
    Her next best option was to take him in a safer place. To that end, she amped up her Dark to be completely undetectable to his senses and rode on his bumper to his house. Too late, she saw the dangerous wards that ringed his hovel and tried to swing the Jeep into the yard next door before he crossed into safety. Unfortunately, he skated in by the thinnest of margins. 
 
    Jesslyn got a huge jolt from the wards—one of the rare times in her life that she had ever been hurt. Angry and frustrated, she watched him get out of his Jeep and then turn towards the street. She was standing just an inch from the warded ground and tracked him as he went to the patch of frozen grass he probably called a front yard, all the while managing to stay just barely out of reach. Dumb luck, really. He would pay dearly for making her work this hard to kill him. 
 
    Something interesting happened as she stood there and seethed, though, because the Spider started to feel a little attraction to the Knight. He didn’t seem like the pompous peacocks the Light normally turned out. He seemed serious, reserved, and grim—unbreakable in a way—and that excited her. She really enjoyed breaking things, so Jesslyn wanted to try him, so slowly and passionately, until he cried out for more and for death. The Spider’s desire only increased once she returned with her car and waited all night and into the morning for him to eventually leave. The Knight wouldn’t make it even a half block. 
 
    Jesslyn was surprised and disappointed when a car pulled up to his house, and one of those who exited was a newly turned Childe. She consoled herself by looking forward to seeing what happened to the stupid waif when she hit the wards. Remarkably though, after being joined by the old hag from the house next door, all of them walked up to his door unscathed. 
 
    Only Jesslyn could tell that the girl was starting to feel the effects of the wards by the time he answered. She was so new and weak in the Dark that the wards must have let her through to a certain point before waking up, but with her sight, Jesslyn could see that the wards had become aware of the girl. They were super intimidating, and the Childe was going to be fried dead in seconds. But then the Knight—the idiot, the moron—invited her in! 
 
    The Spider smiled savagely at this stupid move. He had allowed a chink in his defenses that could not be reforged, and Jesslyn would use the waif to exploit it. 
 
    That Childe would be her ticket into the Knight’s house and several hours of unforgettable passion, pain, and blood. Jesslyn grinned in anticipation as she followed the girl home. Her keen hearing had allowed her to pick out their names, and a little foreplay with the parents of the girl, Carmen, was in order. After they were spent, she would then enjoy an epic main course later with this Kelso. The name matched the Knight: a good solid name. 
 
    She hoped fervently that Kelso lived up to his name and was as solid and unflinching as he seemed to be when she tore him apart piece by piece. Jesslyn had not lusted after anyone to this degree for a hundred years, at least.  
 
    It was going to be an amazing evening! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    After raising the alarm in the Sisterhood, Ivey and Jesslyn’s Spear headed back to the one and only place where Jesslyn was likely to return: the private plane that had ferried the eldest Princess of the Dark and her Furies from France to the United States. They had flown straight over the Atlantic from Paris, arriving in Miami around dawn. After refueling, they immediately left for Reno, which had taken another twelve hours or so. 
 
    The plane was parked inside the most secluded hangar available at the airport, and the pilots were on standby at all times. It was expected that the plane could be wings up with but fifteen minutes notice. The pilots themselves were awakened. It was impractical, uncomfortable, and degrading to be flown around by sleepers, so both sides tended to avoid doing so whenever possible. For a Royal to fly private with oblivious pilots in the cockpit would be unheard of, so Ivey knew that—sooner or later—Jesslyn would return to her plane. 
 
    The Furies would be waiting for her. 
 
    The Spear could not get any sense at all of Jesslyn, but Ivey agreed with Odessa that Jesslyn could still sense them. This could be exploited if the Furies were clever and bold. 
 
    Jesslyn understood what the Sisterhood was up to, but there was a reason she hadn’t killed them somewhere over the Atlantic. She intended to track her Furies to their rendezvous with Ava’s Furies, but there was zero chance Ivey would go anywhere near Ava again until Jesslyn’s head was detached from her body. 
 
    Unfortunately, the only way to get Jesslyn to show herself was once she struck, and whoever she struck would undoubtedly be killed. As the youngest and least experienced, this duty fell to Liav. The young muscular Fury nodded her head briskly and promised them all that she had no regrets. “My life buys your strike,” Liav stated, “so don’t disappoint me, Sisters! Strike true!” 
 
    The only other action the Furies could take to foil Jesslyn would be to deprive her of a ride. When she came back to the plane, it was going to be because her mission was done, or perhaps something had gone wrong, and she needed to regroup. In either case, allowing Jesslyn just to fly away was a non-starter for the Furies. 
 
    Which meant… Odessa would do it. She would stay on the plane with the pilots and would do what needed to be done.  
 
    Liav was the bait, Odessa was the backup, but Misimia would be the first to engage. She was younger than Odessa but wicked fast and highly skilled in battle. They all felt she could go toe to toe with Jesslyn long enough for Odessa to arrive. Misimia would lie in wait in a locked office across from the plane. Jesslyn would read it as it was meant to be read—the Furies were sacrificing one to engage her with two. They all believed that Jesslyn would take those odds with little fear. 
 
    Ivey was the trap.  
 
    She was old and strong, an elite warrior within a Sisterhood of warriors, and she would come at the Spider with surprise on her side. Ivey would hide in a large toolbox bin inside the hangar, and while cramped, her Dark could sustain her for as long as it took. Her task was to let the two other Furies soak up Jesslyn’s wrath and wait for the opportune time to strike. 
 
    A jagged Fel-tipped arrow to the back of Jesslyn’s head might just end her outright or at least wound her enough so that the three could finish her off. Ivey was very skilled, Misima was quite good, and Odessa was solid. Could the three of them take the Spider out in her own web? As Ivey lay down in the cramped steel bin, she hoped they could—for Ava’s sake. With a last nod, Liav closed the lid on Ivey and headed back to the agreed-upon place where she would die, a spot equidistant to all three of the other Furies.  
 
    It was a necessary battle, and they would see it done. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava drove with a vengeance to Kelso’s house in Dr. Scott’s silver Land Rover. It was a shame this was probably the last night she could use the vehicle; she needed to think about procuring another soon. It was also the last night she could chance staying in Dr. Scott’s house. Ava had insured that he made all the right calls and arrangements to give her a few days of breathing room before his hanging, but the longer she stayed, the riskier it got. Plus, Dr. Scott was starting to smell a little ripe. 
 
    Even with the anticipation of meeting Kelso again crowding her thoughts, Ava mulled over the information she had gleaned from the Grave Smith earlier in the day.  
 
    None of it had been good. 
 
    According to the Ghoul, Geraud had been a normal member of their close-knit Reno/Sparks community for several years. A few months earlier, though, he had started to change drastically. He became gluttonous, eating way more than the clan could afford to have him eat. He was messy and wasteful, too, almost like an animal. At the same time, his Dark started to retreat, and while all the Ghouls noticed, they were afraid to ask him about it because he seemed… dangerous. 
 
    He started smiling all the time, and his voice changed. He was intimidating and aggressive—two traits that do not come often or easily to a Ghoul. Geraud started ranting about their food, wondering why they couldn’t eat fresher. He put them all at risk by stealing bodies recklessly and too soon after death. He lost appetite in their typical food and started eating normal people—young women and girls mostly, all of whom did not have the taint of wickedness within them. It was unheard of for a Ghoul to eschew the particular kind of deceased they needed. It was strange, like a normal human who goes from being a vegetarian one day to eating rare steaks the next. 
 
    It made no sense. 
 
    The final straw came a few days ago when the small clan gathered for their weekly meal. As they descended deeper under their funeral home by means of hidden passageways and levers, they heard the terrorized screams of a female in deep pain and terror. All the Ghouls rushed down to see what was happening, eleven of them, and all frightened. 
 
    When they found her, they found Geraud too. 
 
    Geraud had her tied to the dining table and was eating her alive. Great spurts of blood arced from the young woman’s ravaged body as her frenzied heart pumped wildly. Geraud was covered in gore and pieces of her as he ripped into her as a shark would. It was a horror. As one, the Ghouls moved in to put him down—to kill him even. 
 
    He threw the first two to reach him across the room with incredible strength and then jumped across the table to face them all down. Smiling still, Geraud insanely pouted at them as they crowded the other side. He was no longer Geraud, though, not really. The thing that looked at them was alien, a stranger, a twisted evil that should not be. A strange melody enveloped them then, discordant and chaotic, it broke their will and confused them. When they came to their senses, he was gone, and the young woman on the table had died. 
 
    Innonia stopped her story then. “I contacted other clans of our people to be on the lookout for Geraud. I also reported what happened to a Berserker and several passing Childer over the next few weeks as well. None but us and the other Ghouls even seemed to care.” 
 
    “I see, Innonia,” Ava said. “What did you do with the woman he killed? Is she available for us to examine?” 
 
    Innonia looked down in shame, and Ava felt anger emanating from her Furies over the thought that the Ghouls had eaten Geraud’s victim. Ava hoped they had not for Innonia’s sake. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Princess,” murmured the Ghoul, “she cannot be examined because we cremated her.” 
 
    Both Furies relaxed behind her, and Ava wondered if they felt as approving of the female Grave Smith as she did. 
 
    “We also destroyed and burned the table; we could never imagine using it again. It took us days to clean every stain and drop of blood from the room too. That woman was an innocent, and her death by one of our own is a dishonor that we will not soon forget.” Innonia shuffled her feet nervously. “That is my tale. I know nothing else. I only ask that you please leave my clan alive; they are blameless in all of this.” 
 
    Ava stood and approached the mousy Ghoul. Innonia was crying softly, tears trickling down her mishappen face and onto her dirty shirt. The Princess reached out and gently lifted Innonia’s chin until the Ghoul’s grey eyes were locked on hers. 
 
    “Peace, Grave Smith. You have done your clan proud,” Ava said. “If all in the Dark could be so noble as you and yours. Leave and be well, be safe.” 
 
    Innonia burst out into hoarse sobs at Ava’s words and actually had the temerity to hug Ava tightly before she started to make her exit. 
 
    “Oh,” Ava said suddenly, stopping the Ghoul in her tracks. “By the way, what can we do about Dr. Scott over there? Any ideas?” 
 
    Innonia grinned hungrily, her powerful large square teeth glinting. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava and her Furies all agreed that Geraud had been a plant to draw Ava out, but neither of the Furies could understand why the Knight had been there as well and chalked it up to chance. Ava did not encourage them to think such, nor did she validate their line of thought. She also did not tell them what she believed to be true: the Knight had been drawn out as well, either to kill Ava or to be killed by her… the Other would certainly be fine with either scenario. 
 
    Optimally, they might have even killed each other. 
 
    So, as her Furies speculated, Ava added nothing. She had sworn not to lie to them about the Knight, and she felt helping them come to the wrong conclusions was too close to a lie for comfort. Remarkably, both Furies seemed distracted and uninterested in squeezing Ava for more info like they had been the night before—which Ava deemed highly suspicious. 
 
    The Princess came very close to reading their minds as to why, but she felt like if she did it once, she would do it a second time, and a third, and pretty soon all the time. Ava had to have some companions that she could just… trust. Friends she did not feel the need to correct, steer, and manipulate. She would go mad otherwise. That something was amiss in her Furies was obvious, but Ava had to trust them to tell her what she needed to know when she needed to know it. 
 
    What Kelso needed to know was that his anonymity was gone. The Dark, and by extension, the Other, knew what he was and had tried to take him off the board permanently by pitting him against the one foe that stood a chance of doing that. Her. 
 
    So how, then, did Geraud fit into that attempt? 
 
    Innonia’s honesty had been refreshing, and her story had filled in many gaps. As a reward, Ava had promised to release Dr. Scott to Innonia and her small contingent of Ghouls sooner rather than later. Honestly, Innonia’s thoughts when it came to Dr. Scott were pretty disgusting from Ava’s point of view, but on top of her furtive sniffs towards his body too? Ugh. 
 
    Ava had learned a lot of secrets in her lifetime about all sorts of things. Some important, some not, some sad, some hopeful, and some just… blarg. Knowing that Ghouls preferred the flesh of wicked humans was interesting; knowing that this was partly because the Ghouls thought evil tasted better—had more of a kick, a burn going down—was blarg again. Knowing that they also liked to age their “meals” on meat hooks for a few days at room temperature was also blarg. Double blarg, actually.  
 
    Still, Ava was hard-pressed to be displeased at the thought of her victims being unceremoniously consumed by the timid Ghouls. 
 
    Since the Ghouls had a very specialized diet, they were the closest to the sleepers of all the many classes and clans within the Dark. Ghouls worked in morgues, cemeteries, and occasionally even as ambulance drivers or in trauma units. They worked as coroners and funeral home employees and often conducted autopsies. Any place or profession which put them around the recently deceased (at any point in the process) was a way for them to keep track of those that were of interest to them. 
 
    It was ironic that who they were interested in was exactly the kind of scum she killed. They had apparently been trying to keep track of Ava themselves, to anticipate the arrival of… well… more sustenance. She might have been alarmed at the Ghouls trying to keep an eye on her, but Innonia’s thoughts put her at ease. The evil ones Ava ended were typically about as bad as could be found, and so from the Ghoul’s point of view, she was Santa Claus, the Easter Rabbit, and the Tooth Fairy all rolled up into one. 
 
    It was still gross. Ava had a hard time thinking about it, even though she couldn’t care less about what happened to the bodies of the evil she put down. The Princess would have been just fine if their carcasses were fed to wild animals, left for insects, or just rotted forever. Her squeamishness when it came to the Ghouls was proof to her that she wasn’t entirely jaded, at least. 
 
    The Ghouls liked Ava and supported her secretly for the most part, but not to the degree that the Furies did. The Ghouls were not as closely knit, and there were a lot more of them—tens of thousands in small communities all over the world. 
 
    According to what she could pick up from Innonia, their clans didn’t approve of Ava just because she killed their favorite prey; she was also taking a stand against a Dark that was becoming unrecognizable to them. They were much too peaceful and insular to revolt against the excesses that were occurring, but that didn’t mean they were blind to it either. The Ghouls had once been sleepers, too, awakened just like everyone else, and they took offense to how normal humans were being treated. 
 
    Ava thought that maybe the Ghouls were a type of sin-eater for the Dark. Why this might be or why it was necessary remained a mystery to her—but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was correct in her assumptions. Perhaps a portion of the Dark knew it was spiraling out of control, and it was attempting to rein itself in before it was too late. 
 
    If anyone could know, it would be her family. They knew more about the Dark than anyone else because they were born into it. The Royals were the only ones to experience growing up in the Dark armies, and Ava could testify that it wasn’t a pleasant experience. 
 
    There were ten Princes and ten Princesses. To her knowledge, a total of two Princes and one Princess had been killed over the years. The reason Ava even existed, in fact, was because her parents had decided to have another girl when the previous youngest Princess, Caroline, died under mysterious circumstances. She had only been sixty-five, which was still young for a Royal. 
 
    A few days after Caroline was killed, Ava was conceived. Her parents wasted no time in equalizing up the blood line when they felt it appropriate. The eldest Prince had died hundreds of years ago going toe to toe with the Arch Mage, which was completely foolhardy—he had obviously deserved his death. His replacement was hundreds of years old now himself because Mom and Dad got busy immediately after their eldest son’s death too. 
 
    Her parents were not the sentimental type… 
 
    The sixth prince in line, Carlton, disappeared seventeen years ago also under mysterious circumstances. Mysterious to everyone, that was, except Ava. 
 
    She had ended that bastard herself. 
 
    If Ava had known back then what she knew now about the Ghouls, she would have fed Carlton to them with glee and relief. Maybe her nanny, too, maybe not—she was a bit disappointed that she was still conflicted over killing Miriam. They were her first two kills, her first two marks, and they were the first evil ones on a long list of kills since. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso relaxed in his dimly lit home. Sunlight filtered weakly through the curtains, casting long shadows across the room. Charlie lay with his head on the Knight’s lap as if sensing his master’s despondency. Deep in thought, Kelso absentmindedly stroked Charlie's wrinkled head as he examined the events of last night. His phone chimed suddenly, breaking the silence. He retrieved the device from the table beside him and saw a message notification. It was Carmen: “Ava’s coming over. I gave her your address.” 
 
    Intrigue mingled with trepidation within the Knight. Charlie, ever perceptive, lifted his head and gazed at Kelso with his soulful eyes as if to offer his silent support. 
 
    Another text came through: “Was that alright?” 
 
    The Knight thought about it for a second and texted back, “Yes.” 
 
    He started to type out several other lines like “Do you know why?” and “What does she want?” but in the end, it didn’t really matter. He knew enough about Ava already to predict that whatever she wanted, she would get from him in the end. Why bother to worry about it? 
 
    He ended up sending the only question that was relevant: “Do you know when?” 
 
    “She’s on her way now (clock emoji),” she replied. And then: 
 
    “Be good, Sir Knight.” 
 
    “She is so nice!” 
 
    “And (fire emoji) too!” 
 
    “You’re lucky. I think she likes you! (grinning emoji)” 
 
    “Do you like her?” 
 
    And when he didn’t respond: “Well, do you??? (frowny face emoji).” 
 
    Each comment and query hit his phone one after the other in rapid succession. Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding. It was annoying and confusing; he couldn’t even type a reply fast enough for it to make sense because what he was typing about was rendered moot several messages previous in her flurry of texts. 
 
    Kids these days, he thought sourly, can’t they type anything without an emoji? 
 
    He also didn’t know exactly what she meant by the fire emoji. Was she saying Ava was hot? Why not just type it out? As he was trying to decide how to answer her barrage of texts, another ding interrupted him: 
 
    “Someone at the door, g2g.” 
 
    Kelso was kind of proud that he knew that meant “got to go” because otherwise, he might have committed the ultimate sin by dialing Carmen up directly. Using a phone in such a manner—as it was actually designed to be used—was frowned upon by most of the younger crowd. He was certain Carmen would have been mortified if he called her. 
 
    Safe from her salvo of texts for a moment, he looked around his small house for a minute, wondering if he should tidy up. How did one prepare to receive a Princess anyway? There wasn’t really much he could do to make his house any grander, but he guessed he could at least gather up his laundry and put it in the washer. 
 
    As he got up, his limp was much less noticeable from this morning. He didn’t notice. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Ava pulled up to Kelso’s house and stared for a second in amazement. Who the hell had done his wards? She had never seen their like, and she was pretty sure most in the Conflict would say the same. It was Mage-level work, for sure. How had a gimpy Knight with a dour disposition rate such consideration from the Council? Some Mage had worked for God knows how long to write up an intricate and robust defense. Pretty much insurmountable, in fact. 
 
    Carmen had warned her there were “some wards” at Kelso’s house, and Ava had just shrugged at that news. Wards formidable to a new Childe would be like gossamer webs to her, and she could just walk through them if she wanted. Not that she would because her Knight needed all the help he could get—gratuitously busting them up made no sense. 
 
    Seeing these, though? Wow. 
 
    Unless she missed her mark, it looked like if one was overcome, its dying would strengthen the remaining. If you then took out one of those, the others were strengthened yet again. Trying to breach his home would cause an exponential increase in each ward’s dangerousness and power the farther you pushed in. There were dozens of wards on his home, on the sidewalk, on the yard, and even on his scrawny trees. And those were just the ones she could see. There would be more at the back, perhaps in the house, and so on. It was jaw-dropping work and yet another layer in the ball of mysteries and enigma that surrounded the Ebon Knight. 
 
    Ava didn’t know what to do now. She couldn’t enter, and she couldn’t just call him to come out because she was not supposed to have his number (even though she did). He was home, though; she knew this since she had marked him—but he didn’t know about that either, did he? Ava winced. She was such a stalker. How embarrassing! 
 
    She got out of the Range Rover and leaned against the hood while she looked over his house and a tricked-out Jeep parked in his driveway. The house was small and quaint, but also quiet and peaceful. She kind of liked it. The Jeep was awesome. It was older, probably almost as old as her, but it looked beefy with large and expensive tires. It was jacked up a bit, but not annoyingly so or to the degree where someone “vertically challenged”—like her, for example—would have trouble getting into it. Even from the street, she could tell the Jeep was in cherry shape. 
 
    Glancing over his property again, the Princess thought he was probably of very modest means, but she also guessed that he did well with what he had. She approved. Also, she couldn’t care less about money or worldly possessions; she wasn’t ever going to live long enough to worry about retirement. Also, even though her family had—of course—cut off her financial assistance, she did quite well by robbing her prey. 
 
    The Princess did make some provisions for the victims of the monsters she killed, yes, but she wasn’t Robin Hood. She was the Grim Reaper. The Princess took what she felt was appropriate from those she slew. Dr. Scott, for example, had written an email to the papers, his victims, and his family with specific details about what he’d done. Ava had forced him to do this so that no one would feel bad for him when he died. He had caused enough suffering and misery already; to have anyone actually mourn him would just be an additional injustice. 
 
    The email was scheduled to go out tomorrow at noon—another reason she needed to be gone from his house before then. He had given Ava access to all of his accounts, and under the prodding of her Dark, together they had figured out what each victim should be paid after she took her cut. Dr. Scott had suggested those specific restitution numbers in his emailed swan dive of a mea culpa as well. 
 
    Tears streaming down his face the entire time, Dr. Scott got all of his ducks in a row before they had their little charade over his possible salvation. Only she knew that he really didn’t hang himself out of guilt, and that was ok, because he was still dead—and that’s all that mattered. 
 
    In his email, Dr. Scot also implicated the dental hygienist who helped him commit his crimes: Donna Patrick. Happily married with her own kids, she was still always willing to look the other way when he wanted some alone time with female patients—if he was willing to give her a nice “performance bonus” each time, that was. Donna had extorted Dr. Scott for ten thousand dollars when Peggy “went to sleep” and didn’t wake up—that was the extent of her concern for the little girl. So, none at all. No guilt, no remorse. 
 
    Donna was so callous and heinous, in fact, that she herself was just a scintilla away from meeting Ava personally. But Dr. Scott’s information would ruin Donna’s life utterly and send her to prison for years, most likely, so why bother? 
 
    Who knew, though? Maybe Donna would off herself in shame and disgrace. Ava could only hope. 
 
    No amount of Dr. Scott’s money would help Ava now, though; there was zero chance of her getting around the wards. How could she get the Knights’ attention? The wards were already giving her a headache because they were fully aware and righteously pissed that she was there. They were blinding white now, and Ava was certain that if she tried to take out one, she would get a nasty shock for her troubles. Trying to take out more than one or two would probably debilitate even her. 
 
    It really was remarkable work… 
 
    She froze as her eyes landed on a darkened sigil tucked almost out of sight. One of the Knight’s wards was busted. Yes, its destruction had only served to make the surviving wards more powerful, but someone had already tried to enter his property without his leave. Proof positive that the Dark was aware of him. Not surprising but very concerning. Ava sighed and pinched her perfect nose between thumb and finger in frustration and bowed her head. 
 
    This was getting very complicated. 
 
    As she thought for a moment, possibilities and pitfalls running through her mind, she heard the screen door open and looked up. Kelso emerged from the side of the house, dressed in blue wranglers, cowboy boots, and a nice sweater. It looked like he had even combed his hair (though it was still a little long at the nape, honestly). 
 
    Holy crap. Was she experiencing butterflies? Her!? This really was embarrassing… 
 
    She sighed in exasperation at herself even as her deep-blue eyes drank him in eagerly. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso had the strangest feeling as he opened the door and stepped outside into the chilly weather to meet the Princess. A feeling he did not expect nor particularly welcome. Anticipation. 
 
    Well, anticipation and nervousness. If you had asked Kelso just a day earlier if he ever thought he would (or could) feel this blend of emotions again, he would have said no. Safe upon his battlements, he would not have even acknowledged the stark truths laid bare by both his answer and the casual dismissal of yet another part of what had once made him human. 
 
    Now, though, he was feeling it all in spades. The Knight was a little unnerved by Ava’s beauty, and just the thought of her was enough to unbalance him. To see her in the flesh was much worse. 
 
    Ava’s long, straight hair was black as night and framed her exquisite features much as a priceless portrait in a gallery. She was dressed appropriately for the weather this time, with a puffy high-end black jacket over a white sweater that hugged her generous chest. Grey, super-expensive jeans that looked painted on her shapely legs were paired with cute, white snow boots with thick soles. At her ears hung two sapphires that set off the blue in her eyes perfectly. 
 
    She was literally a vision, and it almost seemed like she had dressed up for the occasion. What in the world could she be thinking? To show any interest in him—let alone dress up for him—boggled his mind. Not only were they on opposite sides of the Conflict, but the Princess was several leagues above him in every way. He knew it, and he believed she knew it too. 
 
    Ava shook her head wryly for some reason, then tilted her head slightly as he came closer. It was like she was listening to him even though he hadn’t said anything yet, which was kind of rude of him, actually. Why hadn’t he greeted her? Why hadn’t he said anything? She must think he was a dolt—because he was. 
 
    The Princess laughed. It was music to him, and he really wanted to figure out what she thought was so funny so that he could make her do it again. 
 
    “No worries there,” Ava said mysteriously and smiled up at him as he stopped in front of her. Her striking blue eyes were alive and interested as they searched every inch of his face. Her straight white teeth flashed in a grin as the Princess did a playful little nip in his direction. She was messing with him again, Kelso realized, trying to put him off balance. 
 
    It was absolutely working. 
 
    “Hello, Princess, err… Ava.” He felt his face getting red. Everything about her just muddled him up. Her devasting beauty, her immaculate ensemble, her laugh, her over-the-top yet harmless flirting. It was all just too much. The Knight couldn’t think straight—which was her desired end, he thought. Why she liked seeing him off balance was a mystery, but he could always right himself in a pinch, yes? 
 
    Kelso had a retreat if he wanted to take it—by going into himself. He didn’t want to, though. He wanted to stay out here with her and remain dazzled for as long as he could. 
 
    “Knight Kelso,” she intoned regally, bowing her head a slight fraction towards him in acknowledgment. “I have come to parlay.” 
 
    Kelso was surprised. He had thought it might be… different… between them. The Knight had already opened up to her too much, hoped for too much. It hurt to do so, and now maybe he needed to protect himself. He started to crumple inside and heard his fortress beckon. He eagerly turned towards it. His heart could not take anything more—not even one more disappointment in this life, or it would assuredly die, and he with it. The Knight gazed inwards across the snowy landscapes at the black jagged battlements that he had built brick by brick. The towers he had fashioned were his salvation. His safe place. His prison. 
 
    “Wait,” Ava said hurriedly, a slight note of panic in her voice. “I was joking, Kelso. A joke. You know what those are? It’s where you’re supposed to have a sense of humor and say something formal, yet funny, back at me. You know? Then I was supposed to say something equally formal but absolutely ridiculous back to you, and so on. Hello?” 
 
    He turned back to look at the Princess, but he wasn’t physically turning at all, was he? It was in his mind alone that his attention refocused on her. Ava’s smile was gone, and the few wisps of Dark Kelso could see around her seemed agitated in their movements, almost like they were upset. Ava’s face was a mask of resolve. Her almond eyes were steel while also somehow soft as they bored into his. 
 
    “Kelso,” she began, then stopped. “Kelso, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t. I’m trying to hide away my Dark so you can see me fully. I see that you’re doing the same to your Light, and I don’t know why you’re doing that either. Why are we so bold and careless with each other? I can’t figure it out. I really can’t. I can say this with certainty, though—I am not here to hurt you in any way.” 
 
    He started to nod and opened his mouth to speak, but she continued quietly before he could. 
 
    “I might, though, by mistake. Do you understand that? I don’t know you; you don’t know me. It takes time, right? So, if I do hurt you, don’t retreat from me, don’t run away from me. Please, Kelso. I will make it right between us.” 
 
    Kelso again opened his mouth to say that he wouldn’t retreat. As she had so gleefully pointed out last night, he wouldn’t get very far even if he did. She was a lot faster than him, and he had a bum leg anyway. 
 
    “No. No. Not like that. I know what you’re thinking. I’m not talking about physically running away from me—well, anymore, at least. I mean, don’t retreat from me inside yourself. In your head. Are you always so literal?” 
 
    She was babbling a little bit, but he got what she was saying. She must mean don’t be distracted by Argenta when she talked to him, but he couldn’t always control— 
 
    “Oh my God,” she suddenly exclaimed and threw up her hands in disgust, which effectively cut off his train of thought. “Thank God,” she muttered mysteriously under her breath. 
 
    What was up with her and God? 
 
    “Oh, my Lo—” She cut off her sentence abruptly and stood with her hands clenched at her sides like she really wanted to wring his neck and was barely holding herself back from doing so. 
 
    The Knight stood silently for a moment, watching a parade of expressions and emotions run across her face, frustration being chief among them. He also caught fear for some reason, determination, and even a little despair to counter a slight, delicate joy. Hope for the best but expect the worst, it all said. 
 
    His best, then. 
 
    “Princess, I will parlay,” Kelso answered suddenly, straightening to his full height while arrogantly raising his jaw. 
 
    “About what?” she answered suspiciously, trying to ferret out the reason for his sudden change in demeanor. 
 
    “Alcohol. I have beer and wine. Which do you prefer?” He lowered his face and grinned a little as he said it. 
 
    The Dark Princess shook her head in amazement, long hair streaming behind in the light wind. Her answering smile was unreserved, full. It was brilliant. 
 
    “Whew. You had me worried there. It’s nice to know that you can actually smile. Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Yes, it does. I’m not joking.” He really wasn’t. Guilt was always on the periphery, waiting to crush him for daring to have a pleasant experience. As it really should be, he guessed. 
 
    “Neither was I,” Ava murmured sadly. 
 
    “I wasn’t joking about the beer and wine, too,” Kelso said as he nodded over his shoulder at the house. “I am well fortified.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Ava said casually. “Who did your wards, by the way? Competent spellcraft.” 
 
    “A Priestess of my Order came around after my ascension and did the work for me. On my weapons, my house, my… uh… body, err… like my leg…” Kelso trailed off awkwardly at the end, suddenly remembering what some of that body “work” had entailed. 
 
    “Nice. Just a Priestess, you say? I can see the wards, and they are impressive. I have also seen your weapons in action—also very impressive for one such as she.” For some reason, Ava had a frown on her face, and Kelso had a sinking feeling that she suspected what some of the “body work” might have been. His fears were confirmed when she asked innocently, “What kind of body work did she do for you? I am interested. Be specific.” The last part was more of an order, and there was nothing innocent about it.  
 
    This was so not good. 
 
    The Priestess had indeed cast magics on him to repair as much of the damage to his knee and leg as she could, and Cass had done wonders there, really. The other parts of it, the parts he certainly did not want to discuss with the gorgeous yet super dangerous woman, were… complicated. Ava was even now tilting her head at him, waiting for an answer, but what happened between him and Cass—and why it had happened—was not easy to explain in words. 
 
    The comfort Cass had given to him, as lonely and miserable as he had been at the time, had probably saved his life… if just barely. The striking young Priestess had also told the depressed Knight that what she wanted to do with him would strengthen the magic she cast on his behalf. It would make the Light she expended for his welfare more potent. Kelso believed her because he had felt it. Cass had called it “sympathetic magic” and had explained that her efforts would be measurably more effective if they—the two of them—were close. 
 
    The closer, the better, in fact. 
 
    Still, for all that, it was more of a transactional experience for Cass, he thought. Well, experiences, plural, if he was being honest. For him, it was a lifeline. How could he explain all that without it seeming like an excuse or a lie? Kelso would try because Ava had asked, and he would tell her true. Why, then, did he feel like he was about to sweep an area for landmines? With his face. 
 
    Ava surprised him by straightening up suddenly, her head no longer cocked. “You know what? It’s fine. What she did was probably necessary. All good, let’s move on.” 
 
    The Princess seemed to mean what she said and wouldn’t dwell. Ok, then. 
 
    “Well, would you—” 
 
    “Stop. Think about this very carefully, cowboy.” Ava had her hand up to punctuate her words. “I have told you that I mean you no harm, but—” 
 
    “But you are an incredibly lethal member of the Dark, my sworn enemy? And that if I give you entrance to my house, it cannot be undone, and it may put me in danger somehow in the misty future? Was that what you were about to say?” It felt so good to interrupt her for once! The look on her face was priceless too, and the Knight bet Ava was thinking he could totally read her mind. Score one for him! 
 
     Knight 1, Princess 0. 
 
    Ava snorted softly. “Why yes, Kelso, that is exactly what I was about to say. You’re so perceptive! Who’s a good little Knight? You want a sucker?” She was standing with her hands on hips while looking up at him in mock anger, toes mere inches from the ward line. Her eyes were amused, though. 
 
    “Depends on the sucker. If it’s purple, then yes. If not, keep it.” 
 
    “Heathen,” she muttered darkly, eyes widening in outrage. “Purple? Are you kidding me? That’s the worst flavor! And by the way, it’s not called purple. Purple is a color. We adults call it grape; you should come join us some day.” 
 
    The Knight took the jab in stride because he was thankful she was not, in fact, 100 percent perfect. If she had also liked purple, he would have been lost for sure. True, the Princess had totally committed a grave sin in front of him by dissing the greatest of flavors, but he could overlook it. The Knight could always find a little peace in that. It was a sacrilege, yes, but Ava’s flaw made her at least slightly approachable. 
 
    For reasons unknown, Ava was boggling at him with the most bewildered expression he had ever seen. He almost laughed, which would have been the first time in a year. Progress. 
 
    Ava shook her head again as if dizzy and refocused. “Can we stick to the ramifications of you inviting me in or not?” she prompted in exasperation. 
 
    “In with you, I say. Be welcome to my home, Princess.” Kelso sketched a bow as he said this and didn’t even fall over when he did—much. He should probably practice his bows sometime. 
 
    “A little anticlimactic, but I’ll take it. Thanks for the invitation, Sir Knight. Now show me around your castle, eh?” With her words, Ava raised one dainty foot and stepped over the line. 
 
    And into his life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Across town, the Salazars were dying badly. 
 
    The little Childe bitch had somehow known how this night was going to go the second she laid eyes on Jesslyn. True, when Carmen rounded the hall, Jesslyn had a triumphant sneer on her face and the mother’s throat in her left hand while simultaneously feeling up the plump little cow with her right. So, that had probably tipped her off. With zero hesitation or fear, the teeny bopper had attacked in complete silence, eyes glinting eldritch green and her phone, of all things, held in her right hand like a very small club. It looked like the freak was going to be a future Fury if she lived—which she wouldn’t. 
 
    Obviously. 
 
    Jesslyn slapped the impudent wench down instantly, stopping the frantic rush by the tiny hellion before it could really get started. Unfortunately, she accidentally broke Carmen’s jaw in the process and knocked her out cold as well. Carmen would be sleeping for hours while her Dark worked to repair the damage. Furies were notorious for being able to rapidly heal from anything short of death, which was annoying. 
 
    In Jesslyn’s book, they were more notorious for being traitors to the Dark, although she was one of only a few to recognize it. She had suspected them for years, watching with growing suspicion as they unexplainably shifted their posture towards the Light—subtly but continuously. The strange allies who had approached her recently had confirmed her thoughts on the Sisterhood, so she had been right all along. They also had deep insight into what the Furies were doing, although they claimed not to know why. 
 
    More important to Jesslyn, however, was that her new allies promised to locate Ava. They had made good on their promises so far since she had laid eyes on the whelp just last night. 
 
    Jesslyn’s hatred for her beautiful youngest sister was boundless, and she would gladly burn the Dark down and the world with it to have Ava under her thumb just once. Jesslyn had laid so many traps to ensnare Ava over the years, but somehow Ava always avoided them.  
 
    A younger brother, Carlton, had been her partner in laying the traps Ava never tripped. Carlton had also been Jesslyn’s best friend, constant lover, and companion to her deviances for hundreds of years. 
 
    Carlton and Jesslyn had challenged each other to see who got to her first. And after? They agreed to share her until she was broken. The challenge itself, and the reward for winning it, was so exciting that the Spider laid trap after trap for Ava, all in vain. 
 
    It was maddening! 
 
    Then Carlton disappeared. Jesslyn was sure Ava was responsible and was enraged by her lack of evidence or explainable motive. Not that she could tell anyone. Even in the Dark, most would have thought their goals to be sick and twisted. Jesslyn’s impotence in extracting her revenge had eaten at her for years. But when the Spider finally secured Ava, her punishment would be legendary until the Princess finally begged for death—just like all Jesslyn’s other victims did. 
 
    Which reminded her of the cow she was effortlessly holding above the floor while Jesslyn’s free hand explored her greedily. The woman’s eyes were rolled back in her head, and not from pleasure. She was almost checked out. Already! With a disgusted sigh, Jesslyn let her drop in a boneless heap at her feet before turning her attention back to the Childe sprawled unconscious on the carpet. The pup had broken too easily, and now the Spider’s fun with Carmen would be delayed too. This inconvenient fact enraged her because she needed Carmen to access the Knight. 
 
    And she became absolutely unhinged when Carmen’s father shot her twice in the back. 
 
    The shots had only startled Jesslyn, of course, and her formidable Dark merely shrugged the bullets off. What upset her was that she had been pulled away from her contemplation of the red delights that awaited her partners tonight. His shots actually wounded her pride a little, and he and his wife would suffer for it. 
 
    Sleepers were a dime a dozen. No variety in them typically, which was a shame. They all tasted the same, screamed the same (whether in pleasure or pain), and frantically gasped for just one more breath the same. It was boring, but it was all she had to work with most of the time. Still, though, they all rushed headlong and with great zeal to end their miserable lives when they were loved by her, every one of them yearning to be broken. 
 
    She always obliged. 
 
    Not these two, though. The Salazars would just experience the pain part of her ministrations. 
 
    At this point, her anger would have discomfited even the other Royals, all of whom were subjected to her whims whenever she felt like it. Jesslyn could not be detected until it was too late, and so all of her sisters and brothers had been made privy to her merciless attentions many times before she tired of them. Most returned her brutal affections roughly as well, and those were her favorite siblings. The few that didn’t bore their humiliation in silence so as to keep breathing. 
 
    Jesslyn had originally planned to allow Carmen’s parents to pleasure her before their end. The Spider loved it when sleepers knew they were going to die soon—at the climax of their time together, in fact, yet still they strived so desperately to get there quicker. The Spider was a drug to them, her poisonous Dark making Jesslyn completely irresistible to her doomed partners. Her Dark pushed them to fatal passions with all enthusiasm, even when the last page of their story was read and painstakingly spelled out to them before they even started. 
 
    That Carmen was incapacitated due to her unwise attack upon a member of the ruling family also added to Jesslyn’s frustration. The young Childer could not bear witness to the indignities about to be visited upon her parents—and the Spider always performed best with an audience. What a shit night so far, really, and it had held such promise. 
 
    She was very annoyed by all of it. 
 
    So, she took it out on the Salazars with extreme spite. Their mewling screams as the floor and hallways were slowly painted red with their blood was only a slight balm and mild entertainment for Jesslyn, so she endeavored to draw it out for as long as she could. Splatter by splatter, drip by drop, the Assassin slowly began to calm down and relax a bit as she worked the Salazars over thoroughly and patiently. 
 
    She sought her center by searching in theirs. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso walked with Ava across the snow-covered lawn to his door. Well, he limped, actually, and she just kind of glided across. Her grace was unnerving in its effortless beauty. She was fascinating to him, and Kelso knew that he was in deep trouble. Ava’s presence hit him like a freight train, even when she was just crossing his yard. He really had no clue what to do about it. 
 
    The Knight endeavored to keep his fascination with Ava to himself so that she wouldn’t know how close he was to a full-blown obsession, but a self-satisfied smirk formed on her lips anyway as they angled onto his driveway and up to his porch. Ava was somehow aware of how he perceived her, so that really sucked for him. On top of her other qualities, the Princess was also unbelievably astute and by far the most perceptive person he had ever met. Scarily so, really. 
 
    The Knight walked inside his house and held the screen door open for Ava with his left hand as he scanned the living room and kitchen one last time, making sure everything was as clean and organized as it could be. With only ten minutes’ notice from Carmen, he had frantically tried to make the house as presentable as it could be in such a short time. It looked alright, just small and a little worn. Kelso worried that the humbleness of his abode would be a real turnoff for Ava, but it was what it was and could not be altered. 
 
    Charlie sat by the fireplace, completely still and focused on the Princess as she followed Kelso in. The dog did not approach, nor did he run. Was he hoping that if he didn’t move at all, Ava wouldn’t notice the big, smelly eighty-pound beast? Unfortunately for Charlie, he was hard to miss because he was currently hogging up all the heat from the small fire burning merrily in the hearth. If invisibility was his plan, it was a vain effort. The Princess instantly stopped and inspected him while the screen door eased shut behind her. 
 
    To Kelso’s eyes, it even seemed like her Dark took some interest in the dog too. The small random wisps that she could not fully dismiss took on a slower and almost thoughtful-looking undulation as Ava stared unblinking at Charlie. The Knight could almost feel his poor dog withering under her intense contemplation and worried she might give Charlie a complex. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your dog?” Ava asked suddenly, still inspecting Charlie critically. 
 
    “Huh? Nothing.” Kelso glanced over at his big sad boy and saw that Charlie was just being Charlie. “Why?” 
 
    “His tongue’s out.” She pointed directly at Charlie’s offending appendage as she said this. Charlie’s tongue was indeed out an inch or two from the right side of his mouth, but his jaw was closed, so it wasn’t like he was panting. He looked ridiculous. 
 
    “Oh, that? It’s tongue-out Tuesday,” Kelso said and went over to give him a pet. 
 
    “What? What does ‘tongue-out Tuesday’ even mean? Also, it’s Friday.” Ava was still watching the dog with fascination, even as she contradicted him. 
 
    “Well, it’s Tuesday somewhere. The world’s a big place, you know,” Kelso said defensively as he knelt by his boy and scratched his ear. 
 
    “Yes, I am certainly aware that the world is a big place, Kelso. Thank you. But… hmm… I can safely say that nowhere on this planet is currently experiencing a Tuesday. Time zones don’t span three or four days. You knew that, right?” Ava said this to him with careful enunciation and exaggerated care; just like an adult might use when explaining something quite simple to a young and slightly dense child. 
 
    The Princess was such a buzzkill. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, bud. She’s just being mean,” Kelso stage whispered to his dog, blocking her view of Charlie momentarily while quickly pushing Charlie’s tongue back into his mouth. Why give her the satisfaction of seeing Charlie in all his glory if she was just going to nitpick? If the Princess couldn’t appreciate tongue out Tuesday, it was her loss, not his. 
 
    “You’re actually a very silly man with a very strange dog. The more time I spend with you, the more I realize this. Did you really think that pushing your dog’s tongue back into his mouth when I couldn’t see you do it would cause me to forget that it was out in the first place?” She shook her head in bewildered disapproval. “So, is there something wrong with him or not?” 
 
    “Of course not,” the Knight enthused as he hugged the Bulldog and gave him a quick smacker on his nose, followed by a boop for good measure. “He’s a good boy with a big heart and a mind like a steel trap. He’s a handsome lad too, as you can plainly see, and quite distinguished looking.” 
 
    “Ok, Kelso, everything you just said was a lie. I see that you love your dog, but just look at him! He’s not handsome in any way, shape, or form. In fact, he’s quite homely. Also, it’s unlikely that anything could ever be described as being distinguished when they have their tongue hanging out of their face. And he smells.” 
 
    Kelso glanced back down at Charlie and noticed with dismay that Charlie’s tongue had snuck back out while they were talking, this time in the front instead of on the side. It made him look even worse than before. 
 
    “Don’t hate him 'cause he’s beautiful,” Kelso advised, looking Ava up and down, “Jealousy doesn’t suit you at all.” 
 
    “Jealousy? I have never been jealous of anything in my whole life! In case you hadn’t noticed, which really wouldn’t surprise me at this point, I am quite good-looking. See?” Ava held her arms out and spun lithely in a circle for his benefit. Kelso thought his eyes might fall out of his head, but he kept his expression bland with effort. God, she was stunning, though! To say she was merely “good-looking” or even just “beautiful” was an insult. 
 
    “Charlie’s a big man with big plans and big needs. He’s got big feelings too, so if you can’t be nice to him… well, you know what they say.” Kelso hugged Charlie again, and for his part, Charlie took the affection stoically, eyes still locked on Ava. 
 
    “No, what do they say?” Ava stopped her mini fashion show for a second to focus on the Knight’s answer. 
 
    “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all,” Kelso quoted. “Didn’t your parents ever teach you that?” 
 
    “No. Between all the gentle lessons in combat, magic, subterfuge, and interrogation, I must have missed that particular piece of folksy wisdom. I don’t recall hearing that during the physical and mental tests either. Tests being the operative word for punishment and hardship very close to torture. To be fair, though, I have only seen my parents maybe a hundred times in my entire life and talked with them even less. Maybe they just didn’t have time to impart those types of timeless catechisms to me.”  
 
    What she left unsaid was that the last time they “talked,” she was busy getting banished and threatened with death from their end, with Ava telling them to “bring it on” from her end. Details. 
 
    Kelso’s mouth opened in shock at her casual words. 
 
    “Ahh, Kelso. My family is evil… with a capital E. I mean it. My parents only had me to even up their stupid blood line, not because they wanted me for any other reason. I was literally given to a nursemaid right after my birth and was always surrounded by handlers and guards while growing up. I didn’t even meet my parents until I was old enough to curtsy and show them proper respect.” 
 
    If the Knight knew exactly how deviant, decadent, and brutal her family was, he would probably ask her to leave right then and there—just in case crazy was catching. She made light of it, but Ava knew she was very fortunate to be alive. Sometimes she didn’t even know how she came out on the other side of her upbringing sane and in one piece. Growing up, her mind-reading gift had saved her many times from fates too horrible to contemplate. But just being surrounded by such filth day in and day out had almost taken her out anyways. The shockingly evil desires some of her own family harbored for her were soul-deadening in and of itself. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kelso looked stricken by her words beyond what could reasonably be expected. “I’m sorry, Ava, I was just jesting. I didn’t mean to dredge up your past in such a way. I really suck at joking, apparently. Please forgive me.” 
 
    The apology seemed a little overdone. It made no sense until Ava read his thoughts and saw that it wasn’t her words that had rattled him. The Knight was dismayed by how her face had looked while saying them. The casually painted picture of her harsh upbringing hadn’t spooked him, but her haunted eyes had. Oh, the things she could tell him about her parents, about her siblings, about the Dark Court. He would have a hard time going to sleep again. Ever. 
 
    Ava shook herself out of the past and smiled. “No worries. It’s all water under the bridge and doesn’t bother me much anymore.” It was a lie, and they both knew it, but both also wanted to move on. 
 
    “Fair enough. Anyways, just please be careful with what you say around Charlie, is all. I don’t want his feelings to get hurt.” Kelso patted Charlie one last time and stood up. 
 
    “Oh, right, because he understands English, yes?” Ava crossed into the Knight’s living room as she spoke, with her hand out to Charlie. 
 
    “Of course he does; he’s an English Bulldog.” Kelso winced slightly at the withering glare she threw at him over his bad pun. “He’s a good boy, and my friend, Ava.” His voice hitched a bit at the end. She knew what he really wanted to say to her was, “He’s my only friend, and only family too,” but he didn’t want to lay out his “pitiful” life for her immediate judgment quite yet. The Knight honestly believed he deserved less than what he had, even though it wasn’t much to most people.  
 
    Ava stopped and reoriented herself. The Princess felt her heart ache a little in sympathy for him at his thoughts. She stood just a few feet away from Charlie, blinking her eyes rapidly a few times—almost like she had teared up. She hadn’t, though, had she? 
 
    Finally, she smiled and knelt down to Charlie’s level. “You know, his looks are growing on me a little bit,” she murmured. “I guess he is kind of dapper in his—bowtie collar?—and all.” 
 
    Charlie’s paws reflectively twitched at her tone and posture, ears lowering shyly. Hope bloomed in his eyes at the thought of making a new friend. 
 
    *** 
 
    Charlie snored loudly, huge head resting comfortably on Ava’s lap as she sipped red wine procured from Kelso’s small stash. The Princess had taken off her socks and boots and sat down on the floor near his small fire, and Charlie had immediately made his move, much to Kelso’s chagrin. Ava had her cute little feet stretched out to the warmth and seemed quite comfortable and content to just sit and watch the fire. Her pink-painted toenails, coupled with the three toe rings she sported (one on the left foot, two on the right), made her feet look exotic and sexy. Before he could get carried away, though, he reminded himself that those same “cute little feet” had pinned killer clown boy to the ground last night with ease. They had also slowly pressed the life out of clowny with no apparent effort or strain on her part. In fact, she had been more engrossed in her banter with Kelso than in slowly killing the thing under her foot—which was kind of intimidating. Ok, a lot intimidating. He was so out of his depth. 
 
    On top of those already uncomfortable images from last night, Kelso was worried. He couldn’t help but notice that Charlie was drooling lightly on her obscenely expensive jeans in between his thunderous snores. The dog’s tongue was out again, of course, so he really wasn’t putting his best paw forward with her at all. The Knight winced as his Bulldog let out yet another fart too. 
 
    God, he wanted to crawl under a rock and hide. 
 
    Ava smiled mysteriously as she watched the fire while absently stroking Charlie’s ears. She didn’t seem to care that Charlie was slowly doing his best to make the air unbreathable and hadn’t even complained again about his smell. All in all, the Knight thought she was a real trooper. 
 
    At Kelso’s urging, Ava had even booped Charlie’s nose. Kelso swore up and down that Charlie’s big old nose was a stress reliever and “a little boop here and there never hurt no one.” He could tell the Princess hadn’t believed him at all, and she just did it to humor the Knight. He noticed that her eyes widened a fraction in pleasure, however, when she lightly touched her finger to the snoring beast’s nose. 
 
    Ava had since done it again a few times as they talked, without conscious thought, apparently. Charlie was oblivious to it, deep asleep and in literal doggy heaven as his ears were lightly pulled and caressed by his new bestie while sleeping by the fire. 
 
    Kelso was working on his third beer, but he was in no danger of getting drunk and saying something that would embarrass him later. It was almost impossible for any combatant on either side of the Struggle to be inebriated, so they were drinking just to enjoy the taste and for the companionship. 
 
    No, if he put his foot in his mouth, it would be because he was rusty at making small talk. He also had no real interest in being interesting, and he was in such awe of Ava that it was hard to think straight in any case. Overall, whatever was going on here would probably end up in disaster due to an epic fumble on his part—which might just kill him. Literally. 
 
    On the other hand, they did seem remarkably comfortable with each other. The first few minutes were spent petting and patting Charlie. Kelso then demonstrated how to feed his pig of a dog some “snacky poos” without getting fingers all yucky. After that, they had all settled down comfortably in front of the fire and got the small talk out of the way—lame and embarrassing from his end, poised and interesting from hers. Afterward, they lapsed into a mellow silence, broken only by the soft hiss of the fire and the occasional pop as the wood was slowly consumed. 
 
    Kelso was finally relaxed yet found he couldn’t totally enjoy himself because he was distracted by a bunch of important questions—vital really—that thundered around in his head. What pretext could he use to start quizzing her? He didn’t want to be rude, but he really wanted to know what happened after she knocked him off the building. 
 
    “So, you’re probably wondering what happened after I knocked you off the building,” Ava said, making him look up in shock. “Amazing gift, by the way, that teleport—although I wasn’t sure you had actually pulled it off until you sat up.” She shook her thick hair at the memory for a second. “How did you know it would work?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I never tried to use it like that before, but I thought it could be done.” What he didn’t tell her was that he almost used the excuse of the fall to exit stage left permanently. 
 
    “I see.” Ava’s voice was neutral, but her brow furrowed as if something had just occurred to her that she didn’t much care for. 
 
    “Did you know Carmen was going to be an Awakened? Is that why you were there?” 
 
    “No, I was tracking the Ghoul. Carmen being there was a surprise. Your being there was too, even though you must have thought we were going to duel. Why did you go up?” Ava traced the contours of Charlie’s face as she spoke; real curiosity in her voice. 
 
    Because I didn’t care if I died. My death is overdue anyways and owed to my family. I thought you were the most interesting and beautiful way to make good on my debts, is what he thought, but all he said was, “I had to rescue Carmen, and she went to the roof, so I followed. You came up early, you know. Maybe I would have just taken Carmen and left.” 
 
    Kelso was lying, though, because he wouldn’t have left. 
 
    Ava stopped petting Charlie and looked back over her shoulder at Kelso with a disapproving expression. “So, tell me… if I had not been early to our date and you had rescued Carmen before I got there, would you have left with her? Would you have done the smart thing and retired from the field?” The Princess’s eyes were boring holes into the Knight’s head, but he felt she already knew the answer. She just wanted to hear him say it out loud. 
 
    “No,” he said softly, “but I would have moved Carmen off that roof.” 
 
    She nodded, lips pursed. “And if she had awakened to the Dark under your care, what then?” 
 
    It was both a cheap shot and a cheap question. Ava wasn’t done, though; she seemed frustrated and angry at him. “Is your adherence to outdated principles of honor and the precepts of our Conflict a strait jacket, or do you have free will?” 
 
    “What do you think, Princess?” he snapped. “Do I seem like the type that would slaughter a teenage girl just because she was awakening to the other side?” It was his turn to be angry, cold iron in his glare. “Carmen is still innocent, and hopefully she will grow up to be a good person even if she is of the Dark. You seem to be.” 
 
    Ava’s face had flushed red with embarrassment, and he guessed that she had let her emotions guide her tongue a bit. At his words, however, she shook her head slightly. “You might be wrong there, Kelso. Am I a good person? I think so, and I’m glad that you think so as well. But by the standards by which many would judge me, I am quite evil. I can be cruel, even, to those I believe deserve it.” 
 
    “Like the thing last night?” Kelso asked, eyes still pinning her in place. 
 
    “Yes, the Ghoul was tainted and had to be put down. There are certain… criteria… that are of interest to me when I decide whether to strike. That Ghoul deserved what he got—and more, honestly.” Ava’s face seemed a little vulnerable as she spoke, almost like she was afraid of what he might think of her. 
 
    “So, you kill evil when you have an opportunity or are confronted by it. Is that what you’re saying? Like a vigilante or something?” 
 
    “Yes. I track down those most deserving to die, and my punishments can be very… harsh. And they are always fatal.” Ava lifted her head in defiance as she spoke, but he noticed a slight trembling as she awaited his judgment. “Predators are my prey, Kelso, and when I catch them, I am very careful to give them back the same consideration they gave to those they hurt.” 
 
    Kelso could tell she was leaving a lot unsaid, but did it matter? Glaring questions presented themselves. Like, how did she find the monsters in the first place? He also didn’t understand how she saw herself in the Struggle; what side was she on? Or was she on a side at all? Again, though, did it matter? Did the ends justify the means in her case? He thought it did. And he was sure about his conclusions regarding what she did and why—and especially to whom. 
 
    “Good. To hell with’em.” 
 
    Ava made a face. “Language, Sir Knight, language.” 
 
    “Really?” Kelso was confused. “My… language?” 
 
    Ava laughed. “You’re so easy to throw off balance! This is going to be so much fun!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Spider was incensed. All her careful and calming torture had been blown away in an instant when she picked up the tiny would-be Fury’s phone. It had been a simple matter to wring the password out of Carmen’s dying mother. Jesslyn knew she would probably have it, and she did. Typical. Wanting to protect her child from the monsters of the world—what a joke. 
 
    Initially, Jesslyn meant to while away a little time playing whatever games Carmen had installed. She was quite good at several of the more popular ones. What she really enjoyed was coming across a game she hadn’t played before. It was a common practice for her to play games on her victim’s phones or to look through their pictures. Sometimes she might listen to their messages or read their texts, just depending on how she felt at the time. Jesslyn often did this even while the broken and dying things that had once been men, women, or children still breathed. The Spider enjoyed letting them see her rummaging through their secret lives even as their true lives drained away. 
 
    Unfortunately, the first thing that popped up on Carmen’s phone was the text conversation with the dashing Knight. That was ok, Jesslyn guessed, although it was a little weird for a teenage girl of the Dark to be texting a late 30s or early 40s Knight of the Light—Carmen’s mother would not have approved. Maybe there was a scandal to be had! If so, Jesslyn’s mind was briefly dazzled with ideas about how she could use Carmen to cause the Knight even more anguish. 
 
    Those pleasant thoughts quickly burned away in white-hot rage when Jesslyn realized her whelp-bitch of a youngest sister apparently had the hots for the Knight too! What were the odds? So, now the Knight was swaddled in those formidable wards and in the company of her deadly baby sister. How was that fair? Her plans for tonight were ruined! 
 
    In her anger, she almost killed the little brat lying at her feet. Only the visions of what the Spider could do to Carmen later, the pain she would elicit, stayed her hand. The Spider was also curious about how brutally she could torture a burgeoning Fury without her checking out. Jesslyn was also mildly intrigued to find out if Carmen’s screams would most sound like her mother’s or her father’s. 
 
    You never knew with these things. You would think that a girl’s squeals of agony would most likely sound like her mom, but over the years Jesslyn had found that this was not necessarily the case. She wondered how Carmen would sound, but she was still unconscious. Pity. 
 
    Well, now what? Somebody needed to pay for Jesslyn’s disappointment tonight, and the Spider was rarely ever this disappointed. Who was available to ease her back to center? 
 
    Ah, yes. Her Furies. She had meant to dispatch them after they led her to Ava, but now she knew right where Ava was, didn’t she? Jesslyn even had Ava’s number in Carmen’s phone, so it would be a simple matter to track that phone now too. When looked at from that angle, her Furies were very expendable now, weren’t they? 
 
    After she took a quick detour to put down her Furies in brutal fashion, Jesslyn would have the Dark initiate a trace on Ava’s phone. Jesslyn was going to tear Carmen to pieces too, of course, just as soon as she woke up—so that was something else to look forward to. Carmen had some sort of a bond with the Knight, and it would have been fun to use her against him, but she couldn’t wait to end the girl. Jesslyn was not one to hold out for delayed gratification. 
 
    The Spider tenuously felt for the very slight threads that still bound her Spear to her. The reverberations seemed to come back from the direction of the airport and her plane. Jesslyn laughed, and her mood started to improve. Her Furies thought to wait for her to return to the one place she would have to come back to eventually and ambush her. 
 
    Ambush her? The Spider? 
 
    Jesslyn would show them what a true ambush was. Quickly, she hoisted the still unconscious Childe over her shoulder. With one last approving glance at the mess she had made, Jesslyn exited the house, closing the front door behind her considerately. Walking quickly to her car, she threw Carmen into the backseat hard enough to elicit a small groan from the tiny waif. 
 
    “Oops, sorry!” she sang in a mocking voice and walked around to the driver’s side door, pocketing Carmen’s phone as she did so.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Kelso wasn’t sure if he deserved to be relaxed, much less happy, but in Ava’s presence he was at ease in ways he couldn’t quite describe. Even though she loved to pick on him, Ava was a balm for the ugly, festering wounds that plagued Kelso. He had scars on the outside, sure, but most of his scars were on the inside. Invisible to all but grievous, nonetheless. So many scars, in fact, that Kelso believed he was damaged permanently. Ava helped him feel almost normal again, though. 
 
    Almost human. 
 
    This scared Kelso. If he could feel again, he could be hurt again. As he studied her features in the firelight, he hoped he wouldn’t blow it with the Princess, but he had a history of doing just that. 
 
    Ava was quiet, eyes deep in thought as she watched the fire. Her glass was empty, and as he noticed this, she held it up imperiously for him, not even looking his way. 
 
    “More wine, peasant,” she commanded playfully. 
 
    Kelso shook his head in mock disgust at her rudeness but heaved himself from his chair to take her glass. The Knight had been sitting in one of two brown leather monstrosities in his postage-stamp-sized living room. In the kitchen, he saw the bottle was dry, and he wasn’t sure he had anymore. Turning to search, he almost hit Ava in the head with the wine glass. 
 
    In utter silence and eerie quickness, she must have somehow lifted Charlie’s still-snoring head off her lap, got up from the floor, and followed Kelso as he made his way into the kitchen. Kelso’s senses were superior to that of any normal human, but he had not detected a single whisper of sound in her stealthy pursuit. 
 
    She moved like a ghost, and her utter competence impressed Kelso deeply. Just like her gliding and graceful waltz across the snow earlier, Ava’s effortless displays of ability were hard to get used to. 
 
    Ava rolled her eyes suddenly, and he realized she probably thought he was an idiot, standing half-turned with the wine glass mere inches from her face and mouth open like a fish. He was probably a few seconds away from drooling. 
 
    The first thing he did was close his mouth, and the second was to turn fully to look down at her. Ava was in her bare feet still; she was even shorter than he had originally believed. He was still in his cowboy boots, so the height difference between them was amusing. Kelso was literally looking down at her, chin almost to breastbone. For her part, Ava looked directly up at him, the back of her head almost between her shoulder blades. They still had a few inches of open air between them, even so. 
 
    “How tall are you?” he asked suddenly, a wolfish smile spreading across his face. 
 
    “Tall enough,” she responded immediately, right eyebrow raising in challenge. 
 
    “How tall is tall enough?” 
 
    She sighed. “Five feet, thank you very much.” 
 
    “You sure you’re not sneaking in an inch or two?” His smile in full bloom now. 
 
    “Wow. Rude much?” She sniffed. “I might be a little ‘vertically challenged,’ but you keep pounding those beers, and you’re going to be ‘horizontally challenged’ soon enough.” She raised her fingers in air quotation marks where appropriate to make the words really bite. 
 
    His smile vanished with some effort; he was actually having a really good time. “Hey, now. That’s uncalled for, Princess.” 
 
    “Good thing you don’t ride a horse into combat,” she mused, apparently without listening to him. “You would kill the poor beast.” Ava eyed him critically. “What’s that saying again? The twelve-pack that broke the horse’s back?” 
 
    “No. ‘The straw that broke the camel’s back’ is the saying you’re looking for… even though that’s wrong too.” Kelso said sourly. 
 
    “Whatever. Truth hurts.” She casually waved him away as she broke their stare and exaggeratedly looked around his tiny kitchen. Squinting her eyes as if searching far distances for more wine, she hammed it up by raising her right hand to her brow like she needed to concentrate on scouring those horizons. 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, ok. We’re probably out.” 
 
    “Ahh,” she said with zero surprise. “Well, then, we must forage.” She continued to turn as she talked, really getting into the role of an explorer. After completing a full turn, she ended up face-to-face with him again. “I can report with confidence that there is no more wine for miles and miles,” she said grimly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. There’s a corner store we could—” 
 
    “Nope,” she interrupted. “I want you to take me out.” 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    “Where do you normally go?” 
 
    “I don’t. Not for a long time, at least.” Kelso used to go to a little hole-in-the-wall country bar, but it had been over a year since the last time. 
 
    “Isn’t there a little country bar around here? I thought I recently heard about one,” she said pointedly. “And you are wearing cowboy boots. Let’s go out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Gee, ask me who and when, and you’ve got all your bases covered, Kelso. Is that private investigator 101? Always start with the five W’s? Anyways, why don’t you want to go out? Is there something wrong? You don’t want to be seen with me?” She was joking, but there was an undercurrent of real curiosity in her voice. 
 
    “Are you kidding? You’re gorgeous, and anyone would be honored to be with you. You’re very nice to be around too, and I like that even more.” He spoke without thinking and regretted it instantly. Fear crept back into his head because any rejection would just kill him. He felt like he was on a high wire in a gale when he was with her—breathtaking, exciting, but a fall would be the end of him. 
 
    Ava’s calm smile acted like a balm for his fears. “Alright, your taste is obviously impeccable, so you’re not a total lost cause. I can work with this. Let’s go, you drive. I am just dying to ride in your Jeep!” 
 
    “Well, if you like my Jeep, how can I deny you anything?” Kelso’s already amazingly high opinion of her went up a few notches. “Why do you want to go out so badly, though?” 
 
    Ava hesitated. “I’ve never been out on a date. A real date, I mean. Like, ever.” 
 
    He was dumbfounded. Wasn’t she hundreds of years old? To look like her (and to also possess her power, station, wit, and charm) and not have had a whole parade of past relationships seemed unlikely—and sad, because if she couldn’t find a partner, no one could. Period. 
 
    Ava sighed. “We can get into my lack of a love life later. I also need to instruct you, I think. You just might be about the most ill-informed combatant on either side of the Struggle, and your ignorance is going to get you killed.” 
 
    Kelso opened his mouth to disagree but realized she was probably right. He really didn’t know much about the Conflict, who the participants were, and when this whole war even started. Kelso blinked as he thought this because he had just provided a who and a when. How embarrassing. Thankfully, Ava would never know. 
 
    Ava shook her head and went to get her boots. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jae and Chandra had finished their once-over of Dr. Scott's house and locked up on their way out. Nothing of theirs or Ava’s was left in the house, not that they carried much with them. They were not worried about prints or DNA or the like either—the Dark was a jealous mistress to all of them, and nothing would remain once they had departed. 
 
    Both Furies were on edge, though, even so. 
 
    They were adrift, sidelined with good reason, but it still chafed them both. Ava had left to meet her Knight, and while both Furies had made it clear that they disapproved, neither had seen fit to interfere for two reasons: The first was that she had told them the truth, and that meant something to them, even though they expected nothing less from Ava once she had given her word. The second reason was because they had been tasked with gathering the Spears, and it was easier to do with her gone. Both of them worked through calls and texts, making arrangements as Furies from all over the world began to mobilize, shift, and retreat to join with other Spears withdrawing to more defensible locations. Already, hundreds of Furies were on their way to Reno—some would be arriving within an hour, and many more within a few hours. 
 
    The large concentration of Spears near Ava, now actively converging on her, was part of the Sisterhood’s plan. The youngest Princess was the one person other than themselves that they wanted to save from the savage Dark. The youngest Prince, still in his teens, was also a possibility for reclamation. The Spear assigned to him was encouraged and impressed by his bearing and temperament, which they felt was like Ava’s. Unfortunately, a final decision had not been made yet, and now it was too late. 
 
    As one, Furies slipped from their posts worldwide like shadows leaving the larger dark. 
 
    By tomorrow night, there would be several hundred of them in Reno and Sparks and the surrounding areas. On Ivey’s word, the Spears had mobilized, and it was likely that many would die tonight as other forces within the Dark realized what was happening and responded. It no longer mattered; the time for hiding was over. If Jesslyn knew the Furies were not to be trusted, then other Royals and factions knew as well. 
 
    It was time to splinter from the Dark once and for all. 
 
    Ivey was at the top of their minds. Jae and Chandra knew where she was and what she planned, but the larger demands of mobilizing the nearest Spears took precedence. Also, Ivey’s shot at the Spider relied on total surprise. If they joined her it was much more likely the trap would be uncovered and avoided entirely. 
 
    They were now done, though, and without discussion, made their way towards the airport. Jae and Chandra would station near the hangar, and when the battle was finally joined they would arrive within a few minutes of its start. Jesslyn was too dangerous, decadent, and brutal to live, and so the Furies would ensure she didn’t much longer. 
 
    The Spider was going to die tonight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava was a mixture of emotions as Kelso opened the door to his Jeep for her and waited as she hopped up and in before closing it behind her. Nice touch that! Chivalry wasn’t dead, it seemed. She thrummed with white-hot happiness over their easy and familiar banter and was really looking forward to a lot more of it tonight. He was a little clueless, sure, but he had potential. Ava could see the possibilities with him opening up before her in brilliant paths that, just days earlier, she could never have imagined for herself. 
 
    Could she, the exiled Princess of the Dark, marked for death and doomed to a short and brutal life, find some measure of peace and comfort before her end? As Ava watched the Knight slide into the seat next to her, she thought maybe she could. With him. 
 
    Kelso was only roughly handsome, but he was striking and intimidating, and she liked that look a lot, apparently. This was a surprise even to herself. What intrigued her most, though, was that his thoughts were pure. When it came to her, Kelso had no agenda or plan other than not to screw it up, which was kind of adorable, really. 
 
    “So, what’s the name of this country bar?” 
 
    “Cadillac Ranch. How did you hear about it again? It’s a really small bar.” Kelso seemed kind of baffled, which was amusing to Ava since she had simply plucked it from his own thoughts a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “Oh, I just picked it up from somewhere, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, don’t expect much. It’s a Friday, so it will be busy, but it’s a little run down, and the clientele can be kind of rough.” He turned to look over his shoulder to back out of the driveway, but Ava caught his eye with hers. 
 
    “Oh? Rougher than the maniacs and monsters that I grew up with in the Dark?” She gave him a sardonic look. 
 
    He paused, a little red in the face. “Right. Yeah, sorry.” She could tell he was worried about something else, and she almost laughed when she read what it was. Ava waited patiently with a guileless expression on her face, wondering how he would broach it, fighting a smile the entire time. 
 
    “Um… look, I used to be a regular there, and I… maybe didn’t have the best reputation back then. So, if someone says something to you, I just want you to know that I’m not like that anymore.” The Knight’s face was carefully neutral as he said this, but Ava could tell he was really worried she might find out about his past escapades. Ok, she could play this up a bit. 
 
    “You mean, like, that you were a player? A womanizer? Something like that? Were you a bad boy, Kelso?” She loved watching his face heat up at her words; he was just like a little kid who’d got caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    “Well… yeah, I guess. Maybe a little bit. I’m not that guy anymore, though, just so you know.” 
 
    “You already said that. I wonder, though… is my honor safe with you? I mean, you’re not a smooth-talking Romeo or anything, right? Should I be worried?” Her lips twisted slightly as she fought a grin, and he blanched. Quickly, she read that Kelso thought her lips were curling up in distaste. The Knight really needed to have a higher opinion of himself, she decided, but before she could say anything, his next words caught her by surprise. 
 
    “You will always be safe with me. Always.” His face was sincere, and his thoughts were true. As he put the Jeep in drive and headed to the bar, he added, “And if you weren’t, you would just kick my butt anyways, right?” 
 
    She laughed out loud. “Clever, Sir Romeo, clever indeed.” 
 
    He shrugged and turned on the defroster. They drove in silence for a minute before she said, “Two questions, Kelso. You ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said a little nervously and glanced over at her. “Shoot.” 
 
    “Ok, my first is about Argenta. Is she listening to us now? Is she in your head?” Is she goading you to kill me? was what she really wanted to know. 
 
    “No. I blocked her out when you arrived, but it won’t be long now until she breaks through. Sorry.” He was telling the truth, every word. 
 
    “Is she here with us?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m wearing her. I don’t have a choice, really. She is always close to me, and much of the time she rides my back—like curses are wont to do.” His voice was bleak, and his mind troubled. Now that he said it, she realized he was sitting a little awkwardly in his seat, like he couldn’t fully rest up against it. 
 
    She wondered what would happen if she reached out and tried to touch Argenta. For some reason, she felt like doing so would be a really bad idea. Amazingly, until he confirmed that Argenta was here, Ava had skipped right over noticing the details that would've tipped her off. Argenta’s power clouded her mind and senses much like her and Kelso could cloud everyone else’s. 
 
    It was disconcerting. 
 
    “Why is she always close to you?” Ava kept her voice interested but was careful not to infuse her question with the gravity she felt about it. 
 
    “Because if I am too far away from her or separated by more than about twenty yards for even a few minutes, I become racked with pain. Argenta told me that if we are apart for long, even a few hours, I will die. Or at least I will wish I were dead; she’s not 100 percent sure herself. She gave me all sorts of helpful suggestions to try and test it out, though.” The Knight’s face was stone as he spoke. 
 
    Ava wanted to snarl in frustration. She had originally planned to help relieve him of the sword by placing it in a footlocker, filling the footlocker with cement, and dropping it in the ocean—if he wanted to get rid of Argenta, that was, and he did. But that plan was shot now. Ava had grossly underestimated the sword’s hold over the Knight. She would not make that mistake again. 
 
    “Ok.” Ava’s mind was examining this new and unwelcome information, but at the moment she couldn’t see her way through it. She needed some time. “Well, that sucks. Next question, I guess.” 
 
    He nodded and stopped at a red light, turning to look at her as they idled. 
 
    “So, Sir Bad Boy… I mentioned earlier that I had not been out on a date before, and my words are true.” She watched his face while reading his thoughts. “I’m not hundreds of years old either, I just said that to throw you off balance last night when we first met. Because… well, you know.” He opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off with a raised finger. “Just wait. The fact is, I’m younger than you are.” His mouth stayed open—in shock now. “You thought I was quite a bit older, though. I could have had—maybe even should have had—a whole parade of past lovers and boyfriends, or girlfriends, or whatever. Right?” 
 
    He nodded again, and even though the light turned green, the Jeep stayed put. They were alone anyway. 
 
    “What would you have thought of me if I had been a naughty girl? Maybe much naughtier than you, even. My family is not known for its restraint, which is kind of a major understatement. If I was more like them, what would you think of me?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. “I wouldn’t have an opinion about it. Your past has nothing to do with me.” Kelso met her eyes directly, and his words and thoughts aligned perfectly. 
 
    “Really? Why? Are you just saying that so that I’ll cut you some slack once everyone comes rushing up to us at the bar to warn me away from you?” She smiled mischievously, but Ava was genuinely touched by his response so far. 
 
    “No. I don’t believe anyone should be judged on how many, or what type, of past relationships they had. That’s not fair. At least as long as they weren’t hurting anyone, of course.” He turned and started to drive again. “But I do believe that you can judge someone on what they do after you enter into a relationship with them. Your partner’s actions should change by virtue of you being with them, being a part of their story and decisions. What I mean is that once you’re with them and they’re with you, negative behaviors should have negative consequences. That’s fair game.” 
 
    She was impressed. 
 
    A male with such common sense was not so common—at least according to her Furies. Ava herself had never really looked at it that way, mostly because she never thought she could be in a relationship. When Ava did consider his past in that light, however, it was a little easier not to be so jealous of the young Priestess who’d had her way with the vulnerable Knight a few short months ago. Although, to be fair, Kelso had really needed her companionship at the time. He might not be here at all if this Cass had not seen fit to intervene—so there was that to consider too. 
 
    Ava was still a teensy bit perturbed over it, but no longer enough to rip the head off that blonde little minx… err, Priestess… if they should ever meet face to face. 
 
    What Ava said, though, was, “Fair game, huh? Ooh, be careful there, Sir Player. I would be the worst girlfriend in the world to cheat on or to double cross. Literally. I can be quite forceful in making my displeasure known—as you might imagine. And you won’t get away with any deception, so if you screw up, I’m going to totally know. Trust me on this. You won’t have a prayer of hiding your indiscretions. So, just don’t.” 
 
    Kelso gulped exaggeratedly, and Ava laughed warmly as she read his hopeful thoughts; to him, Ava was the be-all and end-all of women. Already. To be with her, to be around her, would be a dream for the Knight. He was afraid to show it, though—even to admit it to himself. It was hard for Kelso, partly because he couldn’t believe she had any genuine interest in him, but mostly because he truly believed he didn’t deserve any woman’s affection or consideration. Hers least of all. 
 
    The Knight thought so highly of her! Maybe too highly. She wondered what Kelso would think if he knew the monsters she often killed were actually sleepers. Ava had glossed over that important distinction earlier. 
 
    Still, she felt a little out of control with her feelings for the Knight. She wondered if it was as extraordinary as she was making it out to be, though. If sleepers could always prattle on about “love at first sight,” why couldn’t it happen for her? She was human, sort of. Besides, neither one of them would probably live very long, so maybe they should just see where this could go. In a hurry. Just in case. 
 
    And really, if Ava could fall for a hobbled Knight with a cursed sword, crippled by guilt and a death wish, then she certainly deserved to enjoy his company as much as she could—and the sooner the better. His road was probably going to be a tough one. 
 
    It didn’t matter, she was in.  
 
    “Well, I warned you, remember that,” Ava said with a smile as they finally pulled up to the smallish country bar and parked. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where’re all the Cadillacs?” She said as they made their way to the large wooden doors that flanked the entrance. All she saw was beat-up trucks and a row of motorcycles lined up like dominoes in front. She could hear country music from within, laughter, talking, and even the crack of cue balls. 
 
    All in all, she was very excited. 
 
    This truly was the first time she had been out on a date. All her life, predators had wanted to torture, bind, rape, or kill her. Sometimes they wanted to do all of the above. Avoiding them and later stalking them had really put a damper on any idea of a love life. When Ava branched out and started using her gifts to find monsters that had hurt other people too she had gotten very busy indeed. The Princess had not had a lot of time… or appetite… for romance since. Shocker. 
 
    So, finding the Knight, being attracted to him, and now actually being out with him? It was really kind of an unknown desire coming true. Ava hadn’t realized how much she wanted something like this until it fell in her lap. Looking up at his face as they walked towards the door, she revised her previous thoughts. 
 
    Ava hadn’t ever wanted “something like this”; she wanted only this, and only with Kelso. 
 
    The Knight was shaking his head a little as he strove to walk more evenly and smoothly than his left knee allowed. “It’s just a play off the stereotypical Cadillac Cowboys of Texas fame. Once upon a time, it was all the rage to buy Cadillacs and then attach giant horns to their hoods. It was a thing.” He shrugged. “It could also mean a cowboy driving a super large and expensive truck, tricked out and such, but I prefer the first idea a lot more. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a big old Cadillac with massive horns on the hood. It’s kind of epic, really.” 
 
    “Horns from what?” she asked, sort of fascinated in spite of herself, because it sounded… odd. That was really saying something coming from a Princess of the Dark, too. 
 
    “Dragons, of course.” He smirked a little but wiped it off immediately at her quick glare. “I mean, from bulls. You know, steers?” 
 
    Ava frowned up at him and sighed. Men! she thought wryly. They were almost to the door, and she knew Kelso was thinking about holding her hand but wasn’t sure if he should. Well, the Princess could give him a hint, at least. 
 
    Quickly, Ava captured his left hand with her right. It was amazing how pleasant the experience was, and even though her dainty hand was swallowed up by his large, calloused paw, it just felt right. She also enjoyed reading the shocked thrill that ran through him at her forwardness. Ok, so her “hint” was a little aggressive, but in her defense, she knew Kelso was intimidated and just generally clueless too. So, she helped him out a little. 
 
    The Princess consoled herself about pitching him this softball because of the predicament Kelso would soon be in. Ava could tell he hadn’t thought this one out all the way yet. He wanted to hold hands—with her. 
 
    The Knight’s first “Aha!” moment came when he got to the doors and tried to detach his big old mitt from her hand to open them for her. Chivalrous indeed, but Ava was feeling frisky, so she simply didn’t let go. Smiling all the time and looking avidly towards the doors, she glanced up at him innocently. 
 
    Quickly and clumsily, Kelso opened the door with his right hand but then had to scoot her under his right arm with his left in order to get her into the bar. It looked very awkward, which was the plan, of course. 
 
    Ava stepped in before him and gazed around, still holding his hand in hers. Kelso followed as gracefully as he could, which was not saying much. The Princess pretended not to notice his distress and instead acted all wide-eyed and interested in the scene before her, although she was honestly intrigued. 
 
    The bar was larger than it appeared from the outside, with several tables spaced throughout the bar area, a small dance floor to the right, and bathrooms in the back next to the pool table. An old jukebox was set up near the dance floor, and that ancient machine randomly selected songs from its large CD library to play. You could also feed it some quarters and pick out what you wanted. A couple of women in pink cowboy boots, tight skirts, white tops, and matching pink cowboy hats were doing just that as the Princess and the Knight walked in. 
 
    Well, she walked in; Kelso just kind of stumbled in behind her. Ava really wanted to laugh, but she managed to hold it in with effort. Fleetingly, she thought this might make for a great joke: So, a Princess of the Dark drags a Knight of the Light into a bar and… 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to be noticed, which was to be expected. 
 
    Ava was supremely confident in her looks because she had read the reactions of everyone she had ever met. In her whole life, not one person had thought Ava was unattractive. Even accounting for different tastes, Ava constantly knew she was one of the more striking women many people had ever seen or ever would. It had been flattering ten years ago, but it got old rapidly. Well, old and scary. Among the Dark armies, those who admired her looks often also wanted to break and use her because of them. Ava had quickly realized back then that being stunning was no great prize when surrounded by degenerates. 
 
    Reading those types of thoughts day in and day out could really put a check on your vanity. It was times like this, though, where Ava was grateful and content with her quick domination of the room—solely because she hoped Kelso had noticed and was taking notes. 
 
    First one, then two, then five, and then all looked up at her as they were nudged by disbelieving friends, lovers, or spouses. Those that beheld her had the same reaction to one degree or another: slack-jawed amazement and even disbelief at how perfect in form and feature Ava appeared to be. She was so far above… well, anyone, that even pretty women were never jealous of her. It would have been foolish and laughable for them to compare themselves to her because she truly was in a higher stratosphere altogether. 
 
    Ava knew that if the music had been on a record player, this would be the point where there would be a scratch as the record was pulled off the turn table so complete silence could envelop the room. As it was, all conversation ceased within thirty seconds as every single person in the bar was mesmerized. The music played on, though. 
 
    Ava quickly scanned individual thoughts here and there, and all were variations of “Oh my God,” “How?” or “Holy shit!” Yes, a few of them (males and females both) were already in full lust mode—which was to be expected, so not a big deal. Interestingly, many of their thoughts were disrupted by the Knight next to her. How in the world could he steal her thunder? 
 
    Ava looked up at Kelso to see how he could shatter the spell she was effortlessly casting on everyone in the room… and… wow! Every hint of humanity was absent from his face as he stared back at the crowd staring at her. Ava realized that he was doing this to shy away anyone that might say or do something stupid to her—and get themselves hurt. Kelso was intentionally cowing the room to keep that from happening, his intimidating eyes sharp and not quite hostile— but close. The Knight’s angular face seemed to be chiseled from stone as he swept the room with something close to malice, and the hush deepened in his wake. 
 
    The Princess had not realized it before, but Kelso could look quite formidable when he wanted to. Just then, he was every bit the Ebon Knight of legend and myth. Kelso was one of the deadliest people on the planet, should he ever want to be, and right now, he looked like he did. 
 
    He was so hot! 
 
    Just then, Kelso noticed Ava looking up at him and smirked very slightly for her benefit. Oh, he was so going to get himself in trouble! The Princess had to quickly look somewhere else before she gave away just how attractive he was to her, though—she didn’t want his head to swell. 
 
    Except for the music still pumping through the bar, Ava led them through utter silence towards a small corner booth to the left of the dance floor. She walked by the two women in pink, pulling Kelso along behind her, and one of the women almost curtsied to her. Ava smiled. It had been a while since she had allowed herself to be fully seen by those oblivious to her true nature, so it was a nice change. It was made measurably more enjoyable, too, that she hadn’t picked up on any noxious (and possibly fatal) thoughts from among them either. 
 
    Overall, they seemed to be pretty decent folks. 
 
    They sat, still holding hands. This again served to make Kelso look a little clumsy as he tried to slip into his side of the booth, which was highly entertaining for the Princess. The patrons of the bar shook themselves out of their stupor once they sat, and conversations started up again the moment they were fully ensconced in their booth. Of course, everyone was talking about them. Several couldn’t believe that someone like her was with someone like him, but others thought they looked good together. No one was going to bother them, however. Kelso’s stare-down had ensured that. 
 
    Several recognized Kelso, even though it had been over a year since he had last been here, and some were trying to figure out if they should come say hello. A couple of the women watched him with avid interest, wondering why the Knight deserved to be holding hands with someone that no one should deserve. There were a couple of women present that had dated Kelso, too, but they had zero interest in being compared to Ava and would keep their distance. That was a wise move on their part. 
 
    Ava settled back in her seat, pulling Kelso’s long arm out a little as she did so. He could not release her hand if he tried, so he didn’t. The Knight merely looked at her with a put-upon expression on his face. 
 
    “What?” Ava asked, still feigning innocence. 
 
    “As pleasant as it is to hold your hand, I was wondering if I could have mine back for a minute.” 
 
    Ava released him in a huff. “Oh! My apologies! Holding my hand must be quite the chore.” 
 
    To her surprise, once free, Kelso merely adjusted his large hand over hers, lightly cupping it with his. His eyes were very direct. “It’s an honor to hold your hand, and to be with you at all is more than I could ever ask for. But I also felt like I was caught in a bear trap just now, so maybe we could let my blood circulate for a minute? That would be great. Also, I love how you pulled me around for fun. Was it amusing for you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she confirmed with an impish grin and fluffed her hair back with her other hand dramatically. Kelso shook his head in mock disgust and looked around the bar. Everyone had gone back to what they were doing, but they were still the center of attention and would be for as long as they stayed. 
 
    “You certainly know how to make an entrance,” Kelso remarked as his eyes slid back to hers. 
 
    “I could say the same thing about you, Sir Psycho Dude. I think if you had yelled ‘Boo,’ some people might have peed their pants. What was up with the thousand-yard stare you graced everyone with?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I just didn’t want anyone getting any ideas about approaching you or crowding around us. It must get old for you.” 
 
    Ava was touched, but she also knew he was protecting everyone there from her more than he was protecting her from them. She could understand why; the Dark was notoriously dismissive of sleepers, and she was no exception. 
 
    “Well, does your protectiveness extend to us not being able to have a drink? Can we relax a bit and be like normal people for a while?” Even as she said it, Ava was shocked at herself for professing those desires at all—it was a first. 
 
    Kelso hesitated for a moment. The Knight wanted to say that Ava could never ever, in any world, be considered normal, but he kept his mouth shut. She loved that he was thinking it, though. The Knight was constantly knocking it out of the park with her, and the best part of it for Ava was that he didn’t even realize it. 
 
    Almost as if summoned, the bartender stopped by to take their order. She had come out from behind the bar, leaving her companion solo. She was a pretty lady, in the last bloom of her youth, but still attractive. Ava’s mouth twitched into a small grin as she read her thoughts. Her name was Rosie, and yes, she was completely cowed by Ava’s incomparable beauty, but she also had a bit of a crush on Kelso. She had never approached him due to his reputation, though, because she’d seen enough like him in her life to just steer clear.  
 
    The Princess decided that Rosie had common sense, so she turned on the charm, and Rosie left to fetch their drinks in something of a daze a minute later. Kelso, Mr. Dour himself, hadn’t even smiled when Rosie greeted him by name. 
 
    He really needed to learn some manners. 
 
    “Well, we’re here. What do you think?” asked Kelso with some trepidation, obviously afraid she was turned off by his old hangout. She wasn’t. 
 
    “I like it! It’s a cool place, but the songs could use a little variety.” Ava held up her hand and ticked off points with manicured nails as she said, “The themes seem to be ‘My girl ran off, but I still love her,’ ‘I love my truck, but it broke down,’ ‘Beer, beer, beer, I love beer,’ and ‘I love my dog.’ That last is probably right up your alley, though, eh?” 
 
    Kelso’s lips twitched. “Pretty much, yeah. You got something against love? Don’t worry, though, you’re going to hear all about Waylon, Cash, and Jones if you’re lucky. If you’re really lucky, you might even hear a song or ten from those three country luminaries themselves. If you are stupendously lucky, you will be introduced to a new color called John Deere Green. I’ll see what I can do for you. So, relax and prepare to have your mind blown.” 
 
    “No time to relax,” she disagreed. “I need to instruct you in the Conflict because there is so much you don’t understand. And you must understand if you want to survive.” Ava almost winced at her last sentence because she fully expected to read something from him like, I don’t, in response to her admonition about surviving. She was pleasantly surprised that his thoughts only flickered in that direction, though. Kelso was intrigued by what she might tell him and interested in learning more. 
 
    So, she told him. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jesslyn parked over a mile away from the hangar and refreshed her lipstick in the rearview mirror. She was giddy with excitement over visions of the coming carnage. It was her sincere hope that she didn’t have to kill all three outright. She would love to take one prisoner in order to stress test a fully ascended Fury’s capacity to sustain grievous wounds without dying. 
 
    It was not likely that the Spider would get that opportunity, however. Furies were skilled and implacable foes, and if Jesslyn took a Fury, others would absolutely come to rescue that unfortunate soul with all haste. So, either way, she wouldn’t get much time alone with a potential prisoner. 
 
    Oh well, she still had Carmen, and there would be plenty of time with her. 
 
    Speaking of which, Carmen was still out cold, but Jesslyn could see her Dark working feverishly to repair her shattered jaw. For one brand new to the Conflict, it was an impressive display of potential, and that made Jesslyn uneasy. She couldn’t be sure that Carmen wouldn’t awaken and escape while the Spider was dealing with her traitorous former guards.  
 
    Sighing with annoyance, Jesslyn got out and opened the rear door. Roughly, she grabbed the unconscious whelp by her hair and pulled her out none too gently. Carmen never stirred as she was manhandled and thrown into position over Jesslyn’s right shoulder. She would take Carmen with her so she could keep an eye on the girl. The battle shouldn’t take too long. 
 
    The Spider toted Carmen effortlessly in a fireman’s carry as she made her way to the hangar. She was curious to see what trap her stupid Furies had laid for her. She was no more than curious, however, because whatever they had managed to dream up wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    All three of her Furies were living on borrowed time, and their bill was now due.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “The first thing you need to know about the Conflict is that it has been going on, in one form or another, pretty much forever. I don’t believe anyone knows why it started or how it started. I don’t think anyone really cares at this point, either. The Dark attacks the Light; the Light attacks the Dark. It is what it is because that’s how it’s always been.” Ava paused and took a small sip from her wine. 
 
    Kelso merely waited for her to continue, which she liked. Interruptions annoyed her. 
 
    “So, when I say the war had been going on for longer than anyone can remember, that’s saying something. We live a long time. If we don’t get killed, of course. My father has been alive for several hundred years, and I think my mother even longer. He looks like he’s in his late forties or early fifties. My mother looks as young as I am—maybe mid to late twenties.” 
 
    Kelso’s forehead furrowed. “How can your mother look so young if she is older than even your father?” Ava felt that it was a legitimate question, but not one easily answered. 
 
    “She… changes… constantly.” Ava paused and held up a finger to keep Kelso from saying anything more as she gathered her thoughts. “Every so often, she just sheds her old self and becomes something new. When she conceived me, she was Asian, and my father is Caucasian. So, here I am, right? Half and half.” She smiled slightly as she read his sincere appreciation about how well those two halves had wedded together into a whole. She continued, forestalling his next question before he could ask it: “I have many siblings, though, and only one other is like me. The rest are half of whatever my mom felt like being for a while. I guess it’s her gift, or at least part of her gift, but I don’t understand it or how it might benefit her. Maybe she resets the clock every time she changes herself? I don’t know.” 
 
    “What is she now?” Kelso asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said again because she really didn’t. “It doesn’t matter that much because she’s the same person inside regardless of the body she wears.” Ava shivered. “My father, the King, is uber-powerful, ok? Like, his Dark is the black of space; it’s so deep. He’s smart, powerful, and vicious when he needs to be, but he still doesn’t hold a candle to my mother when it comes to the creep-out factor.” 
 
    Kelso seemed confused. “What’s so off about her?” 
 
    “Hate to say it, but I don’t know yet again.” She laughed dryly. “I’m not the only one to realize that there’s something really different about the Queen, either. It’s common knowledge in the Court. Her Dark is insidious, unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It oozes off her, kind of like sludge. She often enslaves sleepers with her Dark in ways that are just horrible. She poisons so many of them that they’re a whole other class of combatants now. We call them Goblins. Imagine an addict with homicidal tendencies and no sense of self-preservation, then pair that with the supernatural gifts they receive from her Dark. Strength, speed, and cunning are all heightened above human normal, and they become completely reliant and subservient to my mom and no one else.” Ava paused for a second, remembering how many she had killed on her flight from the Court—they were happily suicidal and absolutely vicious. 
 
    “She sounds eerie,” Kelso murmured. 
 
    “Oh, there’s even more crazy to go around than that when it comes to the Queen. She never speaks. Ever. Her stare feels almost physical, like she’s pressing you together from the outside in. She doesn’t even blink, so her stare is no joke. My mother even makes the other monsters in the Dark uncomfortable, and she’s the only Royal that has never had Fury accompaniment. They are not slavish enough to her, I guess. Her Goblins follow her around everywhere, though, hoping to get a hit off her Dark. It’s really disturbing.” 
 
    “Ok, she now sounds eerie and intimidating.” And dangerous, she heard him think. 
 
    Ava nodded. “If you’re wondering if she’s dangerous, she is, yet somehow not at the same time. The Queen has never directly killed anyone—that I know of—nor has she shown any of the vicious depravities that are well known to some of my sisters and brothers. Even so, there’s just something about her that will scare the hell out of you, and if you were ever to meet the Queen, you would understand what I’m talking about. Which you won’t, by the way. You will never meet the Queen, and that is not a request.” Ava glared at her Knight grimly for a moment to make her point. 
 
    Kelso nodded absently, his mind turning over everything she had said. “Are all your siblings so bad? They don’t sound like they share much in common with you.” 
 
    “My whole family are all evil as sin to one degree or another—some much worse than others.” She paused. “Well, except for my youngest brother. He’s probably about eighteen now. I don’t know much about him, honestly, but from what I’ve gathered, the Sisterhood thinks he might have some promise. Like everything else in the Dark, though, the longer he’s there the more likely it is for him to go full-on deviant, diabolical, or destructive. Or all three.” Ava felt a little bad talking about him because her youngest brother was still at a point where he could be innocent. She remembered how hard her teens had been within the confines of the Dark Court, and she felt a pang of sympathy for him. 
 
    Ava had seen him but once, from across the great hall of her father’s court. He had seemed lost and intimidated. Scared, but trying not to show it. He was a handsome young man, his skin a rich mocha color that complemented his strong features. She would gladly kill her entire family without mercy—but she would hesitate to strike him down. Ava wanted to read him first to take his measure, and if she thought he could be saved, she would. 
 
    “What is the Sisterhood?” asked the Knight. 
 
    “See! Right there. That question is why we are here tonight.” Ava pointed an accusing finger at Kelso. “You don’t know anything about the Dark and probably even less than me about the Light. You are ignorant. Someone just went over the broad strokes with you but did not dive into the details. It’s a weakness, and it needs to be remedied. Here and now.” She emphasized her last three words with three aggressive jabs at him with her slender finger. 
 
    Kelso raised his hands defensively and made the sign of the cross with his two index fingers as a shield. “Peace. Wow, I hear you.” 
 
    The large Knight looked ridiculous with his finger cross, and she almost smiled. Ava could tell that several other people in the room thought he looked silly too, and speculation was running wild as to why he was warding himself from such a beautiful woman. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she growled. “No funny stuff from you. Class is now in session. Your professor today is Ava Pentran, and she does indeed believe in corporal punishment for students who don’t pay attention. Get me?” 
 
    The stark Knight across from her nodded his head solemnly, which conveyed to Ava that he understood his lack of basic information was a potentially fatal flaw. She was satisfied that he would listen and listen well. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s begin.” She took another sip of wine to moisten her mouth. “There was at one time parity between the Light and Dark, kind of like Yin and Yang. But as the centuries passed, the Dark has become quite dominant over the Light. I think that the current state of the world, the morals of its inhabitants, the breakdown of societies both recognized and unrecognized, and particularly the violence that rocks this planet daily, are symptoms of that imbalance. It was not supposed to be this way if the Dark won, but here we are, and here it is.” Ava paused. “But that is not what we are going to talk about. I don’t care to argue the positives or negatives of either side with you. What I care about is that you know what both sides can do, what armies they can field, and what their similarities and differences are. Understand?” 
 
    Kelso nodded again and even put down his cross for a moment… to take a long pull at his beer. Ava sighed. Men. 
 
    “Now, pop quiz. Tell me what you know about the Light,” Ava said. 
 
    The Knight swallowed his beer before responding: “There are six stations: the Childer, Knights, Paladins, Priests… or Priestesses.” Ava couldn’t avoid the slight tension in her jaw as a vision of Cass came into his mind briefly. “And then there are the Mages, and finally the Arch Mage.” 
 
    Ava said nothing, so the Knight continued: “The Mages and the Arch Mage make up the ruling body of the Light and are called the Council. They are the most powerful combatants in the war, and each class descends from them in power and potential. My station as a Knight is only the second rung in the ladder.” 
 
    Ava lifted her eyebrows at that admission. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No,” he said, and Ava was surprised that he really didn’t care. But when she read that this was because he really didn’t think he deserved to live long anyway, she sighed. If they were going to make a run at… well… whatever this was between them, Ava needed him to desire something other than death. Like her, for example. 
 
    “Ok, well, it doesn’t matter in your case anyway. You’re the Ebon Knight, and there is no one that you wouldn’t have a chance of taking out. Basically, if the Light had an org chart, you would be off to the side with radioactive symbols all around you and a big question mark. Knowing your side, they probably do have an org chart, now that I think of it…” 
 
    Kelso’s face was expressionless. “So, I could be uber status like you, but only if I am willing to draw my sword. Is that right?” 
 
    “That’s correct. Without your sword, you are a bit underpowered versus the other classes in the Conflict.” The Knight just stared at her. She sighed again, “Fine. You’re actually a lot underpowered when it comes to just about any other combatant on either side of this fight. There. Happy?” 
 
    The Knight shrugged. “The truth is the truth.” 
 
    Kelso stiffened suddenly, and at that exact moment, his thoughts turned static in her mind. Great. His sword had woken up. Ava wondered if he would tell her or try and play it off like the sword was still dormant. She wasn’t sure it mattered, but just for the sake of honesty between them, she hoped he might tell her. 
 
    “I will say that your guns were a lot more effective than I thought they would be.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Maybe you can do just fine without that psychopath sword you carry around.” Take that bitch! she thought smugly. 
 
    Kelso’s eyes narrowed slightly, and the static continued. All he said, though, was, “Believe me, that would be so awesome. You have no idea.” Oh, but she did have an idea, didn’t she? Her hopes of him telling her about Argenta dimmed a little, and doubt nibbled at her over his coming deception. Of course, her failure to tell him that she could read his mind was also a deception, wasn’t it? An extremely major one at that. 
 
    “Ok. On to the Dark side. The Dark is also broken up into six classes, along with a couple of fairly recent additions that tilt things even more in our favor. The six classes are—” 
 
    Kelso interrupted her by laying both of his hands on one of hers. “I’m sorry, Ava. This is no longer a conversation between just you and I. Argenta broke through and is now listening to everything you say as well. I think you should know this before continuing. If you continue, that is.” Kelso’s face was expressionless, but his eyes were bright with carefully controlled anger. The static from his head became more pronounced, and Ava surmised that his sword was not pleased he had just come clean. In fact, Ava was fairly certain by the set of his eyes and jaw that Argenta was being extremely rude to him. 
 
    That kind of pissed her off. 
 
    “Tell your bitch of a sword to shut the hell up and let us talk without interruption, or so help me, I will find a way to assist you in ridding yourself of her once and for all.” 
 
    Kelso shook his head slowly. “Not possible, she says, and is daring you to try.” 
 
    Ava thought for a moment. “Ok, then. Listen up, Argenta. Maybe I can’t help him rid himself of your parasitic butt, but I can teach him meditation tricks and clarity of thought techniques to help him block you out more often—and I will certainly do that if you don’t allow him to concentrate. I mean it.” Ava leaned back and folded her arms over her chest, eyes reading him as his internal conversation continued for a moment. 
 
    “She doesn’t believe you, but she says everything you are about to tell me she already knows. She says it won’t help anyways, and I am going to die, and she is going to laugh about it all the harder, and blah blah blah blah blah.” Kelso shook his head wryly. “Looks like she’s going to let you talk without interruption, though, mostly because she likes the idea of me having some false hope and enjoys the thought of you wasting your time.” 
 
    The static that had been coming off him in waves ceased, and she could read him again. Not surprisingly, he was very angry with Argenta, but not because she had threatened him. The Knight was angry because his sword had apparently opined in some detail about how easily her edge would sever Ava’s head from her body. 
 
    Ava was furious, but she tamped it down just in case his sword could pick it up somehow. This whole situation was maddening. Who knew that she had the absolute worst luck in men? The very first person (and almost assuredly last) she had ever had any interest in, and he carried a lot of baggage and had a lot of issues. Let’s see: 
 
    He was a card-carrying member of the opposite team. 
 
    He had a death wish due to some kind of crippling guilt. 
 
    He was actually semi-crippled himself. 
 
    He owned a stinky and slobbering pig that masqueraded as a dog. 
 
    He had a cursed sword strapped to his back 24/7, whose favorite pastime was to kill anything and everything. 
 
    Even better, that same sword hated Ava with a passion and was “all in” for a rumble with her if any chance offered itself. Oh, right. Also, that sword could apparently listen in to anything she said. 
 
    When Ava really thought about it, she was hard-pressed to figure out why she was attracted to Kelso at all. She should have run screaming in the other direction. Her life was complicated and dangerous enough as it was, and adding him into the mix just further jeopardized her. The problem was that looking into his sad, dark eyes unearthed feelings within her that Ava had never known. And really, he was a good guy underneath his grim Knight schtick. Ava knew he was worth her consideration—even without her gift, would she know it. Kelso was somehow right for her; she felt it in the very deepest part of herself. 
 
    The bottom line was that he was a little rough on the outside but golden on the inside. 
 
    Also, to be 100% honest with herself, his dog was kind of cute. Not that she was giving Charlie a pass in the stink department, though; she truthfully had no idea that a living animal of non-supernatural origin could produce such smells. Ava wanted to laugh at her own stupid rationalizing. The short of it was that she just liked Kelso. His many issues could be overlooked if she wanted to, and Ava did, except for his apparent desire to die. And his sword. Ugh. 
 
    The Princess became aware that Kelso was looking at her with eyebrows raised and realized she had been wrestling with her internal dilemmas for close to a minute. Understandably, he was confused by her silence. 
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered. “I was just thinking about something.” Ava shook herself and got back on task. “Well, since your sword has pulled back enough to let you listen and think, let’s continue.” 
 
    Kelso finished his beer in apparent agreement and waited for her to begin again. 
 
    “As I was saying, the Dark is also divided into six classes. We have our own Childer—which are newly awakened just as yours are. Next come the Furies, which you have seen—fierce warrior women, each and every one of them. Then, the Berserkers, who you do not want to meet if you can at all help it. After that comes our Sorcerers, who are basically a counter to your Priests. Finally, there is the Royal Family, of which I am a part. We are called the Royals, which is a catch-all for the children of the King and Queen. Those two make up the last class within the Dark, much like your Arch Mage does for the Light. There is no other type of Royal, although many of the Light believe there is. Understand so far?” She waited for his confirmation, then continued: 
 
    “Six classes on each side. In relative power and strength, the Childer are the weakest, regardless of side. After that is the typical Knight, the Fury, Berserker, Paladin, Priestess, Sorcerer, Mage, Royal, the King and Queen, and finally, the Arch Mage. So, as you can see, the Dark has advantages with their Furies, Sorcerers, and Royals. The Light tends to overperform with its Paladins versus the Berserkers—which is great because I hate Berserkers. Finally, your Arch Mage is significantly more powerful than my mother and father.” 
 
    Ava paused and took a sip from her glass before continuing. “The King and Queen are crazy deadly, as I have already mentioned, but they are apparently nothing when stacked against your Arch Mage. Whoever he is—because no one knows for sure on our side—he is the most powerful combatant in the Conflict, period. The Dark is fortunate indeed that he is only one man because if there were a few more Arch Mages the positions of Dark and Light would be reversed.” 
 
    Kelso sat stone still, listening. Ava read his internal dialogue with something close to exasperation. He was thinking about how stunning she was—literally. He would get caught up in what she was saying, forget for a second about who he was listening to, and upon “seeing” her again, get stunned all over. He was wondering how he could possibly survive being around her, because she was an overwhelming and almost terrifyingly attractive presence to him. 
 
    Ava shook her head and traced the rim of her glass in frustration. The Knight was putting her on a pedestal, and she didn’t know how to take it. She decided to just file it away in her worry corner for now, and she hadn’t even had a worry corner before meeting him. 
 
    She sighed and continued: “The Dark also has a couple of offshoot classes. Kind of outside the org chart also, if you know what I mean. The Goblins I already mentioned. They are normal humans who would never have awakened to either side of the Conflict but are now drugged-out supervillain killers in service to my dear old mom. They have an extremely short lifespan once infected by the Queen’s Dark—maybe a year tops. Enough said about them.” 
 
    The Knight nodded. 
 
    “The last class, or station, or whatever you care to call it, are the Ghouls. They are a recent addition to the armies of the Dark. They are peaceful creatures… who eat the dead. Apparently, the ‘evil’ dead is the only item on their menu.” She watched as shock chased away his stoic expression. He wanted her to repeat what she’d just said and was about it ask her to do so when she continued: “I don’t know what role they play in the larger scheme of things, or why they eat dead people, but by and large they are the absolute safest of the Dark to be around. The Ghouls avoid violence and are most connected to the human world still.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why would such creatures exist? And why would you say they are safe? Cannibalism seems like a big strike against them in the safety department.” Kelso was truly confused but not outraged. He just really wanted to understand. 
 
    “Like most things, most people, the Ghouls have some contradictions. They are not all bad, nor are they all good. I will tell you my opinion if you like?” She waited for his nod. “I think that if you ever had to trust any single faction of the Dark, the Ghouls would be your best bet. They can fight, and fight fiercely if pushed, but that’s just it… you must push them to violence. Their diet is not one they have a choice in either, I think. The Ghouls’ particular interaction with their Dark must come into play somehow.” 
 
    Ava nodded her head slowly but firmly while holding his eyes with her own. “Just trust me on this. I know enough about what makes them tick, what they truly are, to tell you that even a Knight would likely be unmolested in their presence. We all have a little good and evil in us, right? A little heaven and hell? Take the Furies—” 
 
    “You mean the monsters that came after me on the roof?” Kelso interrupted. “You’re going to tell me they have redeeming qualities? Let me guess, they are safe to be around too?” He sounded incredulous. 
 
    Ava laughed. “Kelso, Kelso, Kelso… I would never tell you that the Furies are safe to be around—particularly for you. In fact, I would highly suggest that you stay away from them whenever possible, and if you can’t avoid them, then just try not to piss them off. But also, those monsters, as you call them, are—in large part—the reason I am alive and with you today.” 
 
    “What? Why?” He was surprised and intrigued in equal measure by her admission. Ava mentally flipped a coin. 
 
    “Well…” She hesitated. “Truth be told, I am an exile from the Dark, Kelso.” Ava watched the Knight’s face keenly for his reaction but, to her surprise, there was none. “You suspected, didn’t you?” Ava asked bluntly. 
 
    “I did. I’m not surprised,” Kelso answered levelly. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You kill monsters.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “They probably don’t care for that much, do they? The Dark, I mean.” He wasn’t really asking a question but rather confirming his suspicions. 
 
    “Nope, they really don’t.” She smiled evilly. “I don’t care, though. To hell with’em.” 
 
    “Language, Princess! Language!” The Knight made a big show of clutching at invisible pearls in shock and horror. He looked so ridiculous doing it that Ava threw back her head and laughed, not just over his antics but also with relief at telling him the second biggest secret she had. The biggest by far, of course, was that she could read his mind. Well, everyone’s mind. She guessed that every other secret she had was kind of small potatoes compared to that one. 
 
    “Well, how does it feel to be hanging out with an outlaw? Do I seem more edgy now? I hope I’m more edgy now.” Ava bet she had just scored some major points with the Knight now that he realized she wasn’t technically on the other team anymore. Again, she was surprised. 
 
    “Nah, it doesn’t matter to me. If you being a member of an evil organization had been an issue, I wouldn’t be here now.” He hesitated for a second. “Well, that’s not quite true exactly.” He thought for a moment. “I already knew you weren’t, I guess. Evil, I mean. Deep down I knew. So, no, there are no extra points awarded for your admittedly cool status. You already had them, and I can’t award you the same cool points twice. Sorry.” 
 
    “Dang it,” Ava muttered glumly but then perked up a bit. “Hey, the Ghoul last night said you were an outcast of sorts too. Are we like… fellow desperados, or what?” 
 
    “We are. I am also shunned and hated by my own kind.” The Knight smiled for a moment. “And for the first time since my ascension, I don’t care.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Another round of drinks later, something occurred to Kelso that concerned him greatly. Ava had expected and waited for it. If the Knight had not picked up on the glaring discrepancy within her stories, she would have been disappointed. It was a relief he had. 
 
    It was also a relief to be here with him like this. 
 
    Ava was literally having the best time of her entire life. Right here, right now. The Princess couldn’t remember a time when she had felt more at peace with herself than when she was with him. It was an amazing feeling, and the more time she spent with Kelso, the more time she wanted to spend with Kelso. And they were almost done with the serious stuff too, so she was avidly waiting to get to some more intimate activities shortly thereafter—like later tonight when they got back to his house. 
 
    Ava blushed a little at her naughty self, but only a little. A very little, actually. 
 
    “I’m seriously confused about something,” Kelso said, forcing her attention back to the present. “You said that the Ghouls were basically harmless, but you also said that the thing we fought last night was a Ghoul. That thing was not harmless by any stretch, so how do you reconcile those statements?” Kelso’s eyes were locked on hers, and she noticed for the first time that he had little flecks of hazel in his otherwise very dark-brown eyes. They were beautiful. How had she not noticed before? 
 
    “Well, that’s the last thing I need to tell you about, actually.” Ava had lived with the knowledge of what she was going to tell him for a few years now, and so this was old news to her. She also had other priorities on her mind at the moment, so she wanted to make this part snappy. On the other hand, the Princess tried to remember how difficult it had been for her when she had first discovered there was yet another malevolent force in the world to fight against, so she wasn’t going to cut any corners—for his sake. 
 
     “The Light and Dark aren’t all there is out there, apparently. There is something else. My Furies and I call it the Other. Basically, it’s a virus or an infection or something like that, and it randomly targets individuals in the Conflict. When it does, the person infected is completely changed. They are no longer of the Dark or the Light but are something else entirely—something other than what they once were. Hence, the name.” 
 
    The Knight didn’t say anything for a minute, and Ava let him think it out. “So…,” he started, “I take it that the Ghoul from last night was not a normal Ghoul? He was infected with this Other?” Kelso cleared his throat. “So, you’re saying there’s another power on the battlefield. Whose side is it on?” 
 
    “Yes, that Ghoul was infected, and there is indeed another force in our world. I don’t believe it’s on either side, though. Or maybe it’s on both sides. Or maybe it’s on its own side. The bottom line is that I don’t know, and neither do my Furies. The infections are utterly random as far as we can tell, and both the Dark and the Light can get infected, and—” Ava paused uncomfortably “—the rate of infection and the instances of interference from the Other is increasing.” She took a drink from her glass and set it down quietly. “Exponentially.” 
 
    Silence reigned from the other side of the table, and Ava let him be silent. She was listening to the current song and, wonder of wonders, it really was about John Deere Green. She wasn’t sure what that meant exactly and why it was country, but Kelso had been spot on in his earlier predictions. 
 
    Finally, Kelso asked, “Anything else you want to tell me about the Other? They can be killed at least; we know this from personal experience last night.” 
 
    “True. The infected can be killed, but they can also display incredible powers that defy the more standard gifts among our factions. Did you notice anything particularly weird when it came to the Ghoul last night?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know about Ghouls until tonight, so I wouldn’t know how they should typically act or what they might be capable of.” The Knight thought for a minute, brow furrowed. “But it was accompanied by music. It sounds harmless, but it wasn’t. He tried to ensnare my senses with that music, and he had Carmen under his complete control with it. I managed to resist it, but if I hadn’t, I think I would have died. The music was eerie and… different. There was no discernible rhythm or beat. No words. No real purpose to it, honestly, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really but go on.” Ava was intently reading his thoughts about what had happened in the hopes she might better understand what he meant by seeing his memories of it. She also thought back to the Grave Smith’s story. Innonia had said that when they had rushed Geraud in the crypts, he had beguiled them with music. It was a new and troubling wrinkle in the pattern. 
 
    “It sounded like chaos. When the Ghoul first spoke to me, too, his speech pattern, inflections, cadence—just everything really—was off. And wrong.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you killed it then, Sir Knight. I have killed several, so congratulations on your first. Let’s toast to burying as many of them as we can.” Ava held up her glass with a flourish, but the Knight didn’t move to mimic her with his beer. 
 
    “Wait. I didn’t kill him. You did.” Kelso looked confused and a little alarmed. “I was not marked from last night. See?” Kelso turned over his right arm and displayed his solitary mark for Ava’s examination. The Princess felt a twang of pain and guilt as she gazed upon the soul mark of her previous guardian, Kiasa. It was like Ava was betraying the Fury by sitting here with the one that had ended her life, but Ava consoled herself somewhat with the knowledge that it was war. 
 
    If Kiasa wasn’t riding Kelso’s arm now, he would be riding hers instead. 
 
    All that aside, Ava was concerned. Kelso hadn’t earned the Ghoul’s mark, yet neither had she. It’s not like the building he died on was now marked, so that meant… 
 
    “You’re not marked either, are you?” Kelso’s face looked a little sickly. “Does that mean he didn’t have a soul anymore?” 
 
    Ava could read that this development was very difficult for the Knight to reconcile due to his own—hopefully previous—desire to meet his own death. He had always banked on something in the hereafter. The potential loss of his soul frightened him mightily, but he was striving not to show it. 
 
    The Princess briefly considered lying about it to put him at ease but went with the truth instead. “No, I’m not marked either. That doesn’t mean that the Childe no longer had a soul, though.” Ava wanted to comfort the Knight, but she would do so with the truth. “Look, we are not carrying around the actual souls of those we killed, you know. You did know that, right?” Ava could tell from his face that he didn’t. Oh my God, she thought, No wonder he’s so depressed. 
 
    Kelso was looking down at both of his arms now, the black mark on his right a twin to the white mark on his left. He said nothing. 
 
    “Look, Kelso, the Dark I manifest and the Light you do is not our actual souls.” She leaned forward to catch his eyes with her own. “Think of them as your ego or id, or whatever. They are a physical manifestation of who you are deep down, and as you become stronger, the manifestation does too. For lack of a better explanation, as you gain experience, you level up. Understand?” 
 
    Kelso didn’t acknowledge her words, but he also did not look away. 
 
    “That is why your armor tends to mold to how you really think about yourself. Deep down, maybe subconsciously, maybe not.” She remembered his falcon armor now, ghostly white in the darkness last night. She had thought then, as she still thought now, that it fit him well. “With practice, you can modify what you manifest, and each side has its own peculiarities in doing so, of course. 
 
    “Anyways, when you understand what your Light really is, what my Dark really is, it follows that when you are killed, then yes, a piece of what you were is marked on the one that bested you. They grow a little stronger from that added manifestation, but that doesn’t mean you’re cast into a great nothingness—or worse yet, doomed to ride around on their arm for a hundred years before your slayer is, in turn, finally slayed. 
 
    “What the lack of a mark means is just about as worrisome, though, for three reasons.” Ava held up her right index finger. “The first is that no mark means no added power, so we are fighting a zero-sum battle now. Even if we win, there is no expectation that your victory will assist with the next fight.” 
 
    Ava extended her middle finger. This action served to make it look bizarrely like she was making the universal peace sign at him, when in reality, what they were talking about was anything but. “The second reason is that even though the lack of a mark does not mean a lack of a soul, it does highly suggest that the Childe we fought last night was a shell. There was nothing left of the man—well, Ghoul—that he once was. He was emptied. That’s scary. But what’s more concerning, then, is who, or what, was talking to you… to us… last night?” 
 
    They were both silent as each looked back at the battle through the lens of the new insight they had gained. Ava dropped her hand and drummed her fingers lightly on the table as she thought. 
 
    “What was your third reason?” Kelso asked suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Ava asked absently as she came back to the here and now. Due to this new reality, every possibility that she could see, every outcome that she could predict, was bleak. It was a little distracting. Which was the understatement of the year, she supposed. 
 
    “You said there were three reasons. What’s the third?” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” The Princess sighed unhappily. “The third reason that this is bad news for all of us—Light, Dark, and even the sleepers—is because my previous encounters with the Other resulted in a mark once I put the host down.” She held up her arms just to be sure, and yes, she could still see the marks harvested from the infected nesting among her more mundane marks. Whether they had previously been Dark or Light, they were still there—although a bit faded and even streaky compared to her other ones. With what she now knew, they seemed… sinister. Were the hosts being siphoned in some way before she ended them? She shivered. 
 
    The Knight instantly understood where she was going. “Which indicates that the Other is getting more dominant, more virulent maybe. Basically, it’s getting stronger.” 
 
    Ava nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly right. I think the Other is getting stronger indeed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Still carrying Carmen easily over her shoulder, the Spider walked right past the youngster standing guard at the hangar entrance. What was her name again? Liv, Liave, something like that. It didn’t matter since she only had about a minute to live whatever her name was. It was too bad Jesslyn didn’t have time to enjoy the young Fury first. She had a nice muscular body and so could probably withstand a lot of pain and trauma. What a waste. 
 
    The young Fury was the sacrifice, she knew. Her previous guardians were very much aware that Jesslyn could not be detected until she struck, but once she did, it took a few seconds to fade away and become undetectable again. A few seconds was all they needed to engage her. Crude plan, but effective. 
 
    This is going to be fun, she thought wickedly. 
 
    Whistling softly, Jesslyn quickly figured out where her other two Furies were hidden. The little Japanese woman was probably the one hidden in the small office—most likely under the desk. How amusing. This meant Odessa was likely on the plane, and the door was sealed. Smart, but also annoying and inconvenient because Jesslyn knew Odessa would kill the pilots the second the young one died. 
 
    It was what the Spider would have done. 
 
    Sighing, Jesslyn pulled out her cell phone and called for another plane to be sent. The apparatus that was the mundane arm of the Dark sprang to life at her call. For one such as she, a plane would be airborne within an hour and arrive a few hours after that. Good enough. 
 
    Jesslyn hung up the phone and inspected the door to the plane. This was going to be an issue, she realized. Perhaps unknowingly, Odessa had hit on a good way to even up the odds a bit. Only by a tiny bit, but it was something. 
 
    In the end, Jesslyn was forced to weave her web at an angle. Her Dark, woven finely into a single strand about the thickness of a piano wire, was anchored to one side by the wing. The Spider then ran the thin and dangerously sharp strand down to the front strut assembly before anchoring it there as well. Her trap would most likely just maim the Fury as she descended to join the fight, but it was the best Jesslyn could do under the circumstances. 
 
    The office was much easier. The Spider merely attached three strands anchored across the door at knee, waist, and chest height. She wanted to go a little higher so as to take the small Asian woman’s head off at the neck, but Jesslyn couldn’t recall exactly how tall Misima was. She estimated low, just in case. 
 
    It always paid to be cautious when you were about to slaughter your own personal guard. 
 
    The young Fury at the hangar entrance had been granted another minute or two of life because Jesslyn had been momentarily stumped by the airplane door. Now that the web was woven, it was time. The Spider ambled back over to the young Fury while calling her armor to her. At the same time, Jesslyn gathered Dark at the tip of her right index finger. It hung there on her nail as a globular drop. 
 
    Directly in front of her victim, she studied the young one’s face for a few seconds, committing it to memory. Sort of attractive and full of possibilities, the doomed woman’s eyes only had a moment to widen in alarm when Jesslyn unceremoniously dropped Carmen directly at her feet. Viper quick, the Spider punctured the Fury’s neck with her nail, and her Dark entered. Instantly, her venom—her deadly gift—went to work. 
 
    The blood vessels in the young Fury’s eyes exploded, and bloody mucus erupted from her nose almost immediately. The Fury barely managed to gargle out a tortured scream before her lifeless body began its flight down to the hangar floor. 
 
    Let the dance begin, Jesslyn thought with anticipation as she sensed exploding movement from within the office and plane. 
 
    They were coming. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “So, tell me about the ‘man in black,’” Ava asked before the quiet between them could deepen. Kelso looked up at her and got immediately lost in her blue almond-shaped eyes. He just couldn’t get over her. 
 
    “Who?” Now it was the Knight’s turn to be distracted. 
 
    “This song playing right now is going on about the ‘man in black.’ Who is he? He sounds like someone I would like.” Ava’s impish smile was shockingly attractive, particularly when it appeared to him that she was trying very hard to salvage their evening. The information they now had about a common enemy was not good. In fact, it was devastating. That the Princess was trying to move on spoke volumes about how rocked she was, at least to his reckoning. 
 
    Well, he could play along, couldn’t he? 
 
    “You would like him, yes. It’s a song about Johnny Cash, probably the greatest country singer of all time.” 
 
    “So, in between singers singing about their dogs, trucks, and unfaithful spouses, they sing about a singer who used to sing about the same stuff?” She frowned. “You really need to branch out in your musical tastes just a little.” 
 
    “I do listen to other music, you know. I’m not a total shut-in.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It kind of seems like you are.” The Princess appraised him suspiciously, making a big show of looking him up and down as much as she could while sitting. She was unbearably cute. 
 
    “Sit up straight when you’re talking to me. Oh, sorry, you already are.” 
 
    Ava’s face filled with indignant anger, but he could tell she was trying not to laugh. “We’re back to this again? Don’t you ever learn?”  
 
    “I’ll make you a deal. Give country a chance, and I’ll stop it with the short jokes.” He held out his hand. “Shake on it?” 
 
    “How about you stop it with the short jokes before I kneecap you down to my level?” She folded her arms over her breasts as she countered him. Kelso lost his feeble train of thought for a moment at the movement but recovered quickly before she could notice. He hoped. 
 
    She snickered, though. 
 
    “I’ll be your DJ,” he said. “I will only play you the best, Ava. Come on, country is a homegrown art! It’s music from the heartland. Aren’t you patriotic? You’ll love it, I promise.” He smiled winningly at her. 
 
    “I was born in France.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kelso’s smile disappeared. 
 
    “I don’t consider myself French, though. Aren’t we a little beyond nations and states? We are above it all, yes?” 
 
    So that was the accent he had first detected last night and had since mesmerized him constantly. It was really beautiful, but he hadn’t wanted to be rude by asking her about it. Now he knew she was French, which was pretty hot, really. 
 
    Ava laughed suddenly. “Oh, Kelso, what am I going to do with you? You really are a silly man.” She smiled at him affectionately, and he felt his heart speed up at her look. 
 
    He took a chance. 
 
    “The upside to giving me a week to convert you to the great cult of Johnny Cash, John Wayne, and John Deere is that it will actually, you know, take a week. We will need to hang out a lot so I can instruct you properly.” His courage started to fail him as he realized just how far out on a limb he had just climbed. “Um… if you have the time, I mean, like if you’re not busy…” He trailed off and felt his face growing red. 
 
    Ava smiled and took his proffered hand and shook it firmly. “I’m game. Now you’re stuck with me for a week. You fool, I’ve got you right where I want you! Muahaha!” Ava was good at many things, he decided, but evil laughter was not one of them. 
 
    “Was that a squeak I heard at the end of your diabolical cackle?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Didn’t they teach you how to laugh like an insane killer when you were growing up? Seems like something they would do for a Princess of the Dark.” Kelso appraised her playfully. To him, being with her like this, it almost felt like the last year had been just a bad dream. 
 
    “It wasn’t. Wakey wakey, eggs and bakey,” Argenta broke in. 
 
    “You really know how to rain on a parade, you know that?” 
 
    “Stick to what you know.” His sword agreed smugly. 
 
    “Shut up,” he thought to her absently. It was amazing what one could get used to—his bloodthirsty sword’s snarky comments barely registered anymore. Ava was speaking, and he had missed what she had just said. He concentrated on her again. 
 
    “Hello? Earth to Kelso?” Ava was miffed.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry, what did you say again?” 
 
    “I said, ‘Kelso. Do you honestly think the Dark has classes in laughing? Evil or otherwise?’” 
 
    The Knight shrugged. “Anything’s possible.” 
 
    “Not that.” 
 
    “Well, what do they teach you in evil school then? Education these days.” 
 
    Ava shook her head in exasperation. “Have I ever mentioned that I think you are a very strange and silly man?” 
 
    “Variations on a theme, but yes, I think you may have once or twice.” 
 
    “Ok, good. Because you are.” Ava finished her drink in a flourish and set the glass down on the table with finality. She glanced at him a little shyly and looked away. Intuition struck him. 
 
    “Want to get out of here?” he asked. 
 
    “I do.” Ava’s beautiful face flushed a little in embarrassment, but she seemed set on heading out. Her nervousness made him less so, although he was already bolder with her than he had thought he ever could be. Ava was intimidating on so many levels that sometimes it was hard to believe she was real. He was daring to hope he might steal a kiss or two from her tonight, too, impending destruction from a supercharged and strengthening otherworldly source be damned. 
 
    He wanted to “get the girl” in this fairy tale horror show before it all went to hell. 
 
    “Well, let’s go. I’m sure Charlie will be happy to see you again, and it’s about time for his pre-bedtime snack.” Kelso slid out of the bench and held out his hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m fairly certain I heard hearts snapping as we left,” Kelso said as he started up the Jeep. 
 
    It was true. While hearts had not actually broken upon their exit, the despair and regret the sleepers had collectively felt when Ava took Kelso’s hand and walked with him towards the door was palpable. She hadn’t even needed to skim thoughts to know that their leaving was devasting to the many watchers and eavesdroppers who had enjoyed their behavior and banter over the last hour. 
 
    Ava had never, ever had such a wonderful time. The Princess was literally on cloud nine as she waited for him to pull out. She knew what he intended to wrest from her tonight, and it was so sweet, really—he fervently hoped to kiss her goodnight after they played with Charlie a bit and had some coffee. Ava knew how desirable she was, and a goodnight kiss was what he was going to try for? Adorable. 
 
    For her to finally be interested in someone was a miracle. Love was a plot twist she hadn’t seen coming, and to have the object of her interest be so noble in his intentions was gratifying too. His G-rated hopes were both flattering and reassuring. They were also a little timid. Wasn’t he supposed to be a player? She knew his thoughts and regard for her was of the highest order, and she felt smitten by the Knight in turn, but if they had this crazy mutual attraction going on, it was best to act on it without delay, particularly in light of what she now suspected about the Other. 
 
    They, the both of them, did not have a long life expectancy. 
 
    Ava had no experience in these matters, but she was fairly certain she was not going to be satisfied with a kiss alone. Maybe she should give him a little hint about her intentions for the rest of the evening when they got back to his place. A subtle one, like the one she gave him earlier tonight when he wanted to hold her hand. So, subtle as a freight train it was then, she thought impishly. 
 
    The Princess folded her hands primly in her lap so she didn’t fidget with nervousness. Even Ava’s Dark seemed a little off balance, which was kind of amusing when she thought about it. 
 
    “Hey.” Kelso said suddenly, “I meant to ask you something but forgot.” 
 
    “Wow. Just how much more can you get from me tonight, Kelso? Lucky for you that I’m game, though.” Ava smiled guilelessly as she hit him with her little double entendre. Would he notice? 
 
    The Knights face flushed red. Yup, she thought, he got it. 
 
    Kelso coughed. “Yeah, umm… your Furies.” He blurted, then stopped. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “You mentioned earlier that without them, you wouldn’t be here tonight. Do you mean to say that they’re the reason you’re alive?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely.” Ava’s voice was calm and serene. “They have saved my life many times over, and they have protected me without fail. The Sisterhood has hidden me away from the searching eyes of the Dark, and they are the noblest warriors in the Host. They are my friends, my family, my teachers, my students. They are everything to me.” 
 
    Kelso was silent for a moment as he drove. 
 
    “They looked like demons. Literally. Are they…?” he paused, searching for the words. 
 
    “Evil?” Ava supplied helpfully. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to find my bearings when it comes to them.” The Knight looked contrite, and she read it was a tough thing for him to question the guardians of the woman he was falling for. 
 
    Ava’s heart skipped a beat when she picked up that little nugget. Her butterflies had returned, and they seemed to have grown—now they were the size of sparrows. 
 
    Kelso’s thoughts scrambled for a minute, and she could tell that he and the sword were conversing. 
 
    Scratch that. From the tightness around his eyes, she guessed they were arguing. 
 
    It was hard to resign herself to the sword’s constant presence. The Princess was hopeful, excited, maybe even a little scared of what was going on between her and the Knight. It was amazing and unexpected. Tempering that excitement and anticipation was the unwelcome reality of the sword that rode Kelso’s back. That quick blast of static underlined the fact to her—again—that she and Kelso were hardly ever alone. And that really sucked. Ava was nervous enough as it was; she didn’t need to be worrying about his sword too. 
 
    “They’re not evil, but they are brutal. Warfare and fighting is all they know, all they care to know, but they do not slaughter randomly. They do not kill innocents or children, even when in the midst of their deepest frenzies. They are implacable enemies, though, and once they have engaged you, they will never give up until you’re dead. Or they are.” Ava turned to look at him as he drove, noticing he wore a frown as he listened to her. 
 
    “Do not ever provoke them, Kelso. Please. I will find a way to make things work between you and them. Just give me some time. Without them, I am lost, and without you…” She trailed off. 
 
    “I understand,” Kelso said haltingly, stunned at what it appeared she had almost said. “Could it be?” he was wondering, and she so desperately wanted to tell him, Yes. I don’t know how or why, but I am falling for you too. I know that our time is limited, though, so let’s not waste a moment longer. 
 
    She said none of these things out loud, but for the first time in her life she wished that someone could read her mind too. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jae and Chandra immediately felt the loss as Liav died. They were close enough to feel the hole that was once Liav’s consciousness appear even as her body fell two miles away. Jae floored the gas on their vehicle and tore towards the battle. The rage was already overtaking them, and they struggled to hold it together—their combat forms would not fit in the Lexus. 
 
    Both knew Liav’s remaining Spear Sisters were in the blackest fury over her death. What horrors they would become! How fitting and magnificent it would be to punish the Spider for her treachery tonight and for all the misery that she had committed against the world over the last few centuries! The anticipation of dragging her down was intoxicating. 
 
    Before Chandra slipped away entirely, she had the presence of mind to send the prewritten text to Ava, explaining where they were and who they were up against. Now that the Spider was in the open, it was safe to let Ava know where to join them. Even if the Furies all fell to Jesslyn, Ava could avenge them. In a stand-up fight, no one could match the Dark Witch. The nightmare that Ava became in true battle dance was terrifying, even to the Furies. She was a killing whirlwind without mercy or weakness. 
 
    “The Witch comes,” growled Chandra as she dropped the phone from her hand. Already the fingers were elongating, the nails sharpening to razors. 
 
    One way or the other, Jesslyn would die tonight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava could feel waves of nervousness emanating from the Knight as they pulled up to his house. The banter had died out after Ava let slip just how important Kelso was to her already. For his part, Kelso was careening between anticipation, white-hot joy, disbelief, and fear. His thoughts were banging around like a pinball, and the Princess almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    There was also a lot of guilt in his thoughts too, and he was trying to reconcile the joy he felt at being around her to his sincerely held belief that he did not deserve to be happy. Up until last night, Kelso had been treading water and marking time, waiting for the curtain to drop so he could shuffle off and meet his family again. Things had changed so drastically in such a short period that he was having trouble adjusting to the possibilities that Ava presented. 
 
    The Knight kept coming back to how forward he should be, or maybe even how forward he could be. It was no secret that Ava could kick his butt without breaking a sweat if she got offended. That was a very secondary concern to his first worry though—which was that he would turn her off and lose her entirely. This was not an option for Kelso, and more than anything else, he was determined to “get the girl.” Ava really loved reading his thoughts about her. They were so clean and pure compared to just about any other thought she had ever read in her entire life—at least when it came to her. 
 
    Kelso wanted Ava, yes. He lusted after her, too, of course. But above all, he simply craved her company. It was shocking just how much Kelso wanted to be around her, to joke with her, to watch her pet his dog in the firelight, and so many other small things. Ava was truly entranced by his little daydreams of the moments he wished to share with her, and she was resolved that they would do all of it together in real life. And more. 
 
    Kelso meant to start off with greeting his dog, a cup of coffee with her, and another log on the fire. Where it led from there was anyone’s guess, but his ideas were pretty mild, she thought. Ava may have zero experience with what she was slowly resolving to do, but she knew enough to desire to do it with him. With Kelso, with her Knight, and only with him. 
 
    Maybe he needed another hint? Her last one had been pretty bold, but he was still not on the right track. She would help him. Ava resolved to say something elusive and mysterious, like “Do you have an oversized shirt I could borrow?” or “Have you ever given any thought to kissing someone other than your dog?” or even better, “Have you ever wondered what I would look like with my clothes off?” That last one was a winner, she decided, since it was quite subtle and almost prim. 
 
    She opened her mouth to turn his world upside down, but hesitated. Something was wrong. 
 
    Ava’s bond to her Furies told her they were angry. Jae and Chandra were very close to raging, which meant an enemy worthy of their rage was close by. 
 
    She couldn’t feel Ivey either and Ava realized, as she tried to feel for Ivey, that she had been blocked. Which meant but one thing—Ivey had a bead on Jesslyn and was intentionally keeping Ava out of the loop because of it. 
 
    Suddenly, several things fell into place: the kid gloves the Furies had been treating her with in regards to the Knight. Their relative lack of curiosity about what she was doing with him and why. Even their—relief?—when Ava had announced earlier tonight that she was going to see him. Ava had expected a knock-down, drag-out fight over it but had only been on the receiving end of a few disapproving glares and semi-snarky comments. 
 
    Looking back, Ava now believed they had been secretly grateful she was going to be out of their hair for the evening. Only her nervousness and desire to see her Knight had blinded her to what the Furies were up to. 
 
    And what they were up to was going to get them all killed. 
 
    The Princess felt like she had been doused in ice water, but outwardly her face betrayed nothing. The only thing worse than having her Furies in harm’s way was having the Knight there as well. Kelso was so far out of his depth when it came to Jesslyn that he had no hope of surviving the encounter. Additionally, if her Furies were victorious and Kelso was anywhere in their vicinity, they would turn on him as well. 
 
    The Knight could not be allowed to suspect that anything was wrong, or he would insist on coming with her. And if he couldn’t, then he would follow her. And if he couldn’t do that, he would just track her down with his gift. None of those options were acceptable. 
 
    She had to leave, though. Now. 
 
    Wrestling with the need to go, tempered by the need to do so without raising suspicion, was not going to be easy. Already, she battled her Dark for control. It wanted to amp up and burst out of the Jeep, ripping off the door as she went, and be driving the Land Rover five seconds later. 
 
    Her phone buzzed with an incoming text. 
 
    Ava read it. It was worse than she could have imagined, and only colossal will kept her hand steady as she made a show of reading the message. She knew Kelso was watching her from the corner of his eye. Something had tripped the Knight’s senses, and his thoughts had all angled away from the possibilities of tonight to wondering what was going on with her. 
 
    Ava sighed. “Gawd…” she said exaggeratedly. “Really?” The Princess dropped her phone back into her lap and stuck out her lower lip and exhaled sharply, breath ruffling her bangs. She brought the phone back up again as if to reread it and shook her head. 
 
    “Hey, bad news,” she said regretfully, carefully smothering out any hint of the rage and fear she felt from showing in her voice. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, turning the Jeep off. 
 
    “I’m going to have to take a rain check on the coffee. I’m so sorry.” Ava worked to inject her voice with real disappointment—and she was disappointed, but she was murderously angry even more so. She opened the door and stepped out into the chilly night, which seemed to be getting colder by the second. It took every ounce of Ava’s will to keep from running to her vehicle. 
 
    Ava waited while he got out and walked around the front of his Jeep to her. He stood a few feet away, anxious over whether he had done something wrong. The Knight was also getting a little suspicious due to the abrupt change in trajectory that the text had apparently caused. He would give a lot to see what it said. 
 
    Sighing again, like she just couldn’t believe it herself, Ava brought her phone back up to her face and read the message: “Ava. Sorry to interrupt you, but some nosy neighbors have called the police to check on the house. We left with your luggage but where should we go? Please advise.” Ava put the phone down again, struggling not to shatter it in her hand. 
 
    “Your Furies?” he guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, that was from Ivey, who you haven’t seen yet. We were staying off the grid at an abandoned home, but it seems like we have been discovered. I have to leave. But—” she lifted a finger dramatically at him “—may I come right back? Maybe first thing in the morning so as to start your doomed-to-fail country music immersion class?” Ava knew Kelso was crushed, but her immediate request to see him again put him at ease somewhat, and his suspicions, too, were abating. 
 
    “Sure. What time?” Kelso was still disappointed, but the thought of spending the day with her tomorrow was a great tonic for it. 
 
    “Let’s not waste a minute, eh? How about 8 AM?” She smiled and managed not to show her teeth much. 
 
    “That eager, huh? I like it.” 
 
    “No, the only eagerness I have is to get it over with as soon as possible. Don’t get cocky.” 
 
    “Sure. Alright, then, sounds like a plan.” He hesitated. “You sure you don’t want to come in for a minute and say hi to Charlie?” 
 
    “I really would like that, believe me, but I have to go. I’m sorry, but I’ll see you in about—” she checked her phone again, “—ten hours or so. Fair?” 
 
    “Fair. Good night then, Ava.” Kelso was a ball of nerves, watching her avidly for a sign that he might get the kiss he wanted so badly. 
 
    Ava did not want the memory of her first kiss with him to be linked to the fight she was about to enter, but she also didn’t want him to lose confidence in her feelings for him either. 
 
    She started towards the Land Rover, unlocking it with the key fob as she went. Ava could keenly read the disappointment in his thoughts, and even with the severity of what the night held in store for her, Ava decided to at least put him at ease before she left. 
 
    Turning, she gave him a wicked smile. “You should count your lucky stars, Kelso.” 
 
    The Knight was confused. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I have to leave, of course.” She rolled her eyes like he was missing something very obvious. Inside, she was screaming in impatience. 
 
    “How is that lucky?” Kelso’s brow was furrowed in complete bafflement. 
 
    “Oh. I had plans to kiss you to within an inch of your life—” she watched with distant satisfaction as his bafflement disappeared and hope spread across his face “—before we moved on to other more… interesting things.” 
 
    His hope flew away into amazed shock. 
 
    “Get a good night’s sleep. I think tomorrow is going to be exhausting for you.” She winked and left him like that, turning away.  
 
    With a last wave to the mute and thoroughly stunned Knight, she got into the Land Rover and drove away at a steady pace until she was out of sight and hearing. Then she put the pedal to the metal and raced to the airport. Her Dark exploded out of her at last, and her blue eyes glowed with brimming power. Black streaks rolled down her face and from under her eyes; a glance at herself in the rearview mirror confirmed that she was going into full kill mode. 
 
    Good. 
 
    The odometer flashed up as she drove the Range Rover at reckless speeds, much like a meteor streaking through the sky; and even doing more than twice the legal limit was nothing to her heightened senses. Everything around her moved in slow motion, almost like the rest of the world was mired in quicksand. 
 
    Her phone, now riding next to her on the passenger’s seat, was dark, but in her mind’s eye, she reread what the text from Chandra—not Ivey—had really said: 
 
    “The Spider has been revealed. We have lost one of ours to do it. Do not let that sacrifice be in vain! Come join us in this dance. We are at the airport with Ivey and the remaining Spear Sisters of the one we remember as Liav. We request the Witch.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, Ava felt Ivey rage. Into the reddest Dark did Ivey throw herself, as that formidable Fury apparently joined the fray just several miles from where Ava was now. 
 
    Armored in the blackest night, with killing spikes of Fel shadow at her call, the Dark Witch snarled. Her most deadly self, only released in times of desperate need or towering anger, was ascendant. More Dark than Human now, a part of her feared and yearned for the Witch all at once. Rarely did Ava allow herself the total freedom that the Dark offered, but she did so now. 
 
    They wanted the Witch? They would get her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    With no warning, Liav was gone. Odessa had expected her death and had mourned over it since the trap was laid, but she was shocked by how quickly the presence that was Liav disappeared, never to be felt again. 
 
    A second later, she heard Misima crashing through the hangar office windows forty yards away. A second after that, Odessa was raging too. Her legs and arms lengthened at a terrible speed, exploding almost cartoonishly outward a foot or more at each appendage. Even as armor formed around her, Odessa tore the throats out of both Childer she had been playing cards with only a moment before. 
 
    Both marks slammed onto her left arm immediately as she stood, almost seven feet tall now. Odessa had to hunch over slightly as she turned towards the door, eyes black and feral as they searched for the exit. 
 
    Snarling and moving like a wild beast, entrapped for a moment but for not much longer, Odessa threw open the plane door hard enough to tear it halfway off its stout hinges. Dimly, she was satisfied that the plane would not be flying again anytime soon, even if new pilots could be found. 
 
    Odessa stepped out of the plane and into a battle. She saw several things at once, each taking just a microsecond to register: Liav lying on the hangar floor, face and body contorted and swollen, blood and matter leaking out of her ears, nose, and mouth; A teenage girl also lying on the floor a scant pace away from Liav, unconscious. Modest Darkness wove around her desperately, trying to repair her jaw while also deflecting the crushing and supernaturally strong feet of the two combatants fighting directly over her. The girl was a future Fury, and Odessa knew that she would be much better off if she died now than wake up if the Spider was victorious. If it looked like that might happen, Odessa would kill the girl herself. 
 
    Misima. A glorious and beautiful vision of violence and skill, fairly blurred as she struck with her Dark. She had chosen a straight long sword for her right hand and a short staff of dead black for deflection in her left. The small, good-natured Japanese woman was long gone, and in her place raged a slender armored Samurai—sword and staff blurring as she engaged the Spider. 
 
    Jesslyn stood directly over the teen, purposefully stomping on her again and again as she traded blows with Misima. Even as Odessa flew down the stairs, she could tell Misima was trying to turn the Spider, to push her back away from the girl. Jesslyn was holding her ground stubbornly, though, so as to inflict yet more damage on the broken and unconscious waif under her feet. Jesslyn’s actions clearly communicated her contempt and utter disregard for the Furies as a whole, and it enraged Misima even more, which was probably the whole point. 
 
    Snarling her challenge, Odessa charged down the stairs, and into a trap. In the midst of her furious fight with Misima, Jesslyn suddenly shifted her hateful eyes to Odessa for a split second and winked. 
 
    Too late, Odessa felt the cold wire trip her right foot at the point between ankle and toes for just a moment as her left foot made contact with the hangar floor. Her left leg had cleared the wire, but her trailing leg hadn’t. A tug, a sharp pain, and Odessa lost her foot diagonally from its top clean through to her heel. The pain was excruciating. In her current state, it just served to stoke her anger even more, but a part of her realized the wound was fatal. Even if the web of the Spider was not poisoned, the loss of most of her right foot would make her clumsy and slow. 
 
    Odessa would soon be joining Liav. 
 
    Odessa could use that weakness, though, and she would. Provoking the Spider into finishing her off sooner rather than later was her only move now. Dying boldly might allow Misima and Ivey the breathing room they needed to hold out long enough for Chandra and Jae to join. Stopping and balancing on her left foot, no longer capable of charging Jesslyn, Odessa summoned a jagged spear of Dark, nearly a quarter of what she was, and threw it. Even for the Spider, that spear was going to hurt, so Jesslyn had no choice but to twist and leap out of its path. 
 
    Instantly, Misima surged forward, and now the girl was lying a few paces behind the Fury’s feet as she whirled again and yet again at her foe, trying to find a chink in the Spider’s defenses. 
 
    Odessa already felt weaker and knew that a trail of ichor followed in her wake as she hopped and limped to the side of the Spider. Jesslyn was forced to back up yet again and turn in order to keep Odessa in sight. 
 
    “I will be leaving you, my Sister! If you survive, remember me,” Odessa said in a series of snarls, clicks, groans, and whistles. None but they could understand the battle language of their clan, or what was said by Furies in a fight. Long teeth bristling from slavering mouths in warped demonic faces did not make speaking possible. 
 
    “Always and forever, dear one!” Misima grunted as her armor was buffeted by a solid hit from the Spider. Her counterattack merely glanced off the small shield that Jesslyn formed to take the strike, which was then instantly reformed back into a long knife to riposte. “I will be with you soon; she is beyond me. We can still buy time for Ivey and her Spear Sisters, though!” Misima laughed wildly in the Spider’s face as her slender sword shattered on its downward stroke against Jesslyn’s seeking knife. Skipping back away from the blade and bringing her left staff to bear in defense, Misima narrowly escaped getting disemboweled. 
 
    Odessa knew it would take Misima a few seconds to reform her right-hand weapon, and the Spider would certainly bring her down long before she could. The Spider’s mouth turned up into a little grin as she stepped forward to do just that. 
 
    Without conscious thought, Odessa formed a Fel Bow and launched a sizzling arrow of her deepest black at the Spider. It was everything she had left. It could be enough to save Misima for a few seconds longer, and it might even allow their plan to succeed in the end. Ivey was already raging in preparation for springing her trap, and the two other Sisters from Ava’s guard were just a short minute away. 
 
    The arrow flew true. Even though the Spider grew a pauldron at her shoulder to take the hit a split second before the strike, it still penetrated. Jesslyn shrieked in shocked anger and pain as her armor was first pierced and then exploded outward from the point of impact. From the corner of Odessa’s eye, she saw the lid fly up from the large tool bin where Ivey had lain in wait, hoping for just this type of moment. Ivey started to sit up, a Fel Bow of her own already forming… but Odessa knew she would never see it used. 
 
    Even to Odessa’s heightened senses, the Spider just appeared in front of her out of nowhere. A fraction of a second later, the long dagger that had been menacing Misima just a moment ago was rammed through Odessa’s last wisps of Dark and up into her lower jaw, upper palette, and finally into her brain. Dimly, she heard the Dark blade scrape against the inside of her skull as it came to rest. 
 
    The Spider’s right arm hung useless at her side, and Odessa briefly exulted in her triumph as her thoughts scrambled and flickered out. Her last vision in this world was of Jesslyn’s face when she brutally twisted the dagger ninety degrees, still lodged in Odessa’s head. 
 
    It didn’t even hurt. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was one the hardest things she had ever done, to lay still and silent as the battle raged just yards away and her Sisters died. Ivey struggled to keep her senses, to keep her purpose, to keep to the plan. She did so only by using every ounce of her iron will, developed over almost three centuries of practice. 
 
    And Ava. 
 
    The face of Ava… her peerless beauty and exotic features swam in front of Ivey’s eyes and comforted her as Liav went down, Odessa was maimed, and Misima overwhelmed. They were dying for Ava, to protect the one Royal worth protecting. Ava’s life, for all of theirs, was no contest—Ivey would gladly sacrifice her Sisters all over again, and shortly herself, to keep Ava safe. 
 
    Ivey closed her eyes and breathed. The Princess was worth every drop of Fury blood being spilled in the hangar and every drop in Ivey’s veins as well. How could one born of such wicked parents—in a place so corrupt and degenerate—turn out as she had? Ivey had been one of Ava’s guards from the day the Princess was born, and in her almost thirty years of observation, the Fury had never been disappointed with her. 
 
    Ava’s grace under pressure, quiet wit, and empathy for victimized sleepers was a study in contradictions to the other side of her—the killing side. When the Princess let her Dark have free rein, Ava was intimidating beyond measure. Only twice had Ivey ever seen that part of her, the most recent being when Ava made her escape from the Court a few years ago. The young Princess had been a whirlwind of darkness and death, so fast and true in her strikes and so perfect in her ripostes that she seemed invincible. Ava left a trail of dead, dying, and maimed when she cut a swath through the defenders tasked with keeping her from fleeing.  
 
    Her skill and ferocity boggled the mind, and Ivey had never seen the like. What Ivey witnessed that day would stay with her until the day she died. So, she supposed, not much longer then… 
 
    The first time Ivey encountered the other side of Ava was just as memorable but also mysterious. 
 
    When the Princess was but twelve, she somehow escaped both her guards and her quarters undetected. Furies had mobilized en masse to find her. The Sisterhood was terrified about what might happen to the young girl if she was found by others in a far-off corner of the Dark Court and its environs. Far enough away, perhaps, to take advantage of the heart-achingly beautiful girl and cover up their crimes after. 
 
    Even so young, the Furies knew she was special. Gifted in battle, unbeatable in hand-to-hand combat already—but still young, still gullible. They feared for her, and within thirty minutes of discovering her missing, several dozen Spears were quietly and quickly searching for the Princess, ranging out to the peripheries, up to the city, and down to the crypts.  
 
    They were frantic to find her before someone else did. 
 
    Ava’s guards were not yet fully bonded to the young Princess. Her blood and theirs had not been shared, and they had not yet developed the sixth sense that all Furies eventually experienced with their charges. Still, Ivey had felt a tug downwards, and she convinced the other two to go down into the crypts and labyrinths underneath the Court. In forgotten places and in utter dark they had found her, deep below in catacombs long abandoned and sealed. 
 
    Something had happened, and what it was Ivey had never been able to ascertain. She still remembered finding Ava, heart racing with fear and relief to find the beautiful young girl unharmed and alive. Running forward with Kiasa and Chandra, she had intended to scoop up their little charge and comfort her. 
 
    But when Ava turned to look at them, all three Furies stumbled to a stop. 
 
    The power she exuded! It rolled off of her in waves of the blackest night—insidious and cloying. It was terrifying. 
 
    The twelve-year-old girl in front of them was not their precious Ava anymore: she, who was the singular light among the suffocating shadows, had become something else entirely. 
 
    Ava’s toes barely touched the floor; such was the terrible power that bore her aloft. Her electric-blue eyes were darker, not full of malice or hate, but somehow supremely intimidating. Over seven hundred years of battle experience between them, and Ivey knew, without doubt, that should Ava decide to engage the Furies, they would all be swept away in her wake… like writing in the sand before the ocean comes to reclaim it. 
 
    Effortlessly. 
 
    Ava examined them for a moment, seemingly from a faraway place, but slowly drifted down to her feet as her power receded. Behind her, a dark chasm fell to unknowable depths, and what she had been doing in that room on that day was still unknown to all—although the Sisterhood had its suspicions. 
 
    “Ivey?” Ava said then, eyes welling with tears. 
 
    “Oh, my young one,” Ivey had cried, surging forward and sweeping the child up into her arms. 
 
    “You came for me.” Ava was sobbing, a heartbroken little girl now instead of the singular power that had stood before them just moments before. 
 
    “Always, for you. Always,” Ivey promised. Just holding her, Ivey still remembered the thrumming power that emanated from the girl. She was awesomely powerful; her Dark fearless and overwhelming. 
 
    On that day, Ava had earned a new name among the Sisterhood: the Dark Witch. 
 
    *** 
 
    A tear leaked from Ivey’s eye as she remembered her Ava, all in a rush, all in seconds, as she patiently waited for her turn to die. Never in her life could Ivey imagine being prouder of Ava than she was right now. It was an honor to fall in battle for a worthy cause, particularly against a foe that needed to be killed. And Ava was truly worthy of the Furies allegiance, and Jesslyn truly deserved death. 
 
    It was beautiful… and it was time. 
 
    The battle had shifted. Odessa had somehow struck true, and the Spider was wounded. Misima still stood, and there would never be a better time to spring their trap. With the joy of sweet release at last, Ivey let the rage take her as she slammed the metal lid up and out of her way. Summoning her bow, wrapped in shadow, she sat up and immediately drew bead on the Spider as she held Odessa up by a knife in her head. Ivey was sure that Odessa knew her end had bought the strike that was now flying towards the Spider’s back, much as Liav had bought the chance to attack Jesslyn in the first place. They were both heroes, and Ivey desperately hoped that someone would live on to tell their tale. 
 
    It would not be her, though. 
 
    The arrow of night that Ivey launched, trailing black motes, was still in flight when she leapt to her feet and summoned her mace. Leaping forward in madness and full of hate, the last errant thought before the dance overtook her was of Ava’s face. 
 
    She loved that girl, that young woman, that lady, with all her heart. 
 
    It was an honor to die for her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jesslyn had but one moment to savor the death of Odessa at the end of her blade before she was rocked by another arrow. It took her in the back, slamming through her weakened armor, and again she was pierced. Turning in rage, pain, and now a nibbling fear, she saw that another Fury had joined the battle. 
 
    The monster that came for her was older and more powerful than any of the three that she had already faced. The Spider recognized her as the one who had so many times helped Ava—either knowingly or unknowingly—escape the traps set all about to ensnare the youngest Princess. How the Spider had hated her for that constant meddling on Ava’s behalf. Jesslyn had daydreamed many times about kidnapping and killing the Fury now charging across the hangar, but not like this. Not in a stand-up fight. 
 
    The Spider was wounded, not fatally, but her right arm was useless. Her back was on fire, and she was having some trouble breathing. The young Japanese Fury pressed her from the left while the older one charged her straight on. Jesslyn could also detect the faint but rapidly approaching sound of a vehicle coming in at top speed, most likely the other two Furies from Ava’s guard. If they three were involved, then Ava could not be far behind. 
 
    Jesslyn’s Dark was strained, fading, and a part of her knew she was going to die here unless she did something drastic. The Spider had but one option remaining, and even though it was an all-or-nothing gambit, she had no choice. 
 
    Without hesitation, and while the maddened creature that closed with her was still ten feet away, Jesslyn spat acidic, poisoned Dark into her face. The missile of vicious liquid flew true and hit the insane Fury right between her eyes, parting her armor and instantly melting a hole where it struck. Even as that Fury faltered, bone and blood spurting from her face, Jesslyn turned and fired nearly all that remained of her Dark at the last of her previous guards. 
 
    With incredible speed and skill, and with the split-second foresight offered by the death of the first from the same attack, the last one was able to deflect the weakened spittle with her staff and took the deadly blob of acidic poison on her left shoulder instead of her face. The sizzling that started immediately was nowhere near the same intensity that had already killed the first—although that one was still on her feet and didn’t know she was dead yet. The Spider’s weakened attack was deadly enough, though, and as the poison raced through the younger Fury’s bloodstream, Jesslyn felt the first flush of victory. 
 
    That young Fury (Misima was her name, Jesslyn suddenly remembered) screamed in pain and rage and spun in an almost graceful pirouette before falling on her back, twitching in helplessness as her Dark rallied to fight the poison attempting to kill her. The approaching vehicle was not ten seconds away, and Jesslyn had no time, nor Dark left, to ensure the kill on the disabled Fury convulsing at her feet. 
 
    With a screech of frustration, the Spider leapt over the prone woman and scooped up Carmen. The lights from a Lexus illuminated Jesslyn briefly as she tossed her unconscious burden over her right shoulder and made ready to retreat. The Spider looked directly at the car lights for a second and grinned before sprinting away. 
 
    Into the night, she fled, and after a few seconds, into her last remaining Dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Jae had seen such carnage before, but rarely had it hurt her so bad. Her heart broke as she exited the car, tearing off the steering wheel in her haste. Chandra was in full darkness to her right, but Jae knew it didn’t matter; the Spider had escaped. Those few seconds spent in retreat were all Jesslyn needed to cloak herself, and there was nothing either Fury could do about it. 
 
    Even in her rage, Jae was devastated by the vision of the thing that had once been Ivey stumbling around mindlessly. Ivey was already gone, but her body swung its arms around feebly, still trying to fight. Ivey’s remaining wisps of Dark dissipated into thin air even as Jae watched, yet the shell still stood. It was an indignity to end in such a way for one as storied as Ivey—she who had first recognized what Ava was and could be. She who had masterminded the counterstrike to the Other’s machinations. She who had lived and fought her entire life honorably and well. 
 
    Ivey. 
 
    To see her like this. To watch her slow down and pause—almost as if she was listening for something, her ruined face a smoking crater and lolling on her right shoulder—was heartbreaking. And finally, it was tragic to see the shell that was once a legend in the Sisterhood sink slowly to her knees, arms and legs shrinking, becoming normal for the last time. With a final shudder, Ivey pitched over face first and into Chandra’s waiting arms. The Black Fury somehow having the presence of mind to catch her before she fell while Jae still stood rooted in horror. 
 
    What a waste it all was, Jae thought, as she looked around the hangar at the dead and dying. 
 
    Besides Ivey, there was the bloated corpse of the youngest to die this day, Liav; the maimed body of Odessa rested under the plane wing, a part of her foot several yards away; the remaining Fury from that doomed Spear lay writhing and gasping on the ground as she fought the poison trying to kill her. Jae could do nothing for her—the one they called Misima—but she prayed that the younger Fury could win her internal battle. Misima had already returned to human form as her Dark bent every bit of itself to keep her alive. 
 
    Numb, Jae’s eyes finally returned to her leader, her Sister, her friend. Ivey had quieted at last, and tears bathed her ruined face as Chandra keened over her, stroking the back of her head. Chandra’s own hands sizzled as the diluted acid that had killed Ivey covered them, but the grief-stricken Fury did not appear to notice nor care. 
 
    This was a loss of epic proportions for the Sisterhood: three Sisters dead, one dying, and a Childe destined for their ranks spirited away. Chandra was sobbing brokenly, still in her battle form but returning ever so slowly to human in her grief. Even in her own despair, Jae’s ears picked up the whining sound of Dr. Scott’s Land Rover rocketing to their position at over a hundred miles an hour, and she couldn’t help but dread the next few moments. 
 
    Ava knew. She would have felt Ivey die. 
 
    The Fury that had been like a mother to Ava was no more, and Jae was certain Ava would blame herself for it. Such beliefs could not be allowed to stand, or they would fester, but the Princess would probably not listen to anything the Furies had to say at this point. In her grief and rage, Ava might be impulsive and reckless. Dangerous. Jae’s trepidation alerted Chandra to the incoming Princess, and Chandra immediately laid Ivey’s head down, gently turning the hideously ruined face away from where the Land Rover was screeching to a halt. 
 
    Glass exploded outward as all the windows shattered; such was the potency of the thing that exited the vehicle. What stood before Jae and Chandra—as they stood shoulder to shoulder to block its view of Ivey—was not Ava. 
 
    It was the Witch. 
 
    There was a moment of silence between them. The Witch moved naught, but her eyes tracked over the battle, lingering on each downed combatant in turn. When they fell at last on Ivey, half hidden behind the two Furies, a black tear rolled silently down the Witch’s face. Slowly did it trace its way to Ava’s jaw before falling to the asphalt below—where it sizzled. 
 
    “My lady,” began Jae, “one of yours has fallen. We mourn with you, and we swear on our bonds to finish the job that Ivey and her companions started.” 
 
    “My sister escaped.” It was not a question, merely a statement. 
 
    “She did.” Jae was growing more uncomfortable by the second, and she felt Chandra tensing beside her as well. Jae had heard the stories about the thing they had found under the city almost eighteen years ago. At a distance she had also spied the Witch in full battle dance a few years previous as Ava escaped from the Dark Court. The Princess had sent many to their deaths that day as she did. Neither the tale nor the distant observation quite prepared her for the reality of standing face-to-face with Ava now, however. 
 
    No, not Ava. Not really. Jae stood face to face with the Dark Witch. 
 
    That the thing in front of her could have ever been the young woman that had recently lied to them so badly about Kelso, just last night, seemed to be a fever dream now. The Witch was still more beautiful than perhaps any woman could be—or even should be—but now? Her beauty was terrible. 
 
    Ava’s brilliant blue eyes were sullen with the Dark that madly covered her; a crown of midnight upon her brow flashed fitfully with internal lightning bolts of ugly red. Never before had Jae seen Ava’s Dark manifest itself so. It was frightening to behold, even for one such as Jae, who believed without a doubt that Ava considered her both family and friend. 
 
    Jae realized that her fear and nervousness acknowledged a grim reality: it wasn’t Ava standing before them now. It was something much more dangerous, not because it was any more skilled, faster, or deadlier than Ava. It wasn’t. It was more dangerous because Jae sensed that absolutely no rules, no bond, would hold it back if it decided to strike. If the Witch fell to rage much like the Furies did, could it tell friend from foe? 
 
    Would it even care to? 
 
    “Peace,” the stranger in front of them said, almost as if it guessed Jae’s thoughts, “you are in no danger from me.” 
 
    Neither Fury felt the least bit comforted, but both also knew that a standoff between them and the Witch was both counterproductive and… unsafe. 
 
    “More Spears are coming. The first should be here in just a few minutes, five at most. There are several nearby, and all come to serve thee.” Chandra slipped into a more formal speech, perhaps hopeful that doing so might shake the madness from Ava somehow. 
 
    “Really.” Again, the Witch was not asking a question. 
 
    “Yes, my lady, they were on overwatch all around your person. To protect you and keep you safe.” Jae was not as old as Chandra and wasn’t sure how to insert the thee’s and thou’s into conversation, so she didn’t even try. 
 
    “I see. So, there were Spears at the ready, but they were not utilized in time to prevent this disaster from happening?” Now the Witch had some emotion in her voice, but it did not inspire confidence from either Fury. 
 
    “No. It was believed that the Spider could be taken with our two Spears, the bulk of us are stationed on the eastern side of the city and its outskirts to give advanced warning if threat comes from Utah. Remember the Dark Host that was lost there without a trace?” Jae paused. “We believe they are coming here. Now. The last few remaining Spears encircle us at a distance to the west, north, and south. Once again, to ensure advance warning if it should be needed.” 
 
    “I… see. Two spears to kill my sister. Six Furies to destroy the eldest Princess of the Dark. Are you all insane? How many for me, then? Less or more?” The Witch took a small step toward them, her Dark rolling across the ground in front of her in a black mist six inches high. 
 
    “None and all,” answered Chandra boldly, stepping forward to meet her. 
 
    “Oh? What does that mean?” The being that had once been Ava took another step towards the black Fury, and the internal bolts of lightning that lit her crown exploded faster and faster, even arcing out of the confines of her Dark. 
 
    Jae’s heart sank. The Witch was going to kill them both, and there was nothing they could do—or even would do—about it. She grieved for Ava because Jae knew that the girl would be heartbroken over what was about to happen when she eventually came to her senses. 
 
    “It means that none of us would ever attack you under any circumstances, and all of us will die at your hand without complaint, should you wish us to prove it.” Chandra knelt on one knee in front of the Witch and looked down. Completely defenseless, the noble Fury prepared for her end with but a small sigh. Jae knew without a doubt that Chandra, too, was mourning the inevitable and crushing grief that Ava would feel at their deaths—particularly when they were from her own hand. Jae only hoped Ava recovered from it quickly. She doubted it, though. Jae was certain Ava would want to die herself once she realized what she had done to them. 
 
    This was all wrong, all of it. Jae felt it in her bones. This was all a snare for Ava somehow, and dangers lurked all around the Princess, just out of view. The question now was whether Ava would face them with her guard or without. 
 
    One quick step forward brought Jae next to her Spear Sister, and they clasped hands as Jae, too, fell to her knee in front of the Witch. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso was suspicious. Well, suspicious and worried. 
 
    Something was off. It wasn’t just that the Knight was falling for the Princess, and she seemed to be interested in him as well—which made no sense, of course. Any neutral observer would agree that the two of them were about as mismatched a pair as could be imagined, and he was definitely punching way about his weight when it came to being with her. Then again, he mused, who would look right with Ava? 
 
    But even that apparent incongruity wasn’t what had tripped his suspicions. 
 
    It was what had happened between them just minutes before. It wasn’t right; Kelso could feel it. Ava loved to flirt—to put him off balance was fast becoming a favorite pastime of hers, apparently. Even so, her forwardness as she said goodbye had seemed a little too bold, almost like the Princess was trying to misdirect him. 
 
    From what? 
 
    The only thing he could think of was the text. The trajectory of their night had changed completely once she had received it. On the surface, what she’d said happened made sense—for someone normal. When he really thought about it, though, was it believable that a Princess and her elite guardians needed to get together face-to-face to find another place to stay? Not really. So, why had she attempted to obscure the truth of the text? Why had she wanted to leave without him? And where was she going? 
 
    “I believe she wanted to get away from you as quickly as she could without damaging your fragile ego too badly.” 
 
    Great. His sword felt now was a good time to offer her wisdom. 
 
    “Anytime is a great time to offer my wisdom when it comes to you.” 
 
    “Shut up and go back to sleep, Argenta.” 
 
    “I don’t sleep, and you are too tired to block me. So, do you care to know why she didn’t want to bruise your ego?” 
 
    That was easy. “Nope.” 
 
    “It’s because you’re weak and unfit to wield me,” she continued as if he hadn’t even responded. Argenta’s statement was farcical on its face—and the Knight believed she knew it. He was fairly certain the sword just wanted to start a fight with him. 
 
    “So, it would be much better for you if someone like Ava was your bearer? Someone from the Dark, perhaps?” 
 
    The sword’s answer surprised him: “I wish. Unfortunately, I am cursed to assist the Light. An organization entirely made out of a bunch of wimps and cowards. You’re the worst of them all, though. I believe that sincerely.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “If a wimp and a coward had a baby, that baby would be you. How embarrassing.”  
 
    “You’re just sounding like a child now,” the Knight told her. “How old are you, anyway? How long have you been alive, or forged, or whatever you are?” The Knight had never before asked Argenta questions about her existence, and he wasn’t sure why he was doing so now, maybe he just wanted to take his mind off of Ava. 
 
    “The fullness of me has been around since the beginning. In this plane, in this time, longer than written history have I abided. In this form, though, I have existed for only a few hundred of your years. But even in such a brief period, I have learned much about you and your pitiful kind—and you are the weakest by far, Kelso.” 
 
    The Knight hadn’t seen that shot coming, so engrossed was he in her little history. Besides the insult, it was fascinating, though her answers just led to more questions. 
 
    “Which you will never hear the answers to. Also, it’s vital that you understand that only the end of what I said is really important. The part where I stated that you’re the weakest of all the humans I have ever been paired with. I want to make sure you know that.” 
 
    “Once again, I don’t care.” 
 
    “You should, though. I believe things are coming to a crescendo in this act, and the Light needs a true champion to assist it. My previous bearer was weak too, but the Arch Mage made a mistake in choosing you to succeed him. You are frail and fickle.” 
 
    The Knight was floored. “What did you say?” 
 
    “That you are frail—as in weak of body. That you are also fickle—as in weak of purpose.” 
 
    “No. About the Arch Mage.” 
 
    “I said that the Arch Mage chose you. Your lack of attention and understanding leads me to add stupid to your litany of characteristics.” 
 
    “I don’t understand—” 
 
    “Exactly my point.” 
 
    “No. You said the Arch Mage chose me to be the Ebon Knight?” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, I serve at the pleasure of the Arch Mage.” 
 
    The Knight was rocked by the casual upheaval of the world order as it pertained to him. All this time, he had believed his becoming the Ebon Knight was solely due to a perfect storm of bad luck. The worst luck at the worst possible time—squared. He had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not just him, but his sister and her son; they all had suffered at fate’s hand. Bad things happened to good people sometimes, and he had found a very small comfort in that. 
 
    To now know that it hadn’t been fate, but instead he had been chosen to become the bearer of the… thing… that rode his back was intolerable. A purposeful act, a decision, had killed his family. His last shred of defense against the guilt over his sister and nephew’s death crumpled and fell. If not for him, they would certainly still be alive. 
 
    “Very true. But your lives are so short and meaningless anyways. What’s a few years, give or take?” 
 
    The Knight knew his sword was intentionally being cruel. He could always expect such from Argenta, and most often he would just shrug it off with little effort. Not this time. Not over this. 
 
    “Who is the Arch Mage, and why did he pick me?” Kelso was already formulating a red response to this new and unwelcome knowledge. 
 
    “I don’t know why you were chosen, and you already know the Arch Mage. Well, in fact.” 
 
    The Knight frantically thought back to the few others of the Light he had met. He didn’t even know any of their first names, so how could he be close to any of them? Kelso had exchanged some heated words with an unhinged Paladin a couple of times, but even then, were they close? Not a chance. 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “I believe you mean to ask, who is she…,” Argenta corrected. 
 
    Kelso’s heart sank as he realized where this was going. He literally felt like someone had tied an anchor to him and thrown him overboard headfirst into deep water. Deep beyond reckoning. 
 
    “You know her quite… intimately.” Argenta was really enjoying this, Kelso realized dimly, but he was helpless to act like he wasn’t completely devastated. 
 
    “Cass.” If it was possible to think a word with deep despair, he did. 
 
    “Correct! As you have so astutely guessed, the Arch Mage is indeed none other than Cassandra St. Augustine.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jesslyn hurt all over. 
 
    Those damn Furies had tricked her, and she had definitely paid a price because of it. In the Spider’s current state, even carrying the slender girl over her shoulder was a burden. Several times Jesslyn considered just ending the little waif then and there, but the unfairness of it stopped her. Why should Carmen get off so easily? Wasn’t she mainly the reason for this fiasco in the first place? 
 
    Jesslyn mentally replayed the whole day in her head. Seeing Carmen enter the Knight’s abode, following her home, and then coming back later to her house to have a little R&R with Carmen’s whole family. Her rage at seeing the text from Carmen to the Knight, informing him that Ava—of all people!—was coming over to see him. The frustration she keenly felt at missing the chance to abuse and torture the Knight had driven the Spider to rashness. Jesslyn would not have engaged her Furies tonight if not for that disappointment.  
 
    So, really, everything was Carmen’s fault. 
 
    Well, it was also her bitch of a sister and the Knight’s fault, too. She wanted to make them all pay, but she would be in no shape to go after her sister again for a few days. The wimp Knight could still be taken from stealth assuredly, maybe even in a fight, but that was a very risky proposition in her current state. 
 
    Fleeing quickly from the hangar to a service road and then following that to a side street was risky too, but she had no choice. Ava would come looking for her, and even though she was undetectable in her Dark at the moment, she also knew that she was leaving a trail of blood behind her. Only drops here and there since her Dark was working to repair the worst of the damage, but she was still leaving enough to be tracked. 
 
    The mounting anger and frustration did not abate, even as she commandeered another vehicle by means of murder. No finesse or lingering pain and fear for the driver of the late model Ford, just a quick death. This unfortunate reality served to make her mood even blacker. The Spider had simply stopped the vehicle by throwing Carmen out into the middle of the street and waiting silently on the side as it screeched to a halt. 
 
    The driver proved to be a middle-aged, professionally dressed woman with a little too much makeup and perfume on. She braked in alarm upon seeing the young woman sprawled out and unconscious in the middle of the street. Even as she started to dial 911, Jesslyn just reached in one-handed and unceremoniously broke her neck. The Spider tore the woman’s jaw off, too, in childish anger when she pulled her out of the car, but it didn’t calm her at all. What was the point? It’s not like the woman could even feel it anymore. 
 
    It was so beneath her. Jesslyn really needed to get a grip. 
 
    Still with only one functioning arm, Jesslyn grabbed Carmen by her hair and roughly dragged the girl into the back seat before driving off. She left the woman’s body on the road. Her rage was a snake eating its own tail; around and around her thoughts spun as she impotently wished suffering and death on her enemies. 
 
    How could she make them pay? Her sister was massively powerful, and if Jesslyn ended up anywhere near Ava for long, she ran the risk of a very quick death. Ava had knowledge and intuition that she should not have—that she could not have. Her youngest sister assuredly harbored a hidden gift, and when Jesslyn eventually got Ava under her thumb, she would learn all of “the Dark Witch’s” secrets, including that one. 
 
    It was a given that her baby sister was probably even now at the hangar, crying over those stupid Furies. The tricky part would come when she started to track Jesslyn. Could Jesslyn’s weakened Dark fend off both the Witch and the Furies? The Spider wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Inspiration hit then. If Ava was back at the hangar, the Knight was alone. There was no way Ava would risk bringing a Knight of the Light to a battle zone littered with Furies, both alive and dead. It would be his death sentence. 
 
    Kelso was safe in his superbly warded house, though, so Jesslyn was stymied yet again. She couldn’t touch him unless he came out of his bolt hole. There was no way to do that… or was there? 
 
    The Spider’s eyes tracked to the Childe, still out cold in the back seat. Carmen had been texting Kelso earlier about Ava, so she knew them both. How well did she know them? 
 
    Carmen’s phone suddenly seemed very weighty where it still rested in Jesslyn’s pocket. Miraculously, it had not been destroyed in the fight. 
 
    Fate. 
 
    Possibilities. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso was numb. 
 
    Deep within himself, he stood atop his battlements and surveyed the vast snowy plains that buffered him from the real world. They were not near cold enough, not wide enough in breadth to protect him now. Kelso desperately strived to go deeper and deeper—needing to put as much distance as he could between himself and the world. If he failed, if he couldn’t create a haven of sufficient strength, and if he couldn’t quickly build a better redoubt against the pain and guilt he felt over his sister’s and nephew’s deaths, then he was lost.  
 
    The Knight had found the strength to cut his connection to Argenta abruptly after learning that Cass was actually Cassandra St. Augustine, Arch Mage of the Light. As a whole, that might not have been a big deal to Kelso. He was what he was; she was what she was. 
 
    The part that hurt him—that destroyed him—was that Cassandra had apparently assigned Argenta to Kelso. This meant she had sent Roil to Kelso with intent, which also meant that the whole night had been rigged. His meeting Roil, the horde of the Dark that had miraculously been there as well—everything. Somehow, Cassandra had engineered the fight that ensued. Kelso didn’t know how or why yet, and probably never would, but it all fit. 
 
    The young Priestess that had thrown him a lifeline during his very darkest hour had turned out to be the very same architect that had caused him to be chained to that misery and guilt in the first place. The day he had lost his family and his old life had hurt him in ways Kelso could hardly understand himself, and his life had been bleak ever since. 
 
    Knowing what he now knew, it was worse. Kelso felt like his heart was breaking, and he with it. He needed Ava. The Knight absolutely had to talk with her but did not have her number, which was ridiculous. Carmen did, however, and he pulled out his phone to call her. 
 
    At that exact second, as he was swiping up to make the call, a text appeared directly under his finger, and the Knight’s blood ran cold. 
 
    “Kelso, I need help. My parents are dead. I managed to escape, and I’m hiding in an abandoned barn on the outskirts of town. PLEASE don’t call me; they might hear!” 
 
    The Knight read the message twice, and even buffered as he was against the world, he felt keenly sorry for the girl. 
 
    “Do you know who it was?” he typed, and while waiting for her response, began gathering his gear. 
 
    “The Furies! They got into a fight with Ava. They think I’m too close to her or something. They came to see me at my house and killed my parents! They’re holding me hostage to use against her. Please, help me!” 
 
    Kelso paused in the midst of strapping on his weapons. Reading over the message roused his suspicions and he grew concerned, as he realized she was lying about Ava and the Furies and that it probably wasn’t even Carmen texting him. Ava would never fight with her Furies. He knew that just by what she had said tonight. The Knight also didn’t think that the Furies would kill Carmen’s parents; once again, according to Ava, killing innocents was not how the Furies operated.  
 
    “Will you come get me? Can you track my phone? I’m scared and hurt, and my leg is broken, I think.” Kelso read the message impassively. Whoever was on the other end had gotten antsy and texted again as the Knight thought things over. Obviously, the texter was the one responsible for killing Carmen’s parents and capturing Carmen—if that was even true—because there was a good chance that Carmen was already dead too. 
 
    He dressed for battle quickly. 
 
    Thick clothes with hidden pockets and sheaths for his weapons, gun belts with his father’s matching Colt Python .357s. Leather fingerless gloves, sturdy work boots. Armored breastplate, pauldrons, and vambraces of dark metal, warded and runed. Batons, daggers, and his cruel sword… He changed into everything. The Knight knew a trap had been set for him and prepared accordingly. 
 
    Kelso also fished out a small box hidden under the rest of his ensorcelled armor. Cass had—no, Cassandra had said that what the box contained was his ace in the hole. If he was outmatched and in a situation that required extraordinary measures to overcome, he was to open it. The Knight didn’t know what the box contained, but Cassandra had assured him he would know how to use it when the time came. 
 
    That time was coming. 
 
    With a sigh, he pocketed the box and texted his enemy back. “Yes, I’m leaving now, Carmen. Hold on, and don’t move.” 
 
    Charlie was sitting on the bed, watching him; somehow, the dog knew his master was distressed. It hurt to think he might never see Charlie again, or that Kelso might never have the chance to scratch him behind the ears or be amazed at how much—and how fast—the dog could eat. Even from where he stood safe upon his craggy battlements did it hurt. 
 
    “Who’s a good boy, Charlie?” Kelso hugged the dog for a moment, eyes tearing. “If I don’t see you again in this life, I’ll see you in the next. I promise. You were the only thing that kept me alive and sane these last several months. I love you, bud.” 
 
    After one last pet, the Knight made his way to the door with Charlie following behind. The bulldog was somber as he looked up into Kelso’s eyes. Mentally saying goodbye to that furry face, Kelso opened the door and left. He walked to his vehicle, fully geared for battle, a black oversized leather jacket folded over his left arm. 
 
    In his Jeep, Kelso ran a trace on Carmen’s phone and saw that it was a few miles out of town, on the road to Pyramid Lake. His Calling hadn’t kicked in yet, but he thought that the phone was probably in the same place as its owner. Whether that owner was alive or dead, though, Kelso didn’t know. That his gift hadn’t activated yet was a bad sign, however. 
 
    Pyramid Lake. It had been a long time since he had been that way. In his youth, he’d spent one unforgettable summer there; so many moments had seemed important and earth-shattering at the time. Loves won and lost. Friends won and lost. Would it all be erased from history if he fell? Was he the last to remember that time so many years ago? If he died, those memories died with him. 
 
    Another thread cut from the tapestry. 
 
    As he drove away from his house, he desperately wished he could talk to Ava one last time. It was unforgivable and stupid of him not to have remembered to ask for her number, and he might now pay the ultimate price for it. Due to his failure, the only link he had to his Princess was Carmen, and she was either captured or killed. 
 
    The Knight would save her or avenge her. No matter what. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Spider gleefully read the Knight’s last text and dropped the phone at Carmen’s feet. She left it on so the Knight and the other guests Jesslyn suspected were coming could easily trace it, however, because she really wanted them to meet. 
 
    Carmen was sitting in an old chair, wrapped tightly with thick, rusted chains that Jesslyn had found. She had fastened them together at the back with a huge padlock. No key, but who cared? Jesslyn needed Carmen to stay right where she was, directly under the one huge lamp that still worked in the barn. It had been a miracle that the generator had kicked over and run at all, but it sounded like it wouldn’t last much longer. The clanking and screeching it made as it puffed out blueish plumes of smoke sounded like the death throes of some large and dangerous beast. 
 
    Jesslyn had placed the chair in the exact center of the old barn she had found—the two-story faded red building being one of several just a mile or so off the highway. The dilapidated farm that the barn was a part of was perfect for what Jesslyn had in mind, and she was eagerly looking forward to salvaging a little piece of her night here. 
 
    Two massive bale loaders, ancient and broken beyond repair, rested against the left and right walls to either side of the huge double doors. There was a small door to the rear between the two loaders and an entrance through the loft as well. It was a great setup, but not quite perfect for her needs, so the Spider needed to prepare for her guests—and the resulting carnage—with a little modification here and there. 
 
    Even as she thought this, she noticed Carmen’s eyes were fluttering. The girl was finally coming to. Quickly, Jesslyn kicked the back door off its hinges, and the noise finally roused Carmen to bleary wakefulness. This was good, the Spider decided, because she now had a few minutes to converse with Carmen at last. 
 
    “Hi, Carmen!” Jesslyn said brightly as she walked around the trapped Childe. Stopping in front of her, Jesslyn waited patiently for Carmen to blink the stars from her eyes and focus. 
 
    “Ou?” Carmen’s Dark was repairing her jaw, and her lower mandible was still broken. As a result, the left side of her jaw was a half inch higher than the right, but she could still talk at least semi-intelligibly. Which meant she could cry too. 
 
    “Yes. Me. How are you? Feeling better?” Jesslyn painted on a sincere look of concern for the girl, but Carmen wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Ou kill ma parenths.” It wasn’t a question, and Jesslyn was deeply disappointed by the calm acceptance the young woman displayed. 
 
    “Oh, yes. It took hours. I’m so sorry you missed it all! You have my apologies. I know that seeing the insides of your parents as they struggle to scream is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that few get to experience. You just wouldn’t wake up, though.” Jesslyn eagerly awaited the heartbreak and tears as the girl took in her words. 
 
    She was disappointed again. 
 
    “Myt tiame toa di?” Even wrapped in chains, helpless in front of her parents’ killer, Carmen looked into Jesslyn’s eyes, unblinking. The young woman really was impressive, and again the Spider was pierced by regret for the fun they would never have together. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. There is even a small chance that you will survive the night. Isn’t that grand?” Jesslyn bent down to check the young Fury’s bindings one last time before she departed. 
 
    “Bigh mishtake.” 
 
    Jesslyn’s one good hand hesitated. She rose back up to examine Carmen again. “Oh, why’s that?” 
 
    “Hun ou down, an kiltlh you maself.” Carmen’s eyes never wavered as she stared Jesslyn dead in the face. 
 
    The Spider threw back her head and laughed. “Nothing would please me more than to see you again, Carmen!” She chortled. “I almost killed you several times. It’s been such a cruel burden all night not to, in fact.” 
 
    “Murderther.” Carmen’s voice was devoid of emotion, but Jesslyn knew a great rage lurked just under the surface. Well, the young woman was destined to become a Fury, so rage was always a given. 
 
    “This outcome wasn’t my first choice, honestly.” Jesslyn shared as she took a dirty blue rag out of her coat pocket. “But I can say with certainty that I would love for us to meet again. If we do, I will remind you of what you said tonight.” 
 
    With that, Jesslyn leaned over and shoved the rag into Carmen’s still-broken jaw. Finally, the Spider received a little of what she longed for—Carmen’s eyes spilled over with tears as her bones grated audibly under Jesslyn’s less-than-gentle ministrations. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but she didn’t have any more time. Jesslyn could hear a vehicle slowing down on the highway as it prepared to turn onto the unmaintained road that led to the farm. 
 
    The Spider faded away from Carmen, cast a web, and anchored it to the ceiling that rose to dim shadows over two stories up. She ascended quickly to the second-floor loft, which overhung about a third of the barn, and kicked out the hatch, leaving open night beyond. 
 
    After anchoring several more lines, she allowed her Dark to pull her towards the corner where she had chosen to watch the tableau. When she was several feet from her perch, she kicked out part of the wall much as she had the hatch. The old and weakened boards flew several dozen feet out into the open air before crashing two stories to the ground. Maybe she was just being paranoid, but another hole ensured another exit she could skitter through with ease if somehow things went south. 
 
    She felt ready at last and settled in for the show, resting comfortably in the corner where walls met ceiling. Completely invisible and undetectable to all, she hoped the next ten minutes would live up to her expectations. Even though she was too wounded to take a direct hand in the coming blood bath, she had engineered it, so it was almost as good. 
 
    She really wished she had a bowl of popcorn; then things would have been truly perfect. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Kelso called Mrs. Rodriguez as he drove to the trap. Leaving her a detailed message about Carmen, her parents, and Charlie, he promised to find Carmen and bring her back safely. He gave her a watered-down version of what had happened to the Salazars and warned her not to check on them herself. The Knight had already called in a welfare check from a burner phone, so he instructed Mrs. Rodriguez to hold tight until tomorrow. Finally, Kelso reminded her that if the worst happened, Charlie would need a new home, and his dog would be happy with her. He also promised to update her when he could. 
 
    After leaving the message, Kelso powered down his phone. The Knight could not risk a return call or text under any circumstances until he had engaged and killed the enemy. If he could kill the enemy. 
 
    The Knight was winter. Worries and concerns were nothing to him now; they seemed very remote and unimportant. Emotions, too, had faded away as he withdrew deeper and deeper into himself. His only troubling thought was the distant—yet somehow urgent—regret at not being able to talk to Ava one last time. He would give anything to hear her voice again, and everything to see her again. It was not to be, apparently.  
 
    It was what it was and could not be changed. 
 
    Kelso knew there was a good chance that he would die tonight. On any other night over the last year, that would have been acceptable to him. And yet amazingly, he did not want to die anymore. Even after learning of Cassandra’s deception and the added burden of guilt it brought, he still wanted to live. 
 
    For Ava. 
 
    His dying would hurt her. Kelso was not sure how badly, but any hurt suffered by her that was his doing was intolerable. What a complete turnaround that was from just a day ago. With all his heart, he wanted to see where they were going—the Princess and the Knight. Would they have fallen in love? Were they already falling in love? He certainly was, and Kelso believed Ava was freefalling right next to him. 
 
    The Knight knew only this for sure: he would rescue Carmen, or he would avenge her death. And if he had to die to do either, he would. Kelso was not even sure why he was so resolved to see this through to its red conclusion because he had only truly met Carmen this morning. Kelso admired the young woman, but his protectiveness over her seemed overblown—even to him. 
 
    Kelso was not, and never had been, and never would be, the “White Knight” of fairy tales and epic fantasy. He was flawed, selfish, wounded, and angry with his lot. There was no satisfaction in what he did. Kelso just did it because it needed to be done. 
 
    Nothing more. Nothing less. 
 
    But when it came to Carmen—and certainly to Ava—the Knight would take on anyone or anything without thought or concern for himself. Why? He wasn’t sure. He was sure that it didn’t matter, though; his decision was made. The Knight would fight to the death for either one of them. 
 
    And he just might get the chance to do that in a few minutes, he mused, as he turned off the freeway and onto a graveled road. The road was bumpy, with potholes and weeds mostly obscuring the old gravel underneath—except for where a vehicle had flattened them very recently. He followed the tracks in, eyes alert and searching. 
 
    After a few miles on the dark and overgrown road, he could make out a small cluster of buildings. They were briefly silhouetted by the moon: a house, a barn, and several other sheds and outlying structures. His enhanced vision also picked up a small light in the barn, and he felt certain the trap would be sprung there. 
 
    He called his armor to him as he pulled up to the building, and idled for a moment, scanning all around him impassively before turning off the Jeep to listen. All he heard was a noisy generator, which—by the sound of it—was in the rear of the building. The large twin doors to the barn had been pried open and left ajar, but not enough for him to look inside. 
 
    The Knight exited his vehicle and shrugged into his rugged leather jacket. Black and worn, it served to conceal the various weapons and armor strapped all around his body and also offered a modicum of its own protection as well. Cassandra had ensorcelled it as part of her manic spell-casting marathon, and just like everything else he had on, it was more powerful and functional than it appeared at first glance. 
 
    Hopefully, it would be enough. 
 
    Drawing a gun with his right hand, fully armored in ghostly light, the Knight made his way to the large doors and pulled one open more fully. 
 
    Thirty paces inside sat Carmen. She was chained to a chair in the exact center of the barn. Two huge loaders flanked her on either side, their bulk blocking off both walls all the way to the back. A doorway yawned open in the middle of the far wall, its gaping maw perfectly set between the two massive hunks of rusting iron machinery that reached almost to the floorboards of the second-story loft. The loft itself only took up the last third or so of the barn, so most of it was open and cavernous. 
 
    As a boy, Kelso had played Dungeons & Dragons for many years growing up, eventually falling out of it entirely after college. The Knight felt like he had seen this type of room hundreds of times while playing—it had the same feeling of foreboding. 
 
    It was the room where a monster lay in wait for the hero. 
 
    *** 
 
    Seconds ticked by while Jae waited for the strike that would end her. Chandra knelt beside her with a look of sick fascination on her face, maybe wondering what death would be like now that it was upon her at last. 
 
    The Witch moved closer to them until Jae glimpsed Ava’s white snow boots a few inches away. She squatted in front of the kneeling Furies with a small sigh, and silence reigned for almost thirty seconds. 
 
    Finally, the Witch spoke. Her voice sounded strange, emotionless on its surface, but somehow still mournful and sad: “Look at me, my warriors.” 
 
    Both Furies looked up in unison at Ava’s stunning and almost painful beauty. Her face was smooth, her crown of black fire lending her an aura of authority and fear. The red lightning still chased itself around in the depths of her Dark, but not as much as it had been just moments before. 
 
    “I am… angry… at you both. I am angry at all of you—including the one who fights for her life just paces from us and the three dead upon the field. You were arrogant and reckless to take on one such as the Spider with but six of you. I am furious that I was not informed of your plans. I am heartbroken to think about what might have been if you had just called in a few more Spears, or me, to assist in this ill-conceived attempt.” Ava’s face was still bland, but through her eyes peered something not quite the Princess. The Witch had retreated somewhat, but she still watched. 
 
    “You are my warriors. My protectors. My only friends and family. I have entrusted you with my life many times over. I have given you considerations that you could not even begin to understand. I trust you. How could you not trust me? Why was I not told what you planned to do, and why was I not a part of it?” As she spoke, Ava looked into each of their eyes in turn. First one, then the other. Back and forth. 
 
    Jae’s heart shriveled. 
 
    The Sisterhood had its reasons, true, but objectively the Furies had gambled recklessly and paid dearly for it. There were solid justifications for the Sisterhood to feel the way they did about Ava, to act in her best interests. Did those reasons excuse them for keeping Ava so far out of the loop that something like this could happen? If Ava had been involved in the battle after Liav sacrificed herself, the fight would have been over about as quickly as it begun. Ava could not be matched in hand-to-hand combat, and knowing this, perhaps they should have flushed the Spider with Ava present. Jae wondered, though, would the Princess have allowed it? Jae believed Ava would not have let Liav die to reveal Jesslyn.  
 
    Ava would have wanted to be the bait herself. The Princess would trust that her own hyper speed and awareness, along with her intimidating Dark, would be enough to ward off the Spider’s first strike. That belief was folly. It was a non-starter for Jae, which meant it was also a non-starter for the Sisterhood. 
 
    But still, there was the larger picture to consider. 
 
    The Furies were casting themselves headlong from the Dark. They were united in purpose and belief, yes, but it was a complete upending of everything they were and had been. All at once— and all together—they were figuratively leaping from a cliff looming over unknowable depths. 
 
    What destiny awaited the Sisterhood? No longer of the Dark, and not allied to the Light, what were they? What would they become? The answers were unknown, but the Sisterhood believed Ava was key in the journey to find out. 
 
    There were other grounds to protect and serve Ava, of course. Her sense of justice, both brutal and fatal to the monstrous humans that stalked their own, greatly appealed to the Furies' own worldview. They too, were not fans of those who preyed on the weak and defenseless. For many of the Furies, they had once been the victims of the powerful, the ruthless, the insane. They, too, had often been exploited, hurt, and abused in their human lives. It could not be chance alone that so many found their way into the Sisterhood. 
 
    Maybe the Sisterhood offered these women a way to balance the scales. New Furies often did just that, and this violent quest was very common: it was called the Reckoning. Jae herself had experienced a reckoning with her own father after she ascended. Coming back to her senses while standing over his body, she felt a strange mixture of emotions. Relief and satisfaction were the two most dominant; the monster was dead at last. Regret, too, because Jae couldn’t remember the details very well, so deep in the grip of her rage had she been. She feared her retribution was over too soon for one such as he. 
 
    Still, it had been something. A cosmic balancing of a sort. Clumsy and inartful, perhaps, but something. 
 
    Ava, though? Her balancing of the scales was masterful, nuanced, and so, so appropriate. The monsters Ava constantly put down was like a new reckoning every time for all of them. Partly, this was why Jae truly loved the Princess and would willingly die for her. They all would. 
 
    In seconds, Jae thought about this and more while Ava waited silently for one of them to answer. As her senior, it was appropriate for Chandra to reply, but the fact that Chandra had not done so yet meant she, too, was wrestling with what to say and how much to reveal. 
 
    Jae took a chance. 
 
    “Sisters are dying all over the world as we speak,” she said simply, now holding Ava’s eyes with her own. 
 
    Ava started at Jae’s words but said nothing. 
 
    “It should not be my place, but it is my duty to inform you that the Sisterhood has splintered from the Dark. We retreat, and we die the world over. Even now.” A single tear tracked its way down Jae’s cheek as she said this, not only because of the disaster here, in this hangar, but also for the voids that were opening up constantly and steadily in their shared consciousness as first one Fury winked out and then another, and then five more, and then more yet again. 
 
    Their newest Sister, less than twenty-four hours in the fold, had died ten minutes earlier. An elder and her two companions—fearsome warriors all—had been swarmed and overwhelmed just moments ago. It was maddening to feel the Sisterhood weakening by the second, and it was worse to know it might all be for naught if the one they were rallying behind turned away. 
 
    “Why?” Ava asked. It was a simple question, but Jae could tell the Princess already knew—and already dreaded—the answer. 
 
    “For you,” Chandra broke in suddenly, her accent noticeably thicker than normal as she, too, struggled with the deaths pouring into their shared consciousness. “We rally to you. We have no home now except for the place that you would call it so.” 
 
    Tears poured freely from Ava’s eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be, Princess. You are the one we follow, and we have been following you for years. We just do so openly now, and that gladdens us. The splintering is in motion. Our leaves fall; it is our winter just like it is the world’s, but we will blossom again in time.” Chandra reached out one roughened hand and wiped a tear from Ava’s face with her thumb. “Let us rejoice too because the Sisterhood no longer hides its face. We have declared. This is a good thing.” 
 
    “Will you have us, Princess? The decisions made today, here at this battle, were grievously wrong. I see this now, but the war comes for us even so. Can we stay by your side? Will you shelter with us?” Jae had been watching Ava’s face carefully. She had detected something there, regret or sadness, that she had not expected. Had the Sisterhood put all of its eggs in one basket, and that basket was about to be overturned? 
 
    There was something the Furies had missed in their calculations when it came to Ava. 
 
    The Princess was silent. It was her turn now to look downward. Jae’s trepidation grew, and from the corner of her eye, Chandra’s mouth fell open in a silent O of fear. Of all the possibilities that had seemed likely to the Sisterhood, having Ava turn them away had not been one of them. 
 
    Ruin and woe. 
 
    The Princess lifted her head and looked at her Furies again. Without a word, she straightened up and glided over to Misima, who was still struggling with the poison. Ava glanced over as another Spear rounded the hangar doors, all three of those Furies skidding to a halt as they realized that something vitally important was happening between the Princess and them. All of them. 
 
    “I will only accept your service on two conditions,” Ava announced suddenly, sending a shockwave through all the Furies in attendance. What conditions could be so important to the Princess that it would cheapen how many lives the Sisterhood were throwing away, minute by minute, to flock to her banner? 
 
    The Princess knelt at Misima’s side for a moment and caressed the sweat-slickened hair back from the Japanese woman’s face. Ava’s Dark flowed down to the ugly puss and blood-filled hole on the Fury’s shoulder, and her own Dark joined the fight against the Spider’s weakened—but still virulent—venom. It was a short battle, and Misima almost immediately started to calm, and her breathing steadied. The ugly bubbling wound subsided, and it was clear to all that Misima would survive. A small reprieve, but welcome. 
 
    Ava stood and turned slowly. Jae and Chandra stood as well and were immediately flanked by the other three. Another Spear entered, and it was eight women now facing the Princess as the ninth stirred at her feet. 
 
    “My two conditions are this. First, you will never keep me out of the loop again on a battle such as this. Any possible fight that might include one of my family, a Sorcerer, or any similar foe is to be cleared with me first if I am on the field. On your word be it, all of you here, and your agreement will bind your entire order.” 
 
    The Furies were stricken. None present could speak for the entire Sisterhood and the only one who could was closing in, along with many others, on the Spider and the Childe she had stolen away. 
 
    What could they say?  
 
    The Furies looked back and forth among themselves for a moment before one of them said to Chandra, “You are highest among us here; on your word will we abide. On your word will we vouch that the Sisterhood will abide.” 
 
    Chandra nodded, but Jae knew she was terrified to lock into an agreement that could end up being fatal to the Princess. Ava was gifted beyond measure, true, but she was still young and reckless. If Chandra agreed to Ava’s first condition, the Sisterhood might be unable to keep her as safe as they believed they should. 
 
    Ava turned her full attention to the tall Black Fury. “Chandra? What is your decision? I have already lost Ivey to your order’s way of doing things. I will not suffer such a loss again by being kept in the dark. Ivey was your Sister, but in most ways, in every way that mattered, she was my mother. I loved her as I love you, but I will not allow such to happen again. On your word are you bound, and the Sisterhood with you.” 
 
    Chandra took a deep shuddering breath at Ivey’s name and cast her eyes briefly to the body lying a few paces behind the Princess. Jae knew what Chandra was thinking: that if Ivey was still alive, she would have already made the deal. All that mattered was being present and near enough to Ava so they could protect her when she needed it. 
 
    It seemed like an obvious answer to Jae, and Chandra gave it. 
 
    “We agree, Princess. I swear to you that the Sisterhood will include you in our planning from this point on. You have our solemn word that you will be informed. So it shall be.” Chandra finished by taping her fingers briefly on her heart, arcing them away and to Ava as she did so. 
 
    Jae and the other Furies followed suit. “So it shall be,” Jae intoned with her Sisters, copying Chandra’s gesture along with the rest. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    “Very good. I am relieved more than you could ever know. However, there lies one last condition between us that must be satisfied if I am to accept your service and companionship… and you mine.” Ava seemed a little unsure of herself now, but the set of her jaw and the ramrod straightness with which she held herself almost to attention made it clear she would see it through. 
 
    “Speak it, and it shall be done,” Chandra said. 
 
    “Will it? I wonder…” Ava mused, tapping her lip for a second. At her feet, Misima had finally opened her eyes, and she looked up at Ava with a mixture of gratitude and disquiet as she picked up on the mood in the hangar. 
 
    “I…” Ava paused and began again. “I have lived but not lived. A Royal, a Princess, a Witch, an Outcast. I am all of these and more. I am a woman too. I have feelings and see possibilities that are just now awakening to me.” 
 
    Jae got a sinking feeling suddenly. She had an idea of where this might be going, and she wasn’t sure if it was something that could be bridged between the Princess and the Sisterhood. Next to her, Chandra swallowed convulsively for a second, apparently coming to the same conclusion. 
 
    “I have found one. Against all odds have I found him. I will not lose him willingly, and I will not be separated from him easily. The Sisterhood seeks to tether itself to me, but I seek to tether myself to him. I cannot navigate the gap in between.” Ava stopped then, head bowed. Misima, still at her feet, was staring wide-eyed up into Ava’s eyes. 
 
    Ava smiled gently down at her. 
 
    “You have each other. You are Sisters, friends, family, companions, and sometimes even lovers. You have bonds that are nigh unbreakable. A compact with each other that could never be thrown aside. I, too, have deep bonds with the Sisterhood, but not all of the same bonds that you share.” 
 
    Some of the Furies shuffled uneasily as more began to catch on with where this was going. Rumors had already begun about the Princess and a Knight—one of the enemy—who had also somehow slain one of their greatest. Would their hero now ask them to make an impossible choice? Could they? 
 
    Ava looked up again. “My Knight is Kelso Hart. He is mine alone if he wants me to be his alone. I cannot go back to the grey and colorless existence that I was living before him—I would rather die. I will die to protect him, even from you, my faithful and honorable warriors. He has laid low one of your own; I know this. I don’t know how he did it, but Kiasa’s mark does indeed rest on him. I loved Kiasa too, but it matters not. He is a good man, and I… need him.” 
 
    Dark blue eyes flickered from Fury to Fury in turn, resting at last on Chandra. “My final condition is this: The Knight is not to be harmed, ever, by the Sisterhood. I will be by his side, always, as you wish to be by mine. I will kill any Sister who harms him. I will not abide. Swear this now and bind all to it.” 
 
    Jae felt as if the world had devolved into slow motion as she watched Ava form the words that might as well be a death sentence for them all if they did not agree. But how could they agree to let the one who had slain Kiasa walk among them unmolested? Walk at all, in fact. It cut against the grain of what made a Fury part of a Sisterhood. 
 
    Ava continued inexorably, “Swear to me now that the Knight Kelso Hart is inviolable and safe from all and at all times. If this cannot be done, let us part now and forever.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kelso scanned the room, every corner, every shadow. The Knight saw nothing, even with his true sight, but he felt something. It tickled his senses. He knew there was something in here with him, but Kelso could not detect the enemy. Yet. 
 
    Carmen was looking at him, tears flowing freely. Her jaw was horribly broken, and the girl's face was misshapen and lopsided as a result. A dirty rag had been stuffed roughly in her mouth, only compounding the agony she was in. Yet, Kelso could tell she wasn’t crying in pain; she was crying because he had come for her. 
 
    The Knight could not stand at the doorway much longer; he could not stay frozen with indecision—his enemy would take advantage of it. 
 
    No sooner had he thought this than he was in motion. The Knight strode purposefully and boldly to Carmen in the center of the room. He circled her once quickly, seeing the huge, rusted padlock that bolted her in place. 
 
    Coming full circle, he reached forward and gingerly pulled out the rag. Even as detached as he was, almost a spectator to the act, he winced slightly at the audible grinding of the girl’s bones as she was finally able to close her mouth. Carmen looked awful, and the Knight swore that when he found who had done this to her, he would kill them without mercy or hesitation. 
 
    “Gelso, see’s still here.” 
 
    “I know,” he said coldly, looking around once more. “Do you know who she is?” 
 
    “Nuh. See kill mah parens, Gelso.” Carmen was crying harder now, her words even more muddled in her distress. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry, Carmen.” Having scanned the room again, the Knight bent to the task of freeing her. “Hold tight, I’m going to get you out of here.” 
 
    Carmen gasped the same instant Kelso heard a sound on the second floor. In a blink, his right hand came up as he pointed a revolver directly at a wild-looking woman dressed only in sports bra and shorts. She was crouched easily, arms folded over her knees. 
 
    She grinned at him, showing all of her teeth. 
 
    A chill ran through him as he realized she wasn’t alone, as now several others stood just paces behind him. Carmen started at their sudden proximity. He did not. The Knight fell deeper into himself, and the field of uncaring snow stretched out yet farther between him and the world. The battlement walls he stood upon grew taller, and it was peaceful where he stood upon them… alone. 
 
    There were eight of them now, all within a dozen yards around him, trapping the Knight in a rough half-circle. A slight shuffle from behind caused him to glance back, and three more women stood still as statues at the back door that had been clear just a few moments ago. Looking up again, he saw that more women now lined the loft railing, having joined the first. 
 
    Turning his attention back to the woman facing him, he did so just in time to see yet more come in through the barn doors. 
 
    “Kelso,” said his sword. 
 
    He ignored Argenta, instead focusing on the new party as it came to within six feet of him. The Knight still stood with a gun held in one hand, but it meant nothing to them. He knew they had no fear of his weapons. And for his part, he knew what they all were. 
 
    Furies. 
 
    The mark on his right arm suddenly felt very heavy indeed. 
 
    “Well, now, isn’t this a sight for sore eyes, eh, ladies?” The speaker stood nearest to him, dressed in briefs just like all the others. She exuded confidence, and the Knight noticed her left ear was pierced by a jagged piece of obsidian. He assumed the earring served to mark her as the leader and one to be respected. Her accent was heavily Irish, and she had been an incredibly striking woman once, but at some point someone had gone at her with a knife. She now sported several horrible vertical scares that ran up and down her face, transforming her once beautiful features into something grotesque. 
 
    “He is stunned by my beauty, so he is!” She laughed merrily, and several of her retinue joined in. Not all joined in mocking him, however, and it appeared that several of their number had cried recently and were still holding back sorrow. Watery eyes, red noses, and splotchy skin abounded. Those that had not allowed themselves to sink into grief—like the woman in front of him, had dead eyes. Their laughter rang hollow, with no real humor in it at all. 
 
    The Knight, still armored in ghostly raiment, stood alone against at least twenty Furies. Kelso clearly remembered Ava telling him to steer clear of the Furies, no matter what. They were deadly, unpredictable, and vengeful. They knew he had slain one of theirs, and this was not an injury they would allow to go unanswered. 
 
    “Kelso!” said his sword again, more insistent this time. 
 
    “I’m a little busy here, Argenta. Looks like you’ll get your wish soon enough because I’m going to die. I would say it’s been a pleasure, but it hasn’t.” 
 
    “You still won’t draw me? Why?” 
 
    “Because you would make me kill Carmen. I will die, but she will live. That will have to be enough.” 
 
    “Look at this, dear ones. The Knight is ignoring me! He’s a brave one, so he is.” Kelso came back to the conversation in front of him, again focusing on the woman as she chuckled. He had missed something. 
 
    “Pardon me. What did you say?” Kelso’s voice was even, with no hint of nervousness or fear. He was resigned to what was about to happen, his only regret was that he would never again lay eyes upon Ava or hear her voice. 
 
    “Oh, so polite! I said, my name is Lilly, and you are?” 
 
    “Kelso,” he said simply. 
 
    “Ah, yes… You are the same Knight that has enchanted our wee lass of a Princess, right?” There was an undercurrent to Lilly’s question that Kelso couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    He shrugged. Kelso thought that maybe the Princess was starting to have some feelings for him, but “enchanted” seemed a little over the top. 
 
    A few of the Furies snarled at his flippant gesture. Lilly’s false smile drained away from her ruined face. “And so it always is. Like most men, he is merely playing with an innocent lady’s heart. If it’s any comfort, Knight, I can totally see why. You are about the most handsome man I have ever seen. You’ve got the whole dangerous and dark look going on, don’t ya now? Catnip for our poor Princess, I’m sure.” 
 
    Kelso met her eyes unflinchingly. He had nothing to say in return because none of it would matter. Already, some of the women seemed to be… stretching. Eyes that had been hazel, or brown, or even blue, started to take on an eldritch green shimmer—first on one, then on another. 
 
    Slowly, they were edging toward their rage. While he had only seen two of them in its grip, he was certain that when one snapped, they all would, and he would be torn limb from limb. He needed to clear Carmen from the battlefield before that happened. 
 
    “You have a grievously wounded Childe here. May I free her from her chair?” Kelso suited action to words and knelt behind Carmen quickly to snap the lock. 
 
    “No. The lass sits where she sits. She was weak and stupid, and she will learn that Furies do not allow themselves to be captured.” Lilly smiled evilly as she said this; her teeth looked sharper than they had just seconds ago. 
 
    Time was slipping away from him. 
 
    Heedless of her words, Kelso broke the lock easily. He expected Carmen to immediately fly away when she was freed, but as he quickly unwound the chain, she instead did the unthinkable and turned to face the three women standing at his rear. 
 
    Carmen’s intentions were clear; she meant to make the Furies at his back go through her to get to him. It was folly. It was also the bravest thing he had ever seen. 
 
    Silence settled over the room as the mass of Furies froze in shock at Carmen’s actions. 
 
    “Would you cast your lot with him, young one?” asked Lilly, almost sadly. 
 
    Carmen said nothing, but she still faced the three behind him, boldly and resolutely. 
 
    “Ahh, my dear ones, come out from behind the little girl’s Knight. We can’t have her getting killed tonight. We have lost enough already.” Lilly paused for a moment as the three women shuffled past Kelso, so close he could have touched them. “Girl, you will be punished for your decision, though. To turn on your own kind for this… man… will be the cause of many a painful thrashing for you.” 
 
    As she said this, Lilly obstinately looked the Knight up and down. Kelso realized that they were almost the same height now, and her arms and legs were starting to look sinister. Too long, too powerful. Many behind her seemed to be holding on to their last vestiges of humanity by a thread as well. 
 
    Soon, now. Soon. 
 
    The Knight kicked the chair away, and it sailed across the room, smashing into the wall. Then he bent to pick up Carmen’s phone and turned his back on the mass of Furies to give it back to her, kneeling down to her level as he did so. 
 
    Eye to eye, he pressed the phone into Carmen’s small hands and patted her reassuringly. “Would you tell Ava that I love her? I do. I know it in my heart now, here at the end of all things.” Even safe atop his distant battlements, the Knight was rocked by his own words. He was smitten well and truly, but he would never know if she could return his feelings. It was a shame. 
 
    Tears welled in Carmen’s eyes at his words, and she nodded hopelessly as she took the phone. They both knew there was nothing she could do to stop what was coming—what was almost here. Quickly Carmen retreated to the back door and the blackness beyond, where she hesitated and looked back. Kelso nodded for her to keep going, but she held fast. 
 
    Still with his back towards the mob of savage women, Kelso reached into his pocket and pulled out the small box. With no hesitation, he opened it and beheld a thick silver ring, shimmering with Light. Its signet was a black sword facing outward. When worn, the sword would face away from him and toward his enemies. 
 
    “Kelso!” Argenta sounded panicked. “That ring will allow you to draw me and maintain control, but I beg you not to! I will parlay now, quickly!” 
 
    “Why?” Kelso thought. He was just seconds away from combat and his certain end, but the Knight was bemused by the drastic change in his sword’s agenda. 
 
    “Kiasa ensured that I could never slay another of her kind when she sacrificed herself to me, and I also cannot be held by one of the Dark. You don’t remember her words, do you?” 
 
    “No.” He thought back, and a small part of him dimly remembered something strange about how Kiasa died and Argenta’s seeming rage at it—that was it, though. 
 
    “I cannot kill any Fury, and I will go crazy if I am drawn without life to feed me. And if you die here, there are none to pick me up,” Argenta hesitated. “If you fall, I will fall with you, because you will not kill the girl.” 
 
    “Good,” he thought, straightening up and stepping three paces from the Furies. He was now flanked by the monstrous bulk of the loaders. He was also under the loft, so he would not have to worry about those Furies attacking him from above. A small part of him had an “Aha” moment over the revelation of Kiasa’s sacrifice. The night of his ascension made just a little more sense now, not that there was anything he could gain from knowing it. That time had passed. 
 
    “Nice limp, Knight. Bum left knee? That’s a shame,” snarled one of the women at his back. The comment elicited a few chuckles before other more foreboding sounds captured his attention. The popping of muscles and tendons. The groans of pain and release from the mass of women was a chorus of danger behind him, yet he could tell they still held fast to their spots. The mad rush had not yet begun. 
 
    “It’s not good. If I fall, the world as you know it might fall. You are now aware that there is another force at play in this conflict, and I am a counter to it. I wouldn’t normally care about this world being ravaged; it might even be interesting. But if this world falls to the enemy now arrayed against it, that could start a chain reaction that might literally bring down creation. That’s kind of a problem, even for me.” 
 
    “Oh. So, there is a limit to the murder and mayhem you can stomach? Good to know, but I still don’t see what you’re concerned about. Just find someone else when the dust settles.” As he conversed with her, the Knight rolled his head to the right and left, loosening himself up a little. He was hobbled in his response to the Furies without his bonded weapon drawn, but he always had been. It didn’t matter—Kelso would make sure he was remembered. 
 
    “I cannot be drawn and then sheathed again without tasting a life, and if I cannot kill any present, then I will die. So, I will help you to live! Put on the ring, fight as hard as you can, and I will help sustain thee! You have my solemn vow!” Argenta was starting to panic, slipping into formal speech in her distress. 
 
    Kelso thought for a moment. “On your word, Argenta. May the Gods curse you if you are lying to me. Well, curse you more, I mean.” Argenta snarled back wordlessly in his mind, but the pact had been made. Really, though, what choice did he have? Whether Argenta kept to her word or not, the ending would be the same, so it cost him nothing to agree to her terms. 
 
    “A question, good Sir Knight, before we begin.” It was Lilly’s voice, yet not. Gone was her rolling lilt, in its place only blackest malice. Her words sounded wrong, somehow, like they were being forced through mishappen teeth. 
 
    Kelso turned. 
 
    He beheld a room full of nightmares, seven feet high and some higher. Vicious and towering, they stood implacable. Twenty pairs or more of green hellfire eyes stared back at him, unblinking. Armored in the blackest night, Fel weapons forming in hands made twisted and clawed, they all hungered for him. They would have him soon, too. 
 
    From far away, Kelso put on the ring. It slipped onto his right ring finger effortlessly, where it snugged up against the ensorcelled leather of his fingerless gloves. Kelso didn’t know what to expect, but he certainly did not expect to feel nothing at all. The ring fit superbly, but he didn’t experience a jolt of power or new insight or at least a surge of confidence. Nothing. He couldn’t even shoot lasers from his eyes. 
 
    Figures, he thought dourly. 
 
    As always, he was on his own. Even here at his end, surrounded by a host of Furies eager to avenge the death of one of their own, it would have been nice if something had worked out the way it was supposed to. Just once. It wouldn’t have saved Kelso because the Knight was hopelessly outnumbered, but it would have been a great change of pace. If nothing else, the ring could have kept things interesting, at least. 
 
    Time slowed as the Knight threw back his ghostly cloak and allowed the visor of Light to slam down silently over his eyes one last time. He was ready. 
 
    “Your question?” he whispered. Barely human faces sharpened in his vision, his eyes clear and focused as he picked out target after target after target. 
 
    “Where is your bonded weapon, Kniggghhhttt…” Lilly’s last word was lost as her face finally exploded in demonic Fury, and speech faded. A momentary hush fell. 
 
    The Knight laughed once into the pregnant silence before the storm, remembering that Ava had said almost the same words to him just last night. It was a lifetime ago too. He was beyond grateful to have met the Princess, even if doing so had heralded his closing act. It was so worth it. 
 
    Ava. His Princess. 
 
    “Let me show you,” the Ebon Knight said and drew both of his father’s guns as the room in front of him erupted in unthinking madness and black rage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    It was done. 
 
    Ava smiled in the back seat of the Lexus Sedan that she, her two remaining Furies, and the still recovering Misima had commandeered. Jae was driving like a maniac to get to a place on the edge of town where it was believed the Spider had holed up. Several Spears were investigating, and they were heading over at speed as backup—just in case. The other two Spears remained at the hangar to clean the scene and properly care for their fallen Sisters. 
 
    That Ava had been told what was going on in the larger battle—and that there was a strong chance of catching the wounded Spider—was only due to the agreement she had wrung out of the Furies as her first condition. Without a doubt, if she had not made them swear to tell her about things such as this, she wouldn’t have even known. Instead, it would have been Ava and the three Furies now with her back at the hanger and cleaning the scene, while the other two Spears had “other matters to attend to.” 
 
    This was a huge improvement to what had apparently been the relationship between her and the Sisterhood, and Ava was confident it was the right adjustment going forward. To know how prominently she featured in their plans, and that even now they were all coming to her, was intimidating. It was also tragic because many were dying en route. It was done, though, and all Ava could do was to make it as worthwhile as she could for the Furies as they moved forward together. All of them together: Ava herself, hundreds—or even thousands—of women… and an outcast and solitary Knight of the Light. 
 
    Ava could scarcely believe it, but she had managed to reconcile her need to be with Kelso and her need to be with the Furies—without bloodshed. The Princess was still shocked, but she couldn’t spend much time thinking about it because there were still loose ends to wrap up. 
 
    The first step was to avenge the death of Ivey. She wanted to avenge the deaths of all the Furies that had fallen in the hangar, of course, but Ivey most of all. That her mentor, protector, and constant companion would no longer be at Ava’s side was almost impossible to believe. It would be a very long time before the pain of what happened tonight muted at all for the Princess. 
 
    Growing up surrounded by true monsters, the Furies had been her one safe haven. The rock at her back that she could depend on, lean on. And Ivey had always been the lead of her guard, the most approachable, the most affectionate. True, a Fury’s affection could be a little rough at times because they were definitely not the warm and fuzzy types—but neither was Ava. So, while there were no fond memories of going to a carnival when she was a little girl and of Ivey helping to win the stuffed unicorn or pig, or… whatever, Ivey had been there to talk with, to hold hands with. Whenever the dangerous life that Ava had no choice but to endure became too much, Ivey was there for her every time. 
 
    Ava would always remember Ivey, and while there were no carnivals, the time they had spent together had been precious indeed. 
 
    Now that she thought of it, Ava had never even been to a carnival. She wondered if Kelso might take her. The Princess was fairly certain that she would have to be the one winning the unicorn for him, though. He was kind of clumsy. Speaking of which… 
 
    Ava checked her phone, looking up his number quickly (it was under “My Knight” instead of what she had originally put him under, which was “Crazy Knight”), and dialed him up. She didn’t care anymore that she would have to explain how she got his number from Carmen. In fact, Ava was confident he would be fine with it and eager to talk to her. 
 
    Her call went to voicemail. 
 
    She knew all three Furies could hear Kelso’s voice as he said, “Can’t get to the phone right now. Leave a message, and I’ll call you back. Maybe.” Of course, he would have a message like that; she really should have known. In any case, there was zero chance of her explaining anything in a message, so Ava just hung up with a sigh. The Princess expected some snide remarks from the assembled Furies over her obvious disappointment—or at least a disapproving comment about the “Maybe” at the end of the Knight’s greeting at least, but none of the women said anything. 
 
    Next to her, Misima was quiet as she leaned her head against the window and tried not to be sick. Ava was holding the still-recovering woman’s left hand with her right, and the Fury had her in a death grip as she struggled against the aftereffects of the acidic poison that had nearly killed her. On a normal human, Misima’s grip would have easily broken every bone in their hand; such was the intensity of her hold. To Ava, it was just a light and almost comforting pressure, and she hoped Misima was getting some comfort from her as well. 
 
    Slowly, through her disorienting haze of deep grief balanced against relieved hope, Ava noticed her Furies were grim and worried beyond what could be expected of them. Yes, their Sisters were in some danger from the Spider, but Jesslyn was wounded—if they could find her, they could kill her. Ava felt confident they could easily take her down this time. 
 
    The Princess did not believe they could find her, however, so Jesslyn would stay put, safe in her belief that she was untouchable to them while she recuperated. Unknown to Jesslyn was that Ava could indeed flush her out. Ava would read her mind when she eventually stumbled upon the Spider as she rested. When that happened, Ava resolved to look right at the spot where the Spider lay for a split second to give Jesslyn a moment of horror that she had been discovered. Unfortunately, that second was all that could be extracted in revenge because Ava would need to strike fast before Jesslyn could flee. 
 
    It would be only a small payment for what had been done tonight, but it would have to be enough. 
 
    Why, then, did her Furies seem so worried? Something else was afoot, and for the thousandth time or more, Ava almost read their minds to pick it out. And for the thousandth time, she hesitated to do so. The best decision Ava ever made was to block herself from reading any Fury’s mind. Even when she was young, she had trusted the Furies, and that ability to trust—and to be trusted in turn—had saved her. 
 
    In fact, the only person she enjoyed reading was Kelso. The Knight’s strange mixture of dour fatalism and ridiculous humor was a balm to her. He made her laugh. Ava had a mischievous sense of humor, so it was amusing to play with him by taking advantage of her gift in a way she never had before. The Princess absolutely loved to tweak the Knight here and there—just a bit—in order to read his reactions and thoughts. She just couldn’t get enough of him. 
 
    Also, of course, he was broken inside. It was prudent to use her gift to help bring him back to life, and she couldn’t think of a better use for it, in fact. Already, she had noticed Kelso had pretty much done a 180 when it came to his deeply depressing outlook on the world and his place in it. Ava felt certain that with a little time, she could lead him completely away from the dark path he was on and back out into the light—with her. 
 
    They would save each other. In some ways, maybe they already had. Unfortunately, the forces arrayed against them were too vast, too brutal. They were both doomed to die violently—sooner rather than later. Ava was certain they would have each other’s back to the end, though. She knew it in her bones and, more importantly, in her heart. 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by Chandra as she murmured to Jae, “I hope she’s all right and unspoiled.” 
 
    “It will be hard on her even so, with her family gone in such a way. She is strong, though. Have faith, Sister,” answered Jae, speeding up yet again in sympathy for Chandra’s distress. 
 
    Who? What female could they be talking about? Ava suddenly felt like she had been doused with ice water, and a chill ran up her back. 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” Ava asked, anticipating the answer and fearing the confirmation. 
 
    “Carmen. Your sister had her and ran with the girl as we arrived,” Chandra answered distractedly. 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention that?!” 
 
    Her tone alerted the Furies to her distress. Chandra turned in her seat to look at the Princess in confusion, and Jae’s eyes flickered up from the road to peer at her for a second through the rearview mirror. Even Misima, locked in misery, turned her sweat-slickened head to regard Ava curiously. 
 
    “It didn’t seem terribly important at the time, particularly with the way you greeted us. You were not in a good state, Princess. It slipped our minds, too, because of the twin bombshells you then dropped. My apologies, but I didn’t think this detail important at the time. Is it?” Chandra was still confused but also a little alarmed at the abject terror sweeping across Ava’s face. 
 
    “What did you say about her family? Are they dead?” Ava’s words almost melded together in one long buzz in her haste. 
 
    “Yes, they are. The Spider must have known about her somehow and followed her home. What she did to Carmen’s parents…” Chandra trailed off sickly. 
 
    Ava was electrified with dread. How could the Spider know who Carmen was or how to find her? A vision of the broken ward at Kelso’s house suddenly popped into Ava’s head—and her thoughts clicked. Jesslyn knew where Kelso lived, and Carmen had visited Kelso, which meant the Spider must have been lying in wait for him. Carmen had made it past his wards, so Jesslyn followed her home to make use of her—to get to Kelso. 
 
    From far off, almost as if she was an observer to her question, Ava asked, “Did you find the Spider by tracking Carmen’s phone? Is Carmen at the same place you believe Jesslyn to be?” 
 
    “Yes?” Chandra was so confused that she turned her answer into a question of her own. 
 
    Jae suddenly blinked as she realized what Ava must be thinking. Instantly, the car ratcheted up another twenty miles per hour. The Lexus was rocketing across the night now at reckless speeds. Not nearly fast enough, Ava knew. 
 
    “How many Spears are there on hand? How many Furies?” 
 
    “Seven spears have descended upon the Spider. That is twenty-one Sisters and—” Chandra stopped mid-sentence. Ava noticed all three Furies start at the exact same time. 
 
    “They rage,” whispered Misima, her voice so soft that it was hard to make out. “All of them. How? Why?” 
 
    “They must have found her?” Again, Chandra’s statement turned into a question. 
 
    “No,” said Ava and Jae as one. Ava knew that Jae had figured it out too. There could only be one reason to explain how all the Sisters would have both the time and opportunity to rage simultaneously. It would not be the Spider they had at bay—she would be killed or fled too quickly to allow them all to join. No. It was something else they had found, someone else. 
 
    All of them? All at once? It could only mean they had found a stationary target for their wrath. Someone too slow to avoid them. Someone too proud to retreat from them. Not that it would even matter, Ava thought dimly; the Furies would not let this particular quarry retreat. He had struck a grievous blow against them, had he not? 
 
    It was hard, so hard, but Ava somehow mustered the courage to reach out through her bond. She felt him; he lived still. Her momentary sense of relief was swept away instantly when the Princess felt where he was. Not behind her in the city anymore, safe in his warded house with Charlie. No. The Spider had indeed lured him out by using Carmen, and Ava now knew this without a doubt because she felt him up ahead. 
 
    Surrounded by over twenty vengeful and raging Furies, did her Knight stand alone. 
 
    “Faster,” whispered Ava hopelessly. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time was a river. 
 
    Sometimes you floated upon it and the water buoyed you and carried you rapidly to an exciting place. Sometimes, it slowed, and over deep water did you languish, the minutes and seconds longer than they should be. If time was relative to each, then Kelso’s time had almost stopped. 
 
    The Ebon Knight’s first blast took the slavering monster closest to him—the one that had once been Lilly—in the left shoulder. His ensorcelled bullet parted her black armor with ease and shattered her collarbone in a spray of blood, bone, and gristle. His next shot, just a split second later, took her in the right knee, and her kneecap exploded with the force of that bullet as it decimated and incapacitated her whole leg. 
 
    By fortuitous chance, that same bullet arced into one of the nightmares behind Lilly, penetrating her armor as well before snapping her shin bone violently and sailing through into the dirt beyond. Blood geysered from the impact of his bullets, and Lilly went down hard, howling in pain and surprise. The wounded Fury behind her collapsed as well, right leg folding ninety degrees as the bone fractured and snapped under her weight. 
 
    The Furies had underestimated him, and it was going to cost them dearly. 
 
    A Fel arrow leapt towards the Knight from the back row, in full flight and almost invisible in its haste—and Kelso dodged it clean. That was new. The Knight’s answering response from his left handgun took that Fury in her armpit even as she was drawing a bead on him again. That monster went down in a spin, spraying blood from her wound, arm already flopping limp and dead at her side. It was not a totally incapacitating shot, but it would keep her busy healing for a few minutes at least. 
 
    A spear from the closest Fury on his right darted towards his midsection. By the slimmest of margins did he fall back from its seeking tip. Kelso shot that Fury as his riposte, the bullet destroying her right thigh and hobbling her in the process. 
 
    He retreated one step as Furies from above began to jump down to join the fray. In quick succession, he shot the first in the hip as she descended, blowing her back into two others attempting to crowd him from the left. His second shot caught another Fury in her upper left shoulder, knocking her completely off her feet. She hit the ground hard, her feet almost comically trailing her as she jack-knifed on the short, brutal flight down to the packed earth. 
 
    The Ebon Knight had fired three shots from each handgun and had incapacitated six Furies in the process. A few of them would be out of the fight entirely, he reckoned, but the rest would eventually rally to attack him again. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” screeched Argenta. “KILL them, don’t just wound them!” 
 
    Kelso grunted as he dodged a thrown spear aimed at his head. “I cannot kill them,” he thought briefly to his sword as both handguns cracked a retort. Only two bullets remained in each gun now. 
 
    “You’re insane! We are BOTH going to die if you don’t start killing!” Argenta was in an absolute lather. “I am heightening your speed, but I will tire soon without life to sustain me! You are dooming us both!” 
 
    “So be it.” Kelso gritted his teeth as he leapt the low horizontal slash of a two-handed great sword wielded by one of the largest Fury’s still standing. Spittle and blood flew from her mouth in great sprays as she bent every ounce of her Dark to the swing. The Ebon Knight coldly knew that if the sword had connected it would have shorn completely through him with ease. Even as he thought this, he shot the enraged woman in both elbows, the force of his blows faceplanting her into the dirt. Her sword winked out as she was knocked unconscious from both the impact and the trauma, her left arm attached to her body by sinew and shattered bone—not much else. 
 
    That one was out for the count and then some, he decided. 
 
    Only two bullets remained, one in each gun. Kelso took another step back and was now fully enclosed on both sides by the tons of broken and rusty loaders. He had an open door to his back, but no Fury had yet come at him from there, thanks to Carmen’s earlier intervention. Kelso knew she still stood behind him, but he could spare nothing to once again warn her to leave. Hopefully, she would have the sense to do so once he fired his last two rounds. 
 
    The insanely angry Furies were grunting, bellowing, whistling, and gnashing their teeth in frustration as the mass of wounded in the front rows slowed the rush of those behind them. They were about to enter a more constricted space to engage him now, almost a funnel, and the enraged monsters would have to hunch over as well since he had retreated several paces under the loft floor overhead. 
 
    He thought about trying to reload, but the Furies had thought of this possibility as well and pressed forward. One lurched at him with two-long bladed knives, and he shot her square in the hip, blowing her back into the mass of monsters now regrouping. That gun was empty, so he holstered it. 
 
    Still holding the other gun in his left hand, he drew a baton with his right. It was a beautiful short staff of silver, wood, and iron, with runes etched all around and glowing a sullen blue as he pulled it free of its sheath. Three feet long and two inches thick, it was a nimble and dangerous weapon. 
 
    “Why?” asked Argenta in a much quieter voice. She was apparently coming to terms with their inevitable end. Even if he did start using lethal force now, there was no way he could kill them all. That time had passed. It was over; he just hadn’t laid down to die yet. 
 
    “Because killing them would hurt Ava. They are her protectors and her friends, even her family in some ways. Every Fury I slay here is one less to protect her in the future. I can’t do that to her.” To Kelso, it had been a simple decision. He was never going to get out of this barn alive, so why kill any of them? Any he killed would only serve to permanently weaken Ava’s guards. 
 
    That made no sense to him. 
 
    They were his enemies, yes, and Kelso didn’t blame the Furies for hating him because he had slain Kiasa, their Sister. It was not as cut and dry as that anymore, of course. Argenta had indicated that Kiasa had come to die on her blade willingly, somehow extracting a condition in return. The Furies would never stop to listen to this new information, though, and Kelso had no idea how to explain it to them while dodging arrows, spears, and swords in any case. 
 
    The Princess would be safer with these Furies alive. So, they all got to live, and he would die. It was that simple, but they would absolutely remember him. 
 
    “I see,” Argenta said, and nothing else. What else was there to say? 
 
    Another Fury darted in, and his last shot spun her back into the horde now crowding the entrance to his chosen arena. With no hesitation, the Ebon Knight holstered the gun and immediately pulled his second baton. Some of the Furies were smiling now, their distorted faces making their grins seem more like grimaces. 
 
    Interestingly, he saw a few Furies in the back standing with hands empty of weapons. The cacophony of wails, growls, and clicks rose to a new height; and it almost seemed like they were arguing among themselves as they dragged back several of the incapacitated. 
 
    At a quick guess, he still faced about twelve, though. 
 
    Kelso was angry, frustrated, and sad. Those feelings were muted by the vast distance between him and the world, of course, but he still felt them. Safe atop his battlements, Kelso truly wanted to survive, but he knew it was not to be. At the very least, he wanted to go out with a bang so that Ava would know he had acquitted himself well. The desire to ensure that the Furies never forgot him, and by extension, that his Princess never forgot him, was strong. 
 
    The Ebon knight bent down suddenly and drew a quick line in the dirt from one loader to the other with one of his batons. 
 
    “Ladies,” Kelso said as he took one step back and flashed into a fighting stance, one baton held crosswise in front of his body, the second baton held behind his head. His leading left foot anchored just inches behind the line, his trailing back right foot braced behind his body. 
 
    Even in their maddened state, the Furies understood exactly what he had just done. A roar of bestial anger erupted from them, and they flowed forward to meet the Knight. 
 
    The first one he took in the jaw as she came for him, his right-hand baton shattering her armor just as easily as his bullets had, before breaking her teeth and jaw both. Ivory splinters arced back onto her companions in a gruesome spray. His left-hand baton blocked her wild slash as she went down. 
 
    The Furies were fast, but he was faster. Whether it was Argenta’s power coming into play, a hidden benefit bestowed by the strange ring he wore, or a combination of both, it mattered not. His strikes were blurringly fast to the Furies’ perceptions; their return attacks substantially slowed to his. 
 
    Minute after minute, they fought, two Furies at all times pressing him, his two batons warding them back. Over and over did their battle of attrition wage. Unconscious Furies tumbled at his feet to be pulled away by their healthier companions so new monsters could take their place. 
 
    Furies stumbled back from his flashing batons, sporting gruesome injuries. Broken ribs, compound fractures, hideous hematomas. They retreated. They healed. Five minutes in, the Ebon Knight took an arrow to his side. It was his first real wound, but it was grievous indeed. His armor flashed grey at the point of contact, and a blood fountain sprayed out at the impact. 
 
    He felt his Light immediately regroup and repair the armor, even as it went to work on his wound as well. It didn’t matter—Kelso knew that it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmen was transfixed with horror as the battle raged on and on in front of her. The lone overhead light swung crazily at the end of its wire, and the wild shadows cast by its constant movement added to the surrealness of the fight taking place. 
 
    The Knight would not yield. 
 
    She was new to the Dark and the secret war that raged beyond the perceptions of most people in the world, but somehow Carmen knew that what she was seeing was extraordinary even so. Jae had explained that when someone ascended—on either side—skill and knowledge came as a part of the gift. Or curse, she supposed, in her case. Either way, she recognized that the skill of the combatants was next level, their tenacity even more so. The knowledge imparted by her gift confirmed this to her, but she didn’t need it to. 
 
    She knew. God himself knew. 
 
    How the lone Knight could keep them at bay was beyond Carmen’s comprehension, and she felt that the Furies were just as dismayed and disbelieving as she was. Carmen could tell that there was dissension among them, too, which continued to grow as the battle wore on. The cacophony of sound the Furies made as they warred with Kelso grew and grew as the minutes ticked by, and Carmen actually began to understand some of it. 
 
    A faction of the Furies was looking for an out with the Knight; they wanted to find a way to disengage. Their Dark goaded them on, but as they were wounded—some grievously, some more superficially—their collective Dark started to wane. More and more of the women were trying to come to their senses, to shake off the red rage and black hate that had enveloped them in order to analyze what was happening. And what had not happened. 
 
    What was happening was that the Furies were on the receiving end of a convincing beatdown. What had not happened was a death. It became clear to the Spears that the Knight was choosing to use non-lethal force. Why this was, none knew, but more and more of the bestial—yet honorable—women felt that the favor should be returned in kind. 
 
    There were some Furies still with the stomach to engage him, though, and his brutal responses were without mercy. Even then, it was clear the Knight was taking pains not to winnow them. Those few monsters that wanted to kill the Knight, no matter the circumstance, were set on revenge for one called Kiasa. Carmen didn’t know who this Kiasa was, but she gathered that she had died at Kelso’s hands and that she had been legendary among the Sisterhood. 
 
    The Furies didn’t move to surround the Knight by going through the open door at his back, which would have been the easiest way to finally overwhelm him. Carmen still stood at that door, and she resolved to fight them if they tried, but she was not naïve enough to believe they avoided the door simply for her sake—by and large, the Furies no longer desired to war against the Knight. He had earned his reprieve, and his life. 
 
    The problem for those who felt they should retreat was simple: How could they disengage from the Knight without losing that which made them Furies? On the other hand, most would now let him withdraw unmolested, but how could they allow him to retreat when he refused to do so? Not an inch would he yield to them. 
 
    It was a savage stalemate, but one that could not last. 
 
    This uneasy equilibrium was shattered by one singular arrow, the last arrow, in fact. The Knight was winded and slowing, and so was finally found. Carmen flinched when the bolt blew Kelso hard into the rusted and monstrous loader on his left side. Even though the Knight didn’t go down, he was hurt.  
 
    Deep inside, a rage she had never felt before began to grow. It was only an ember at first, but seeing him rocked by two quick blows to his bad leg before he could recover stoked it. She was getting very angry, not at him, but at them. She started to hate all the women attacking the Knight—he who had come to her aid yet again and who was also undoubtedly her friend. 
 
    Kelso’s actions had proven to her that he was a good man, a good person. He had protected Carmen several times in the last few days. He had come for her tonight; he had come for her last night; he had welcomed her into his home this morning, too, shorting out wards that were probably in the process of killing her. What had the Knight done to deserve death from the ones who would claim her as part of their clan? 
 
    If this was who they were, she wanted no part of them. 
 
    Carmen was so angry that they could not override their base instincts and withdraw, even when most wanted to. She was furious with herself, too, that she could do nothing to help him fight off the monsters that even now had him cornered in a hopeless battle. 
 
    Carmen’s jaw righted itself as her anger and frustration fueled her Dark. To Carmen’s eyes, the room tinted red. What was happening? 
 
    Suddenly, she remembered someone who could help him, and now that she could talk, Carmen dialed her immediately. It rang only once. 
 
    “Ava? Help me! Please! Kelso is going to die!” Carmen screeched into the phone as soon as she heard the Princess answer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava traveled through a nightmare landscape. 
 
    The night outside the speeding Lexus blurred the world beyond the car’s windows into a long streak of grey and black. The lights from the dashboard took on an eerie and surrealistic glow that made a mockery of the noble faces of her Furies as they all glanced at her anxiously when they thought she wasn’t looking. 
 
    But she was, and she saw them in a new light, perhaps. To Ava’s eyes, even these three Furies were starting to look like monsters to her. 
 
    In this waking dream state, she only dimly heard them. Ava had more important things to do—she was solely focused on her bond with Kelso, waiting for it to wink out. The Princess wanted to remember the moment that it did, so that she could release that memory with gratitude at the end of her life. It would make death more of a mercy than a tragedy—she hoped it would not be a long wait. 
 
    “…forgive them. They didn’t know about our pact…” 
 
    “…remember that we serve you as they do. Don’t kill them…” 
 
    “…the Sisterhood has always been on your side, Princess, please…” 
 
    Just words. Words from far away and meaningless to her now. Ava remembered reading Kelso’s mind and, in some ways, seeing his formidable inner castle. The stark battlements, the vast snowy plains, the high walls—they kept him safe. Could they do the same for her? 
 
    Laboriously, Ava planted the first stone in her mind. 
 
    Her phone rang suddenly, snapping her out of the interior retreat she was about to build—she would come back to it soon enough, in any case. All speech died in the car as Ava instantly had it to her ear. 
 
    “Kelso!?” she whispered frantically. She knew better, of course, but she couldn’t stop herself from saying his name. A vain hope. 
 
    It was not Kelso. “Ava? Help me! Please! Kelso is going to die!” 
 
    Carmen’s words did not come as a surprise, but something withered away inside the Princess even so. She was ice. 
 
    “He still lives?” was all she asked, knowing the answer, and knowing it could not be for much longer. A part of her marveled that he was still alive at all. How he was, though, Ava could not fathom. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s hurt and losing now. Oh my God, his knee! Kelso!” Carmen shrieked suddenly as her voice retreated from the phone, and even in Ava’s state, she knew something was off with the young woman’s voice. The timber was all wrong somehow. 
 
    Ava added more stones to her burgeoning fortress at a magnificent pace. Kelso had the right of it, after all, she thought distantly. Better to protect oneself and retreat from everything than to ever feel anything like this again. 
 
    Calmly, she said, “Carmen? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Ava, he’s down. His leg, Ava, his leg! Ava, help him, please!” Carmen was crying now; hoarse brays issued forth from the phone as she sobbed. “He’s down on one knee; the Knight fights alone!” Her words began to mangle, and all three of the quietly listening Furies stiffened in unison. 
 
    “Carmen?” said Ava again, not even sure the girl could hear her. “It is important that you run away. Run away as fast as you can. I come.” 
 
    The Furies seated with Ava in the car all shrunk back at Ava’s voice. It was no longer the Princess who spoke. 
 
    The Witch was back. 
 
    “NO! His face! Kelso!” screamed Carmen suddenly, and a roar that could never have come from a young woman’s throat burst forth. The phone dropped, and Ava could hear the battle beyond. She heard several solid thumps in quick succession and snarls of pain. Ava also heard a collective gasp over the phone that echoed from the three Furies with her as a high-pitched scream shattered the momentary lull. 
 
    Carmen had apparently joined the fight. 
 
    “She will be outcasted even if she lives,” Chandra said stonily into the stillness as Ava ended the call. The Fury’s heartbreak was clearly evident in her voice. There was a lot of that to go around this night, it seemed. 
 
    “My warriors,” Ava said into the silence as the Lexus finally slowed to take the road leading to the place where her Knight was dying. “Stay in the car when we arrive. Do not come in with me. You three are blameless, as are the six at the hangar.” Ava said nothing else. What was left unsaid was much more important than what was, however, and she knew that her Furies understood exactly what she was saying. 
 
    “Princess, the Knight is still alive!” Jae said urgently, driving as fast as she could to the barn where the battle raged. Wild shadows and light spun around crazily out of the yawning doors. “You may still save him. Don’t turn away from us!” 
 
    Misima spoke up as much as she could in her state. “My life is yours, Princess. Take me if it pleases you; just don’t kill our Sisters. They didn’t know, and how could they know?” 
 
    Ava suddenly realized that, at some point, Misima had withdrawn from Ava. Glancing over, she saw—with but dim regret—the clearly broken hand Misima held against her breasts. Her Dark was working sluggishly to repair the damage and would with time, but it must have hurt. Ava did not remember breaking it at all. 
 
    The car was seconds from sliding to a stop in front of the doors. Ava said nothing and was out like a shot. The Princess heard three other doors opening behind her and had a moment of regret that they had not listened to her as she streaked into the barn. 
 
    Holding the Witch at bay by a hair’s breadth, everything slowed to almost nothing from Ava’s point of view as she entered the battlefield at last. 
 
    Blood and horror awaited her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jesslyn was stunned. 
 
    From her perch up in the barn’s far corner, she watched with glee as events unfolded exactly as she predicted they would. She was giddy at the idea of watching the Knight get torn limb from limb within seconds—and Ava’s probable heartbreak over it. 
 
    That initial giddiness turned into surprise, then shock, then disquiet, then fear, before finally… admiration. Watching the Knight fight off the horde of savages was unlike anything she had ever seen. In many ways, it rivaled some of the preposterous stories told about Ava’s escape from the Dark Court years before. What Ava had supposedly done could not be done by one person; it defied imagination. 
 
    What she was seeing defied imagination, too. 
 
    The Knight could not be brought down. He was brutal and implacable, and the Spider grimaced at the thought of meeting him in combat. She had been so confident that he was just a weak but roughly handsome man waiting to be broken, and had Jesslyn approached him in arrogance, believing that, she would have been killed. As the Spider watched him safe from within her shadows, she knew it as a certainty. 
 
    She feared him. And desired him. 
 
    Jesslyn had never been attracted to anyone like she was to him—the brutality of the stark Knight was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Even his mercy was vicious, and he was but a short fall from grace indeed. Jesslyn swore to herself that if he survived the night, she would help him take that plunge. 
 
    The Spider would be waiting for him at the bottom. 
 
    Jesslyn wanted Kelso so badly, and she would not break him if she got him either. She would help the grim Knight become grimmer yet, until he struck fear in all who crossed his path. The red carnival of terror and pain they would wreak together would be breathtaking. 
 
    Stupefied and astonished as the battle raged on and on, her wondering eyes occasionally tracked the waif as she stood like a dolt at the Knight’s back. If Carmen had any sense, she would have been long gone. Too bad, really, because Jesslyn might have then nabbed her out in the dark. 
 
    Glancing up quickly after the Knight was finally rocked, she saw Carmen on the phone. Concentrating on what she was saying convinced Jesslyn to retreat at once and in haste. Her sister was coming. 
 
    One last look at the Knight was all Jesslyn could spare as she exited the hole she had made earlier. He was still fighting, but the Furies would drag him down soon. Beyond, she saw lights turn onto the road leading to the barn where the Knight now made his last stand. 
 
    As the Spider fled on foot into the night, she actually hoped Ava made it to his side in time. 
 
    It would be close.

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Snapshots registered on the periphery of her consciousness as Ava streaked into the barn. 
 
    It was a large room, filled with unconscious and gravely wounded Furies. Only a few of the Furies still stood, while the rest of the horde remained silent and transfixed on the fight still being waged against her Knight. The only sounds now in the cavernous barn were the shuffling of feet as the few remaining combatants maneuvered against a foe standing in front of her Knight and the harsh, raspy breathing from the exertion. Their grunts of effort almost drowned out a desperate low snarling—defiant but somehow sad and broken at the same time. 
 
    Only three still stood against Kelso, who was down on one knee, batons held in front of him uncertainly. Those three were pushed away from him, though, and the fight now raged some five or six feet from where he knelt. His face… 
 
    Ava shied away, focusing instead on the last three Furies standing. They battled something much smaller than them and obscured from her view by their bulk. They seemed confused and unsure of the assailant, who even now scored a solid hit against the forearm of the rightmost Fury. The bone broke audibly, and that Fury’s spear winked out as she howled in agony. 
 
    Those three needed to be neutralized right now—not only for her Knight’s sake but for the sake of the one they fought. Ava was among them instantly, even as she decided to stop the fight once and for all. To the Furies’ senses, the Princess was just suddenly there, like she had appeared out of thin air. 
 
    A backhand to the Fury on Ava’s right sent her crashing against the side of the barn, forming a hole with her head and back. She slumped there unconscious, half in and half out of the building. While that one was still in flight, Ava reached up and grabbed the lank hair of the monster to her left. A quick yank downwards pulled that Fury to her knees, back arched to keep her neck from breaking. Ava lightly covered the immobilized Fury’s throat with her right hand, just a twitch away from ripping the windpipe out. 
 
    The remaining Fury with the newly broken arm stumbled back in shock at Ava’s appearance and froze. Ava did not even look at her; instead, she focused her attention on the small Fury in front of her. It was Carmen, and she was warped. Too young both in age and in the Dark, she had nonetheless raged—but she had done so only partially. 
 
    The young woman’s face was stretched and ferocious, but she did not sport the fully demonic features like the others. Carmen was armored only haphazardly in wisps of Dark, and her weapons were ill-formed shadows, but they seemed effective even so. She wielded two short staffs, twins to the ones still held by Kelso. Carmen had mimicked him as best she could; her obvious regard for the Knight outstripping anything she felt for her future clan. She had only grown a foot, even in her rage, so she was still shorter than Kelso when he was standing. If he could still stand… 
 
    Ava’s throat constricted, and for a few more precious seconds she shied away from the endless ocean of hurt that awaited her. Carmen had raged against her own clan to protect Kelso, but the Princess was not sure it mattered. From the little she had already seen of the Knight’s injuries… In any case, Carmen had made her choice, and the Furies be damned if they cast out the young woman, because Carmen could stay with her and Kelso. 
 
    Gazing into Carmen’s angry eyes, the Princess was distantly startled to see an unbroken stream of tears running down the young woman’s hideously transformed face. With shock, Ava sensed that Carmen knew it was too late for her rebellion to have mattered, but she had done so anyway. Ava loved her for it. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    No longer could the Princess deny what she had already seen. But now, as Ava focused her attention solely on the Knight with as clinical of an examination that she could manage, her heart quailed. In vain, Ava tried to snuff out the choking terror and sadness threatening to overwhelm her completely. Any chance the Knight had would be lost if she gave up on him, but it was much worse than she feared. 
 
    Kelso was gravely wounded, even as he still held himself up on a destroyed knee, defiant until the end. His whole left leg was shattered viciously, with bone sticking out in several places from knee to ankle. The Furies had picked out his weakness and had exploited it fully. Even now, the leg was wrapped by his Light as it struggled to find something it could repair, but just resting on that knee, as he now did, must have been utter agony. 
 
    More. 
 
    The dirt underneath the kneeling Knight was pooling with blood from a deep hole in his right side. Again, Ava beheld his Light rallying there, trying to staunch the flow. 
 
    More. 
 
    His left wrist was clearly broken. The mere act of holding his baton with that hand must have been yet another dizzying misery. The Knight bled sluggishly from several other areas all over his body as well, with small punctures and tears nearly everywhere. Ava’s heart sank. What she beheld would be a death sentence for any of the Light without a Priest’s immediate intervention. How was he even alive? 
 
    Still more. 
 
    Kelso’s face. The Princess had to steel herself from flinching away from him again, even as she shuddered inside. She needed to be strong—at least for a little while longer—because Ava had a role to play in this act. The Princess needed to be certain what her role was before she assumed the part, and what she became was completely dependent on whether her Knight survived. If he did, she was the calvary who had come to rescue him. If he didn’t, she was the executioner who had come to kill every last Fury in the room that had raised a weapon against him. 
 
    There was no in-between. 
 
    A soft sob escaped her as she finally beheld the ruined visage that had once been his starkly handsome face. His eyes had reminded her of a falcon’s when she had first taken his measure on the rooftop. That could never happen again because his left eye was rent by a deep gash, about four inches long and an inch or more wide that started at mid-forehead and extended down through his eyebrow, eye, and into his cheek. 
 
    His helmet was shattered, yet his Light still endeavored to keep him armored there as much as it could; to protect the wound as much as it could. His Light sought to re-armor him but made no attempt to heal him—it couldn’t, because no one save a Fury could recover from that type of damage. She feared not even a Priest could heal Kelso and return what had been taken from him. Not that they had a Priest on call or even a way to summon one. 
 
    Kelso was blinded. 
 
    His left eye was a ruin of leaking blood and gore that steadily issued forth from underneath the remnants of his helmet. His right eye seemed intact on closer inspection, and Ava felt a small surge of relief at that. If he lived, at least he would not be completely darkened. The Knight’s right eye was caked with congealed blood, dirt, and sweat, however. Such was the intensity of the battle that he had not had time to clear the gore away. 
 
    How long had he literally fought blind? Ava had no idea. How the Knight was still alive and upright was also beyond the Princess. Her Knight was magnificent. 
 
    No, Kelso was magnificent. 
 
    The entire room was silent, the Furies frozen in distress and dread as she inspected the Knight. Just by her actions so far, it was clear they had made a grave miscalculation about their Heroine’s feelings towards him. It could cost them all dearly. 
 
    Still holding the large Fury immobilized in her hands, Ava motioned with her eyes for Carmen to step away. The young woman did so but then turned to regard the Knight herself. A strangled sob escaped Carmen’s throat as she took in the fullness of his injuries. The small Fury swayed for a moment, and Ava thought that if it were possible for a Fury to faint, she would have. 
 
    The Knight cocked his head slightly at Carmen’s muted cry and turned generally in her direction. 
 
    “Carmen,” he rasped. “Are you ok?” 
 
    Carmen shook her head hopelessly for a second but then managed to gargle out an affirmative, forcing the sound to escape her mishappen teeth and mouth. Like Ava, Carmen intuitively didn’t want to burden the Knight further—he had enough to shoulder without knowing the depths of their combined pain and distress at his visage. 
 
    “That’s good,” Kelso said distantly. His arms were starting to shake uncontrollably, the weight of his batons becoming too much for his beleaguered body. 
 
    The Knight was failing, weakening. 
 
    “Knight Kelso, I have come to parlay,” said Ava clearly and confidentially, and many of the Furies turned towards her in surprise, diabolical faces marveling. Even the Fury still in her grip shifted slightly to look up into Ava’s face more fully. How could the Princess sound so upbeat and positive when her face was a mask of horrified sorrow? The Furies as a group were jolted by just how much effort their Princess was expending to merely keep the Knight quieted for a few moments longer. No one would endeavor so hard to be positive for the sake of another if they weren’t deeply—and irrevocably—in love. 
 
    Their disquiet grew. 
 
    “Ava,” the Knight said, his voice a strange mixture of relief and sadness. At her words, he allowed his batons to drop at last, digging both ends into the dirt to keep himself from pitching forward. With a chill, Ava read that the Knight was sure that if he fell, he would never rise again. 
 
    The pain he was in. It was ungodly, and it tore at her with its savagery. Ava almost broke her read of him out of self-preservation—she didn’t want to know just how badly he hurt. The agony was such that it would have literally killed most people just from having to bear it. How could he even speak? 
 
    The Princess had never been more afraid in her life. She was terrified that in acknowledging his wounds—in moving in to comfort him—the delicate spell that somehow still allowed him to breathe would break, and he would die. 
 
    She was frozen. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Princess.” Ava’s heart shattered as she realized he couldn’t even spare the strength to raise a hand to his face, and by what he was really telling her with those four words. Kelso desperately wanted to wipe his one remaining eye clear, to gaze upon her one last time at least. He couldn’t, though; the Knight was spent—completely and utterly. 
 
    With an iron will, Ava kept her voice light. “I think you could benefit from some instruction in fighting techniques. Particularly when it comes to a secret combat tactic called ducking. You obviously skipped that class in Knight school, so let’s work on it together, yes? It might come in handy someday. What do you think?” The Princess managed to keep her voice from breaking, but not by much. 
 
    “I’m game, but I’m a little tired right now. Any chance we could pick this up again tomorrow? I might even give you a pass on the country music extravaganza I had planned.” Kelso had started to sway slightly, as if he was buffeted by invisible winds only he could feel. The pain was overwhelming the Knight, she knew, but the Princess was his lifeline. Only Ava kept him from laying down to die right then and there. 
 
    “That is acceptable. Our pact is struck,” Ava answered formally, in the insane hope that her proper agreement to their ridiculous plans would somehow magically keep him alive to see it done.  
 
    Finally looking down into the eyes of the Fury she held, Ava noticed that her face was horribly scarred, with long, savage rents from scalp to neck. Even transformed as she was, the damage to the Fury’s face was obvious and unmistakable; she had been tortured at some point—almost to death. Her hardship did not buy her an ounce of compassion from Ava, however. If the Princess found out that this was the Fury that had taken Kelso’s eye, she would kill her without hesitation or mercy. 
 
    The issue for Ava now was simple: she needed to get to her Knight but couldn’t. The Princess was still cloaked in her terrible Dark but couldn’t disperse it while holding one of those responsible for his wounds. She wanted to go to him, to hold him and comfort him, but she couldn’t while armored. Her Dark would war with—and then quickly overwhelm—the Light that still fought for his life. The Princess would kill Kelso herself if she touched him. 
 
    “Bear with me, my love.” 
 
    Her casual words rocked the Knight, and in horror she watched him almost falter entirely as he realized that the depths of her feelings matched his. Time stopped for a moment, but Kelso managed to right himself once more. 
 
    Even in such pain—even while dying as he believed he was—the Knight was filled with joy. Kelso truly loved her, and to know that she loved him too was beyond his wildest imagination. 
 
    Inside, he soared. 
 
    Quickly, she spoke: “I need to call in my Dark, so I am going to release you. You will not move towards my Knight again or I will slay you. Think carefully about this. You will either master your Dark and yield, or you will fall and your Sisters with you. Do I make myself clear?” Ava’s voice was emotionless as she delivered her ultimatum to the Fury trapped in her grasp. All the Furies in attendance knew Ava meant exactly what she said and would kill them all if provoked. 
 
    The Witch was barely in check. 
 
    The Fury under her hands nodded once. Ava released her instantly and forgot about her just as quickly. Turning back to Kelso, the Princess prepared herself for the most important task she would ever undertake. On its surface, what she needed to do was impossible, but the Princess didn’t care—she would see it done. 
 
    But how would she keep Kelso alive through the next five minutes, let alone through the night? Could she? 
 
    Nothing else mattered to her beyond the Knight. From the moment she had first laid eyes on Kelso, she had known it—at least subconsciously. Ava could now clearly see that everything she had done since meeting him had been influenced by that introduction. She would not, could not, lose him. Her Dark stubbornly refused to yield, though, and Ava knew why. The Princess had something to say, and the sooner she did so, the sooner she could call in her Dark and then comfort Kelso. 
 
    “I need a larger vehicle. Jae, please find me one. Now.” Ava did not look up but clearly heard the Fury as she bolted out of the barn. These Spears had not hiked here, so there must be many vehicles nearby. Jae would procure the most appropriate. 
 
    “Chandra, we need some first aid gear. I believe you moved ours into the trunk of the Lexus, yes?” Ava didn’t need to say anything more as Chandra, too, left the building. 
 
    “Misima, are you well enough for service? Can you search the Knight’s Jeep for anything he might have brought that he will need?” 
 
    Misima, too, retreated into the night to search Kelso’s Jeep. 
 
    Good. Her Furies were all gone. 
 
    Ava looked away from Kelso finally. The Knight seemed almost oblivious to this world now. That might be expected from someone about to cross over into death; but that was not to be for Kelso, however. She would drag him, kicking and screaming, back to this life no matter what. 
 
    But time was short, and she still couldn’t touch him. 
 
    “Hear me,” she said quietly to the twenty-one monsters in attendance who had assaulted and grievously hurt Kelso. “A pact was struck earlier tonight, and I was promised that my Knight would not be attacked. Your Sisters vouched for the Knight’s safety, which you have violated.” 
 
    Several of the Furies shook their heads in denial.  
 
    “You would protest that you didn’t know? Would you also argue that seven Spears setting upon a solitary Knight was called for? Did you not know that this Knight and I had a connection? Who here didn’t know that, at least?” Ava waited five seconds, but none moved to contradict her. 
 
    “I love the Sisterhood. I owe my life and my sanity to the Furies as a group, and I am aware that you have splintered from the Dark, and many are dying as they flock to me the world over. And so, perhaps your judgement was impaired by the larger forces at work in the world against you.” Ava paused and looked at the large, scarred Fury that she had just released. “Or perhaps your leader goaded you into attacking the Knight—the same Knight rescuing a Childe of your own.” The object of her perusal dropped her head in shame as Ava continued to measure her with disdain. 
 
    Ava took a deep breath. “I want to kill all of you so badly. I won’t, though, because I owe the Sisterhood too much. Know this, however. The Knight spared you because he knew that losing any of you also weakened me.” Ava’s voice hitched just a moment as she looked back to her Knight, who was still fighting for consciousness. Warm and blurry thoughts of her floated through his mind as he continued to sway unsteadily. He was punch drunk and dying, and Ava wanted to scream in frustration as the seconds ticked by, waiting for her Dark to be satisfied and recede. 
 
    “Do you understand? He was willing to die to you so that you could live to protect me.” At her words, several of the women bowed their heads like their leader had. “I refuse you, though.” The assembled Furies froze in distress at her calm words. 
 
    “I refuse your service, and I refuse to honor the pact I have made when it comes to you twenty-one. Find another to serve or fight and die for me, unheralded and unknown, on the far peripheries of my orbit. Never again will I suffer your company. Find another to protect—I reject you.” The monsters were statues. None moved. None breathed. 
 
    “Also, my Knight will not die tonight. He will not. I will not allow it. If he ever does, and I survive his death, then run. Run and hide, because before I follow him, I will be looking for you—for all of you. His life buys yours, and I will honor his intentions until the moment he is no more, but not a moment longer.” Several of the Furies had recovered enough from their rage to cry, and they did so soundlessly. 
 
    “DO YOU HEAR ME!?” Ava shrieked suddenly as the Witch broke through at last. The stunned Furies stumbled back from her in guilt and dread. A Dark shockwave of physical pressure emanated from the Princess and blew through them. Her Dark was cold, calculating, and furious. It wanted nothing more than to rend and kill them all horribly and was held in check only by the thinnest of chains. Malice and hatred contorted Ava’s face for a moment, and the look of pure scorn and venom she cast at the Furies was vicious enough to give the nightmares that faced her nightmares of their own. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Ava regained immediate and complete control—reigning in the true Dark of herself instantly and snuffing it out entirely—at the whispered question from behind her. 
 
    “Amber? What are you doing here?” 
 
    The Princess whipped her head around at his voice. The Knight still leaned on his weapons, still blinded, but he now addressed someone who could not be here. Someone who could not be seen by any of those present—because she was dead. 
 
    Reading his mind, seeing what he believed he was seeing, caused Ava’s heart to seize. Her Knight was preparing to cross over—he was going to leave her. She was at his side, wrapping her left arm behind his back while she gently put a hand on the Knight’s left cheek and pulled his ruined face softly around to her. 
 
    “Kelso? I’m here. Your Ava is here for you, and I will make it right. I promise.” Ava’s voice was steady, but tears flowed freely down her face. How she wanted to break, how she wanted to wail! Her agony was excruciating as she saw him preparing to leave his far battlements—the haven he had built for himself across endless plains of snow. The Knight was about to set out on another journey, but not back to the world. Kelso made ready to head inwards, even deeper into himself. 
 
    Death was waiting for him there, wearing his sister’s face. 
 
    “Ava?” the Knight slurred excitedly. “It’s Amber! She is well. She comes for me even now!” 
 
    “No, my heart, it is not Amber that you see. She is dead; let her stay so. Abide with me for a little while longer. Please, Kelso, come with me instead.” Dimly, Ava knew all three of her Furies had returned to the barn. She also knew that at least two of them had heard her exile the others. She didn’t care. That her Furies had not seen fit to intervene meant they realized there was no possibility of changing her mind. 
 
    A very small part of her—a very wicked part of her—knew that the only silver lining to losing her Knight here and now was that she wouldn’t have to chase his killers down. 
 
    Kelso was confused. “Dead? But I see her—and Ben! Ben!” The blind Knight’s smile was heartbreakingly hopeful and beautiful as he beheld his dead nephew. In his mind, Kelso now saw them both, holding hands and smiling back at him. Even gravely and perhaps mortally wounded, Ava could not imagine Kelso looking happier than he did right now. 
 
    Happy and contented. 
 
    For just one second, Ava considered it. She considered that perhaps it would be a blessing and a great mercy to let him slip away to the company of those he loved and who had loved him. What of her, though? Ava loved him too, and even in the very short time of their acquaintance, the Princess knew she could not go back to her life as it had been before. 
 
    Ava would much rather follow him. Hand in hand and blushing nervously as he proudly introduced her to his sister and her son. It was a pleasant ending. Perhaps she could journey away with him, and why not? The Other grew in strength even as the savage Dark ascended; time slipped away. The Princess could not face such without her Knight. 
 
    Faced with the reality of his loss, Ava could look at herself critically—without denial or vanity. She realized that her actions over the past years had become increasingly risky, and Ava now recognized that she had been losing her own grip on sanity, one small piece at a time. Stress from reading the constant filth and degeneracy that had surrounded the Princess her entire life had worn her down. Ava needed him. The Knight had become her shield, her reason to dream, and she absolutely could not go on without him. The taste of happiness and romance that she had experienced with Kelso had been the sweetest water to her—she had been dying of thirst for such and hadn’t even known it. 
 
    Maybe she should go while the going was still good? It wouldn’t be hard to end herself; she had contemplated it plenty when she was younger, surrounded by true monsters that lusted for her in the basest, evilest ways. Ava had known back then that she had to kill herself if she could not outsmart, outfight, or outrun them. Better that by far than to suffer and die at their hands. 
 
    This ending, though? Not so bad, really. 
 
    “No, Ava. No,” spoke a small, frightened voice. 
 
    Ava looked up, surprised to see Carmen kneeling on the Knight’s other side in the rags that had once been her clothes, also helping to hold him up. When had Carmen come to herself and joined Ava? She had raged; she had returned. Carmen had cried herself out, but the terror on her face was profound. She had somehow ferreted out Ava’s intentions, perhaps tipped off by Ava’s thoughtful silence as her Knight slowly died in her arms. 
 
    Jae, busily wrapping sturdy gauze around Kelso’s leg to help keep the bone in check, froze. Chandra had a hand on the Knight also, firmly pressing a clean towel she had rummaged up somewhere against the deep hole in Kelso’s side until Jae could wrap it tight against him. She gasped at Carmen’s words and looked into Ava’s face. 
 
    The Knight had four women of the Dark touching him at the same time, yet was oblivious. He was far away indeed and retreating further by the second. 
 
    Ava knew there was a decision she had to make. Deep down, she had already made it. 
 
    “He wouldn’t want this for you, Ava. Listen to me, please. Kelso would do anything to keep you alive, and he proved it tonight. Save him if you can. If you can’t, and he must go, then let him, but please don’t go with him.” The fifteen-year-old girl was a marvel, Ava mused. Wise beyond her years, Carmen would make any parent proud, but her parents were now dead. She had also raised a hand against her own Sisters, and they would never accept her now. 
 
    Carmen would have a very short and hard life if she was cut off from the Sisterhood and had no one to guide and train her. She wouldn’t live long enough to ever realize her boundless potential. Ava would be abandoning her if she left, but she believed Chandra would never leave Carmen under any circumstances. That knowledge comforted her somewhat, but the most ideal outcome would be for Carmen to accompany Kelso and Ava. 
 
    First, then, she had to save Kelso. 
 
    Even as the Princess wrestled with herself, she went deeper still into the Knight. Ava chased him to his far castle across a vast frozen land—always behind but closing the distance steadily. Ava dove recklessly, to depths unfathomable did she chase her Knight to be there with him completely. Further down, she cast herself yet more, always following him, while his thoughts snuffed out little by little behind them. His consciousness became concentrated at the grim keep that had kept him safe for the last year—and nowhere else. 
 
    Somehow, Ava knew that her consciousness and Kelso’s were now entwined. She could very well die in here with him if the Princess failed to save her Knight. 
 
    So be it. 
 
    Kelso had descended from his battlements, where a great black stallion of monstrous size awaited him. It was the most beautiful animal Ava had ever seen, and she knew it would bear him easily and true. In Kelso’s mind, Ava could see it all, and she could see his sister and nephew holding hands as they waited for him at the horizon. Far away they stood, yet somehow also near enough so that he could see their every feature clearly. 
 
    Ava came to rest on top of the stony battlements to examine her Knight for a moment while she figured out what to do. The only jarring piece to the scene was the great sword that rode on the Knight’s back. It projected death and ruin. And as she noticed it, the Princess realized she was not alone in her perusal. 
 
    An unearthly beautiful woman with blood-red eyes leaned against the battlement walls where Ava watched her Knight. The strange woman’s face was perfect, without a blemish, much like a porcelain doll’s face would be. Long, thick, auburn hair fell past her shoulders, and she was amazingly attractive—even though Ava felt she was greatly exaggerated in the bosom area. Her clothing… or rather her lack of clothing… would make even Furies blush. 
 
    Despite all of that, the woman had zero appeal. There was something about her, something that transcended dangerousness. Madness, maybe? Even insanity did not quite describe the woman to Ava’s taste. She was a void hidden under pretty wrappings. A rabid force of destruction, driven to kill, cunning and even brilliant in pursuit of the mindless, wanton slaughter she craved. It rolled off of her in waves of impatience, anger, and bloodlust. 
 
    She was beyond evil; the word and the idea of it couldn’t describe what she really was—what she really could be. Ava was truly disquieted by her presence in Kelso’s mind; she was an ancient and alien being unfit to coexist with any other for long. 
 
    Ava had no doubt who the woman was. 
 
    “Argenta,” the Princess said in greeting as she, too, leaned up against the wall. They both watched Kelso’s every move as he slowly limped towards the horse. 
 
    Argenta sighed. “You’re way too smart for your own good, Princess. I was hoping to play twenty questions with you. It’s a little boring sometimes being in yonder numbskull’s head.” 
 
    “We both know Kelso’s not stupid; he has contained you quite well, I think. What do you want? Are you here to gloat? His death sets you free, yes?” Ava kept her voice neutral, but hope blossomed within her. She could only think of one reason Argenta would show herself here in Kelso’s waking dream—for some reason, the sword now wanted to save him, and she probably needed Ava’s help to do so. 
 
    “Annoying, but yes, I do want your help.” Argenta smiled at Ava’s small start. “Weird to be on the receiving end of your little trick, eh? You’re in here with me now, and we are bonded while you are. I know what you’re thinking, but at least you’re not nearly as dull as Kelso is. Still, sucks for you, right?” 
 
    “That does suck,” Ava agreed blandly. She was very uncomfortable with Argenta in her head for any length of time. This was probably her last chance to save her Knight, though. 
 
    “True again, Princess. I am the last hope for your dangerous little boy toy over there. So, are we going to parlay, or do you want to see him ride over the horizon? The time approaches where even I cannot intervene.”  
 
    Both women watched as Kelso patted the horse and made as if to mount. “Yes, I will parlay,” Ava said hurriedly. Somehow, she knew that letting Kelso get on that horse was a very bad idea. 
 
    “Good choice. Ok, let me slow things down a little bit.” At Argenta’s words, the Knight froze with one foot preparing to lift to stirrup while his other foot braced. 
 
    “Neat trick,” Ava said noncommittally. The Princess did not believe they would—or could—come to an agreement, but it was nice to have a few more minutes to think about what her response to the Knight’s death would be. 
 
    “Either way, it's death also for you, right?” Argenta smiled as she again read what Ava was considering. 
 
    Why lie? She can read me anyway. “Yes. I die here and now or shortly after I avenge him.” 
 
    “I approve. Of both the realization that lying to me is hopeless and of you dying.” Argenta glanced over with a sneaky little grin. “I was really hoping to help you with the dying part too—if not now, then in the future. Consider it, eh? Your obsession with the Knight has clouded your judgment and purpose. It will be your downfall.” 
 
    Ava shrugged. 
 
    “Well, far be it from me to warn you away from the cliff. Anyway, here is the crux of my proposal. I think the Knight can still be saved, but not easily and not for much longer. If he ascends to the saddle, no force in this world can remove him from it, and he will ride away from you. Don’t go thinking you will meet Kelso in some mythical next world either—I don’t think it will happen. Well, at least not anymore.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Ava felt a chill down her spine at Argenta’s words; the sword was showing uncertainty, which meant she was probably telling the truth. 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” Argenta snorted. “I thought you’d be better at hiding your thoughts since you’re always rummaging around in other people’s heads. I was wrong.” 
 
    Snarky bitch, thought Ava quite deliberately. 
 
    “Nice one!” laughed Argenta. “Anyways, what I mean is that the forces arrayed against you and Sir Weak Sauce over there are… different… than any sort of foe you have ever faced. They are different even from any foe I have ever faced, too—and that’s saying something.” 
 
    “Again, what does that mean?” Ava noticed Kelso’s foot had now left the ground and was making its way very slowly up to the stirrup. Argenta had slowed down time, but she couldn’t stop it, apparently. 
 
    “Nope, I can’t. So, what I mean is that the forces we all now face want an end to conflict.” Argenta shivered in mock horror, almost falling out of her top in the process. It didn’t help that she was hamming it up, too, obviously just to get under Ava’s skin. 
 
    “I don’t understand why that would be so bad?” queried Ava, eyes still glued to Kelso’s foot as it inched ever higher. 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” Argenta shook her head disparagingly. “No conflict means no growth, no extremes, no drama, no real life for you and for those like you. For me, it means no death, no killing, not even an occasional maiming to keep myself contented. It’s boring, and it’s also the end of all. I’m not sure which is worse.” 
 
    “I still don’t quite grasp how no conflict means all those things to me. But I’m alright with what it means to you.” Ava was starting to get nervous; the Knight’s foot was halfway to the stirrup now, and she could see his body starting to rise as his other foot flexed him slowly off the ground. 
 
    “You would,” Argenta said. “And yes, he is running out of time. Look, the reason there will be harmony for all is because all will be one with the Other. If this world falls, then other planes will follow, and so on. All of creation and existence will be one with the Other, and that is a problem because the Other is just one.” Argenta turned to squarely look at Ava for the first time. “The Other is but one sentience, allowing only the most basic traits to remain in those it has infected. Even then, those traits are superficial, much like muscle memory. What made the host sentient is long gone.” 
 
    “Which means that everyone, everywhere, in all the realms of existence would be just one being?” Ava tore her eyes from Kelso to look Argenta straight in her face. 
 
    “Yes.” Argenta’s blood-red yes met Ava’s electric blues fearlessly. “So, no conflict, but also no nothing. It’s the end of everything and everyone. Even for me, that’s kind of a bummer because the Other is not going to attack itself, right? I will be sheathed for eternity.” 
 
    “I see,” Ava looked back down at the Knight. “And he is the key to stopping it?” 
 
    “No. I am. And, to a lesser extent, so are you now.” 
 
    Ava laughed. “You had me going for a moment, sword.” It was her turn to shake her head in disgust. “I should have known.” 
 
    “It’s true. I can strike the Other, and I am one of the few things in this world that can. Not just by killing one of its hosts—which is kind of useless, actually. I can make my bearer immune to its power, and my blows can truly kill off whole parts of it. When you kill a host of the Other, it’s like a papercut to it. When I kill a host, I lop off a little piece of it forever. Imagine losing a finger at the knuckle. The remaining finger is still there, the hand is, the arm, the body, all of it is still functioning. That knuckle, though? It’s gone, never to return. So, I just need to do a lot of severing, piece by piece.” 
 
    Argenta straightened. “We are almost out of time; I can tell you what needs to be done to possibly save your Knight. If not, he will die, and I might, too, which is why we are conversing. I lent your Knight a ton of power which I could not replace, so I don’t know if I can survive his death. I don’t have anything left to lend him, either. He wears a ring gifted to him from another that also helped to sustain him, but it too is about spent.” 
 
    Argenta turned to look down at the Knight again; he had almost left the ground. “Whether you believe me or not, I have spoken true.” 
 
    “What do you want of me? Why am I a part of stopping the Other now?” 
 
    “Partially by helping to keep my bearer alive. Kelso might have what it takes to effectively wield me. Even I was impressed tonight by his stand against the Furies—a little.” Argenta paused. “Just go down there and keep him off that horse. We are in his head, so the horse could have been his Jeep, or a train, or whatever… but if he gets on it, he has willingly mounted the vehicle that will take him to death. It’s all over, then. I thought you might find it ironic that Kelso unconsciously chose a massive steed because you gave him a hard time earlier about breaking a horse’s back. Also, a nice one, by the way.” 
 
    Ava almost laughed at the happy memory, then did a double take at Argenta. “You could hear that? I thought you were blocked?” 
 
    Argenta did laugh. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    Ava ground her teeth in frustration. The sword had played the Knight for a very long time, and the Princess couldn’t say anything to him, or Kelso would probably be paralyzed with the knowledge that he was never truly alone. 
 
    “True,” Argenta said smugly. 
 
    “You called him ‘Sir Weak Sauce’. Why save him now?” 
 
    “As I said, he impressed me a little when he beat the hell out of your Furies. I still think he has a long way to go in order to effectively wield me against the Other, though. And to bring it back around to you again, I think you could help him get there.” Argenta took a deep breath. “You have maybe thirty seconds to stop him.” 
 
    Ava turned and started hurrying down the steps. “What do I do after?” 
 
    “Take him to his home. Someone waits for him there, and that is his only chance. Princess, hear me. If you take him to a hospital, he will die. His shot at continued life waits behind the wards.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Ava said as she sped up to her Knight. 
 
    “You’ll find out. Good luck, Princess, and I hope we meet again someday,” Argenta called with an ominous snicker. 
 
    “Goodbye, Argenta. By the way, have some respect for yourself and put on some damn clothes!” Take that bitch, Ava thought savagely as she hit the ground running.  
 
    Wicked laughter floated down from the citadel walls in response as Ava hit the ground running. Even amped up, it was close. The Princess barely managed to nab her Knight by the shoulder a split second before he lifted off and into death.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Startled and off balance, Kelso almost fell before turning to see who had grabbed him. His eyes widened in recognition as he beheld her. 
 
    “Ava!? What are you doing here?” Kelso’s voice was amazed, and the look on his face was almost… guilty. 
 
    “Nope. That’s not the question we should be asking. Instead, what are you doing here?” Ava still held her Knight’s shoulder, partly to keep him upright and partly to keep him from attempting to mount. 
 
    “I’m off to see my family.” The Knight looked down. “I’m sorry, Ava. I’m so tired, and I’m really hurt.” 
 
    Ava smiled with effort. “You are hurt indeed, Kelso. I don’t think any other Knight on the planet could have accomplished what you did tonight. It’s one for the record books. Not that any of them would be stupid enough to fight off seven Spears at the same time in the first place, though—so don’t get all arrogant about it.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks?” Kelso had obviously not expected this reaction from her and was made unsure by it. That was good; she needed to keep him off balance. From the corner of Ava’s vision, she noticed the far mountains that ringed Kelso’s bastion shimmer slightly and begin to fade. 
 
    Time. She didn’t have enough of it. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Kelso. We’re magical, kind of, right? You’re badly wounded, and I don’t deny it—any normal human would already be dead. You’re not, and you can heal.” Ava kept the smile on her face even as she saw the landscape all around them starting to blur and disappear at a rapid pace. In the real world, he was probably close to drawing his last breath. 
 
    “You know I can’t heal from this.” Kelso looked over his shoulder at the horizon where his sister and nephew had been waving. They had stopped, and his face fell in disappointment even as Ava’s spirits rose ever so slightly.  
 
    “You can heal from most of it.” 
 
    “Not all of it.” 
 
    “Enough,” she answered. 
 
    He exploded suddenly, “No! You think my limp was bad before? I’ll be lucky to ever walk again!”  
 
    “So? I will wheel you around. Forget the horse, Kelso, that’s so last century. You could be the first Knight in history to ride around on a boss-status wheelchair. No joke. I’ve got lots of money, and we will 100 percent trick that bad boy out for you with lasers and rockets and… stuff. I’ll totally push you around, too; I’m pretty strong, you know.” Ava’s throat constricted as she saw the snowy plains behind him being rolled up into nothingness. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Why would you want to do that, Ava? Look at you! Look at me!” Kelso’s voice thickened. “I don’t want to be dependent on you like that. You have so much to do, so much to be. Don’t chain yourself to me, Princess. I’m an anchor.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Stay with me.” Ava couldn’t keep a small note of pleading from her voice. The landscape tumbled towards them from all sides now. Death came, and it no longer wore the face of his family. 
 
    “I can’t. I also lost an eye, Ava. An eye! I’m blinded, and nothing can fix that. Please.” The Knight was almost sobbing. 
 
    “We’ll get you a really awesome eye patch, my love. I like pirates. Who doesn’t? Everything is better when a pirate is involved. Or a ninja.” Ava’s mouth was running away from her as she thought furiously about how to snap him out of his course, how to make him want to live—no matter what. 
 
    Kelso just looked at her for a second. “Ava, I did what I could. Your guard is intact and in one piece, so let them accompany you and protect you. I can’t, and I never could. I will just be a burden to you now.” The Knight turned as if to mount, and to her horror, Ava could no longer hold him back. Her strength was fading as his increased. Death held sway here. 
 
    She went for broke. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Kelso. I will kill them all for killing you.” Ava’s eyes stung at the instant hurt that sprang into his face at her words. But he turned back to her. 
 
    “You would do that? Why?” The Knight was baffled and disappointed. 
 
    “Because they took you away from me. I cannot live without you, Kelso; that is the truth. I know it in my core.” Ava’s hands started to shake as the forest behind him began to fade, leaving nothing behind it. 
 
    “You can’t know that after less than two days,” Kelso disagreed, but he appeared unsure because she knew the Knight had similar feelings for her. Did he understand what she now so clearly did? They were destined to be together from the moment she first laid eyes upon him. She believed this in her heart and believed he did, too. By his actions, the Knight had already proved that her life meant more to him than his own. Carmen had even pointed that out to Ava just a few… 
 
    That was it. She knew now. 
 
    “I do. I won’t live without you.” Ava held his eyes with hers, letting him see her resolve. She realized that she meant it too—well and truly. The Princess had already contemplated death many times in her life, and several times in the last hour, but here at his end? Yes. She was determined to accompany him. 
 
    Kelso was shocked. His face became sickly with fear at her words. 
 
    “I mean it. If you go, I go.” Ava looked around at the rapidly shrinking landscape, her eyes touching Argenta still on the battlements. That evil… thing… was looking at the coming nothingness with composure, but her hands gripped the rough stone tightly. 
 
    “Your horse is too big. Can we summon me up a smaller white one? Let’s ride out together, Kelso. I would love to meet Amber and Ben.” Ava raised a hand to her forehead as she had a lifetime ago in his small kitchen when she was pretending to look for wine—but unlike then, she was serious in her search. 
 
    “You don’t mean it. God, tell me you don’t mean it.” Kelso was almost crying in terror and frustration. “Just let me go, Ava, please. I love you, I do, but I’m crippled and blinded. My face is ruined. I was never a prize to begin with, but now I will be hideous. How could you even look at me when I am so scared? You! Of all the women in the world, to be with someone like me?” 
 
    Ava didn’t even glance at him as she still searched the very close horizon for a horse of her own. She knew this was her last chance. “Chicks dig scars, didn’t you know? We find it sexy, apparently. That’s what one of your country songs implied, at least.” 
 
    “God. Ava!” the Knight sobbed. 
 
    “I love you, and I will follow you. Let’s go together, Kelso, I’m ready.” Ava turned at last to look at him, and her tears burst forth uncontrollably. The nothingness had reached the walls and the stones under Argenta became translucent. They were out of time. “My Knight! My one true love!” she sang triumphantly. “The next adventure calls to us; let us hearken to it and depart!” 
 
    “NO!” Kelso screamed. In agony, he threw himself at her, covering her with his arms, protecting her with his body as the nothingness reached them at last. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ava sat up with a gasp. 
 
    A low buzz of urgency and worry swept the room as she was helped up by Misima. Carmen was still holding Kelso, keeping his head elevated as he lay on his back. Amazingly, Chandra and Jae were still at it with the Knight, both working frantically over him with skill and determination. Kelso was now a mass of bandages and gauze, with every wound accounted for and attended to as best they could. That her Furies were working so hard on their enemy—one they would have gladly killed themselves just last night—was almost too much for Ava to bear. 
 
    The Princess wanted to weep with gratitude that they knew her so well as to keep at it on the Knight even though every fiber of their beings had probably screamed at them to assist her instead. These Furies—her Furies—had shown their true worth once again: they had somehow stayed the course. Ava must have collapsed next to Kelso, so deep was her trek into his interior, and still, they had worked to save the Knight first. 
 
    Quickly, she scuttled over to him and was relieved beyond measure that he still breathed, although it was ragged and low. With a start, Ava realized she could now see Argenta. The deadly sword was actually touching Carmen, and it was obvious that the young woman didn’t even know. 
 
    The sword was starkly beautiful. Argenta rested in a black scabbard, her hilt black with a dark pommel entwined with blood-red ribbon. Even the sword’s exterior beauty could not hide her true character, though, and she exuded a deep menace, much as she had in Kelso’s mind. Ava wondered if she now had a connection to Argenta after their parlay, and she was very uneasy at the thought. The Princess felt that would be an unwelcome development if true. 
 
    Kelso’s eye was open. The Furies had cleaned it of the gore, blood, and sweat that had caked it before, and he tracked Ava when she came into his view. The other side of his face was completely packed with gauze and wrapped tightly with medical tape. It was heartbreaking to see a red spot developing right in the center of the bandages, where his other eye had once been—a deeper, angrier stain than the others all over his body. The Knight was in really bad shape, and it seemed like the heavily packed gauze and tightly wound tape all over his body was the only thing keeping him in one piece. His Light was barely holding on. 
 
    He grimaced at her weakly. 
 
    “You don’t fight fair,” he accused in a whisper, although it was clearly audible to everyone in the room. 
 
    “No, I don’t. When it comes to you, I never will.” Ava reached out one shaking hand and lightly traced his right eyebrow with her nail. It was about the only place on him not lacerated or bruised. 
 
    “You are insane and reckless. I’m done for, I feel it.” The Knight’s pronouncement was made without feeling or emotion. He believed he was stating a fact that just… was. Like the sun rises in the east and sets in the west, and Kelso dies from his wounds. All true in the Knight’s estimation. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re done. You may not die without my express written permission and at least twenty- or thirty years’ notice. Save yourself the trouble, though; I won’t allow it. I am a Princess, you know, and I get what I want. So, no. You stay with me.” Ava lightly booped him on his nose and almost sobbed at the happy memory of doing it to Charlie earlier.  
 
    Before all of this. 
 
    “I’m not my dog.” The Knight winced slightly as Chandra tied off another knot on the wrappings that were helping to keep his leg together. 
 
    “No, you’re not. Your dog is much smarter than you, and I would like to say he smells better, but we both know I’d be lying.” Ava booped him again for good measure, then started to stand up. She meant to carry him out, deposit him in a vehicle, and head back to his house with all speed as the sword had instructed. The Princess hated to rely on Argenta’s promise, but there was no other choice. 
 
    Ava was surprised when Kelso snagged her hand as she was making to get up, both by the strength in his grip and that he could move at all. 
 
    “You almost died in there with me.” At his words, every single Fury looked at her in horror. Even the Spears she had outcasted looked distressed beyond measure at what he’d said. Jae looked like she was going to throw up. 
 
    “I know,” she said evenly, holding his hand with hers. 
 
    “I only came back for you, but I won’t be here long.” The Knight had a death grip on her. She wanted to sigh—Kelso still underestimated her a little bit, she thought. Well, he would learn in time. 
 
    “Let’s agree to disagree,” she said lightly, even though she knew that wouldn’t throw him off from what he was going to ask of her. 
 
    “I came back for you,” the Knight said again as if she hadn’t even spoken, “but I need you to stay here for me. No matter what. Do we have an agreement?” Kelso coughed for a few seconds, and blood burbled at his lips. 
 
    “No.” Ava was sure of her course, and she wouldn’t lie to him. Also, she wanted him to know exactly what was at stake if he gave up and died. 
 
    The Knight just looked at her in despair. Chandra’s hands started to shake, and Carmen managed to find tears again as she watched Ava mutely. Jae turned and retched. Misima gasped behind her, which was echoed by many of the other Furies in the room. 
 
    “I will give you anything else you want, Kelso, but not that. Tell me what else I can do to help you live, and I will do it. Ask me for something that helps you to die, and I won’t.” Ava was now holding his hand up completely—his strength spent. 
 
    “Very well.” The Knight’s voice was reedy and failing. “Promise me this, then. Promise that you will not kill the Furies that attacked me, even if I die. Let them live. By your own admission, the Sisterhood means everything to you. Don’t break faith with them now. Please.” 
 
    Ava was rocked. Around her, the gasps were much louder, and several of the Furies started sobbing. Even in the hidden world of the Conflict, where magic and madness reigned, never had she imagined that someone like Kelso could actually exist. 
 
    Her Knight was a giant. 
 
    Stunned beyond speech, she missed an opportunity to reply to him as he finally lapsed into unconsciousness. Chandra’s hands stopped shaking at the Knight’s last words, and the Black Fury looked at him anew, eyes hardening with purpose. Carmen stroked the Knight’s hair and keened softly as she bent over him. All around her, the shift was palpable as the Furies looked on with wonder at the dying Knight. 
 
    Ava was sick with fear, but she would honor his words to the letter. 
 
    “My Knight has made a request of me, and I will abide by it. Those of you here that helped to strike him down may continue to live, no matter what happens to him… or to me.” Ava stopped briefly as more Furies began crying. “Your regret is your punishment; may you suffer from it.” 
 
    Ava turned her head, briefly meeting eyes with every Fury in the room. Her eyes rested at last on their leader, now in human form as the rest of them were. She was as beaten and battered as any other, her Dark working furiously to repair what it could as fast as it could. 
 
    “Know this, though,” Ava said, locking eyes with the scarred visage of the woman that she felt certain had scarred her Knight in turn. “You are still banished from my service, but I swear not to kill you unless you should attack me or mine.” At this, Ava pointed a finger at her Furies, Carmen, and her Knight. “And they are all mine.” 
 
    Ava stared unblinking at the leader, the one she felt was most responsible for what happened to Kelso. The Princess truly hated the woman but would honor the Knight’s request even so. “Are we clear? Swear to it.” 
 
    “I swear, Princess. We all do,” said the woman sadly but firmly. She had an Irish accent. It seemed more accustomed to joking and revelry, but her voice was dead now. The Fury pulled an obsidian earring from her left ear and let it drop to the dirt. Then she sat down cross-legged and bowed her head. Very deliberately, she placed both hands over her face, covering it completely. All around her, the Furies that had launched the assault on Kelso did the same. 
 
    Ava wasn’t sure what was happening, but a glance at her guards told her that it was extraordinary—they seemed to be in shock and disbelief. Haste was of the essence, though, so Chandra, Jae, and Misima all turned away from the other Furies and made ready to move Kelso. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The drive to Kelso’s house was mostly quiet. 
 
    All six of them had piled into a large new model Ram 2500 while taking great pains to move Kelso as gently as they could. The three Furies sat up front, with Jae driving and Misima sitting between her and Chandra. Ava rode with Kelso’s head on her thighs while Carmen was on the other side of the large back seat with his feet propped up on her lap. 
 
    The Knight was still unconscious, which was probably a blessing. Argenta’s hilt rested on Ava’s legs, and she was very uncomfortable with it touching her. There was no help for it, though, and somehow Ava believed trying to take Argenta away from Kelso now would be a mistake—if it was even possible to do so, which Ava doubted. 
 
    They had left the other Furies in the same position they had assumed. None of her Furies had said anything about it, but Ava felt that they were communicating through their bonds even so. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    “Misima, what happens to you now?” When Kiasa left, Jae had taken her place almost immediately. The Furies always operated in threes if they could help it. Ava’s Spear was down one member, and she felt a pricking at her eyes remembering who that one member was. Misima was the only survivor from her own Spear. It seemed like an easy solution. 
 
    Misima shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know, Princess. Many Spears have been broken tonight, and many more will break before we have all converged.” 
 
    “Why not join mine?” Ava was surprised that Misima started at the suggestion, and both of her Furies looked back at her briefly. 
 
    “Pardon me, Princess, but only the elders make that call. I don’t know if I am skilled enough in battle to join your personal guard. Yours have always been the best of our best, and I am not sure I would fit in.” Misima seemed to wilt a little as she sat next to the two other Furies, but Ava was not convinced. 
 
    “Jae, Chandra, is what she says true? Is she not skilled enough to join us?” 
 
    Chandra cleared her throat. “I don’t know. She survived the battle with your sister, so that speaks well of her. We don’t know Misima yet, but if you wish, we can test her and see where her skill lies. We also don’t know who’s left and—” 
 
    “I want Misima,” Ava broke in. “She fits with us; I want her. If it’s just a matter of training, I will assist in getting Misima up to speed.” Ava smiled encouragingly at the small Japanese woman as she turned her head to look back at Ava. “I feel comfortable with her, so even if she is not quite ready, we can get her there. Yes?” 
 
    “We could indeed, Princess,” answered Jae, glancing over at Misima and giving her a friendly little nudge with her elbow. “She’s kind of small, though. We might need to get her stilts.” 
 
    Misima blushed at Jae’s comment, but Ava could tell she was pleased. All three Furies’ faces still bore an undercurrent of sadness over their losses both in the hangar tonight and worldwide. Life was for the living, though, and they all needed to get ready for the next act. They were savage women, well suited to combat, their bonds deep. It would be a long time before the wounds suffered tonight fully healed, of course, but in the meantime they had to act with purpose, or they would suffer yet more. 
 
    “She’s taller than me, Jae—probably by three or four inches at least.” Ava really didn’t get the whole height jab when it came to Furies. They all stretched when they raged; what did it matter? 
 
    “So, you’re saying that you’re five feet tall?” asked Jae curiously. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Jae said non-committally. 
 
    “I am.” Ava was miffed. Jae and the Knight could be best friends; they both had a lousy sense of humor and were definitely biased against vertically challenged people. 
 
    “Ok,” Jae said nothing more, and Chandra didn’t speak up in Ava’s defense either, so the Princess let it drop. 
 
    “What about me?” asked a small voice. 
 
    Ava looked over at Carmen. The young woman was obviously miserable, and with good reason. She had lost her parents tonight, been wounded several times, and perhaps exiled herself from the Sisterhood by fighting against them. Ava’s first inclination was to immediately reassure her, but she stopped herself. 
 
    It wasn’t her place. 
 
    “I don’t know, young one,” murmured Chandra sadly. “Never before has a Fury attacked another Fury. Not in our entire history. I don’t know what the elders will think.” 
 
    “You do know what the elders will think,” Carmen said rebelliously, “but you’re afraid to say it. They’re going to exile me, right? Like I would even want to be part of your little cult when you send over twenty women to kill a solitary Knight? One that was there to help me! Why should I care if you accept me or not?” 
 
    Ava saw unshed tears in Carmen’s eyes. Still, the Princess held her tongue, waiting to see what the Furies would say. 
 
    “I will always accept you,” Chandra said softly. “I just don’t know if I will ever be able to call you Sister.” 
 
    Jae nodded, but Misima shook her head in disagreement. “It’s not fair. The pact was struck, and they violated it.” 
 
    Jae now. “It’s not fair, I agree. But Chandra is right; the elders must decide.” 
 
    “What will happen to me if I can’t become a Sister? Won’t I go berserk without training?” Carmen’s voice was dull. 
 
    “No,” Chandra said firmly. “I will train you, no matter what.” 
 
    This time, both Jae and Misima nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Still, I will be alone. Without family, without friends…” Carmen shook herself viciously. “I don’t care, though. I would do it again to protect Kelso. He’s worth more than that entire lot back there.” Tears leaked from her eyes as the young woman looked away. 
 
    Ava noticed Jae’s eyes upon her in the rearview mirror. The Princess felt that Jae suspected what Ava was going to say and approved of it. 
 
    So, she did. 
 
    “Carmen,” Ava said softly, “look at me.” 
 
    Carmen shook her head for a moment but then wiped her eyes and stared defiantly at Ava, waiting for the next round of hurt. Ava reminded herself that Carmen was still only fifteen and perhaps did not understand quite yet what her actions had earned her in Ava’s eyes. 
 
    “My dear one, you will never be alone. You will always be welcome with Kelso and me. And his stinky dog. We will be your family and your friends. I will probably need some help keeping Kelso in line anyway. I think you have a much better head on your shoulders than he does, so maybe you can Knight-sit for me sometimes.” Ava smiled at Carmen gently as she bound herself to the girl verbally. She would bind Carmen to her more formally soon. The Princess loved the young Fury—and she always would—for what Carmen had done in Kelso’s defense. 
 
    Ava did not expect Carmen’s reaction; the young woman started crying furiously at her words, partially out of gratitude but also out of fear. Carmen knew that it was possible that both Kelso and Ava could soon be dead. 
 
    The Princess would not allow that to happen, but she would make plans to ensure that Carmen would be taken care of if it did. She reached her hand across to Carmen, and they gripped each other fiercely for a moment before resting their entwined hands lightly on Kelso’s, which were draped over his stomach. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Are you sure we should be taking him home, Princess, and not to a hospital or something?” asked Chandra for the third time. 
 
    To say that the Furies thought she was crazy to take her Knight back to his house was an understatement. Ava had been firm in her insistence, though, and they were now just minutes away. Chandra was just trying one last time to give Ava the chance to change her mind. 
 
    Ava wasn’t going to do that. 
 
    The Princess believed Argenta in this if nothing else: the Knight would die if they tried to save him with mundane measures. He needed extraordinary help, and Ava knew that if the sword had lied, Kelso was going to die—and she shortly thereafter. It was what it was and could not be changed. 
 
    Almost as if Chandra could read her mind, she asked, “Princess, will you really follow your Knight into death?” 
 
    All four women looked at her now, and silence settled over the cab. 
 
    “I will.” What else could she say? 
 
    “Even though it is against his wishes?” Jae wanted to know. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even though you will also leave us, and not just us, but Carmen? Even the Sisterhood—which has sheltered you these long years—will be thrown over for this Knight? Someone you have known for less than two days?” Jae sounded disbelieving, and Chandra looked almost angry. 
 
    “Yes,” Ava said again simply. 
 
    “Why, Princess? Do we not matter to you at all?” Chandra broke in roughly. “Your Knight is amazing; I won’t deny that. If the Light had more like him, they would have broken the Dark long ago. But to throw us all away? I don’t understand.” 
 
    Ava was silent for a moment, working through the rebuke. Chandra was right, of course, but her Furies did not understand her fully. No one did. 
 
    “I love him. And I have… struggled… with things my entire life that you couldn’t know and probably wouldn’t understand. The Knight is my haven from it. I never knew how much I wandered in true darkness before I met him, and I now know he is my home and my salvation.” Ava drew a deep breath. “Understand this; I would die for any of you without regret and without hesitation. Him, though?” She looked down at her Knight’s ruined face and touched his cheek lightly. “The Knight I will die with. That is the only difference between my love for you and my love for him.” 
 
    Carmen spoke up: “It’s like you think you’re Juliet and he’s Romeo. You know they really do die at the end, right? And it’s a tragedy because they didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Romeo and Juliet is a story. Fiction. They never existed, but I do, and my Knight does. I need him, and I will not be parted from him for any length of time. It doesn’t matter, though, because Kelso will not die tonight… I will not let him.” Ava stroked the Knight’s face lightly, and as she did so, he started to rise, perhaps summoned by her touch. Kelso’s one eye fluttered for a moment as he woke groggily—and immediately groaned. 
 
    “You have any aspirin?” 
 
    Ava laughed lightly at his joke, for his sake, but her heart broke anew at the depth of his agony. They pulled up to his house, and Ava noticed another car was now parked in front—a silver Mercedes. Ava’s heart lifted slightly; someone was indeed home. The lights were on, and she hoped fervently that whoever was in there could help him. 
 
    “Umm, Princess?” asked Jae, staring in disbelief at the wards. “There is no way we are going through that.” 
 
    Ava looked back at her Knight. “Kelso, can you invite them into your house? None of these women will ever harm you or betray you. I vouch for them on my life.” 
 
    “Princess!” Chandra protested sharply. “Do we really have to find yet another way for you to possibly die? Can’t you just say you trust us and be done with it? I don’t think you need to pledge your life on our conduct.” 
 
    All of the other women nodded furiously in agreement. Misima even sighed in exasperation. 
 
    Kelso grinned weakly, “Whoever that is, I like her already.” 
 
    “I like you too, Knight,” Chandra said, and amazingly, Ava knew she meant it. “Will you give us leave to enter your home?” 
 
    “I will. Be welcome all and for all time,” Kelso said formally. 
 
    With no further ado, Jae drove onto his driveway and parked. Getting him out was a delicate process—he was extremely breakable and in excruciating pain. Even with their combined supernatural strength working in careful tandem, it was still an agonizing process for all of them to pull him out and carry him up the steps to his house. 
 
    They shuffled in immediately, Carmen holding the screen door open as they shimmied the large Knight into his home. Ava was holding Kelso around the chest with his head propped against her neck. The Furies had him by the legs and waist. 
 
    His small living room was warm, and a fire blazed in the hearth. A woman was seated with her back to them, petting Charlie. A small man, completely bald and perhaps in his fifties, sat next to her in the other chair. He was adorned in gold regalia and armored in blazing Light. He looked up as they entered, and his face was not friendly. 
 
    “Asshole,” muttered Kelso as soon as he saw the man. 
 
    “Back atcha, big guy,” said the small man as he stood up. He was thin and short, just a few inches taller than Ava, in fact. He exuded power, though, and it was obvious that his Light was formidable. 
 
    Ava was crushed. 
 
    This was not the help she had hoped for. The small man looked very willing, eager even, to fight right there and then. Ava’s Furies were hesitant, and all five women froze with indecision. They couldn’t drop the Knight, and they couldn’t defend themselves while holding him, either. 
 
    “Marcus,” said the woman firmly, “do not antagonize the Knight, please, or his bearers. It’s been a rough night.” Ava saw her set down a cup of coffee. Charlie’s eyes were glued on Kelso, but somehow the dog knew his owner was grievously wounded and that this was not the time to go crazy in greeting. 
 
    The woman stood fluidly, her slender back towards them. She was willowy and tall, almost as tall as Jae and Chandra. Beautiful tattoos covered her skin, and she was wearing a backless, sleeveless gown of black satin with long, fingerless matching gloves that rose to just past her elbows. The woman had stylishly short platinum-blonde hair, so blonde as to be almost white. When she turned, Ava marveled for just a second at how attractive the woman was, very nearly rivaling Ava herself. The woman’s dress was slender in the front, with an oval cut out to expose her cleavage—not quite indecent, but close. It was a very sexy outfit, totally unsuited to anything but… looking sexy. 
 
    Even so, the woman was immaculate. 
 
    Ava knew who she was. The Princess had seen her in Kelso’s mind, and she was torn on whether she was relieved or not. The woman in front of her was Cass—the Priestess who had visited Kelso when he was at his lowest point. Cass had saved him, partially by sharing his bed, but also by casting intricate magics on his behalf—on him, on his weapons, even the wards that kept him safe were her doing. 
 
    Ava appreciated her for that, but she was also irrationally angry at Kelso at the same time. The Knight’s memory of Cass did not match the reality of the gorgeous and sexy woman—at all. Poised and confident, she faced them with her slender hands folded at her waist, black nails steepled. 
 
    Cass was looking directly at Ava, almost in challenge, and the Princess immediately moved to read her mind. 
 
    “Hello, Princess. Your grievously wounded Knight is close to death, and a drop might kill him,” the woman thought. “I know your gift. Get out of my head before I throw you out. If I am forced to hurt you, he will tumble as a result. That would be a shame, would it not? Never enter my mind again, as I only grant you this one warning.” 
 
    The woman smiled thinly at Ava’s shock. The Princess didn’t even consider not obeying the woman’s instructions, though, and swiftly blocked herself off. She would not put her Knight in jeopardy. 
 
    “Ah… Now that the unpleasantries are handled, let me introduce myself,” the woman said warmly. Kelso started to shake in Ava’s arms. He was either terrified or infuriated; she didn’t know which. 
 
    “I am Cassandra St. Augustine, Arch Mage of the Light. My companion is Marcus Dain, High Lord Commander of the Paladins. I am here to help save your Knight.” The Arch Mage paused as her eyes swept the frozen women at the door. “We can either fight—in which case you will all die, including the Knight—or you can carry Kelso into the next room and deposit him on his bed so I can get to work. The choice is yours.” 
 
      
 
    The End

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The Spider fled on foot. 
 
    Making her way over the rough landscape at a little after midnight wasn’t easy, but even wounded, she was far above human normal in almost every way. She managed to angle away from the barn and back towards town at a steady pace. Her Dark was regenerating, too, albeit slowly. Even her best speed was extremely sub-par, yet she successfully trekked several miles away to a cluster of houses in a small development midway between Sparks and Pyramid Lake. 
 
    The residents of this area were probably attracted by the community’s relative isolation. Foolish. There were still things that went bump in the night, and some of them could easily wipe out every family in the whole development with very little effort. 
 
    The Spider was one of them. 
 
    It was a pain, but as Jesslyn approached the oasis of porch lights, she firmly lectured herself about the absolute need to be circumspect. Nothing would please her more than to slaughter a family or two, but she didn’t have the time. If the Spider indulged herself, she might be caught. Even if she wasn’t, she would still leave a trail. It cut against the grain, but Jesslyn needed to enter a house, steal some keys, and “get out of Dodge” quickly and without mayhem. 
 
    The Spider ghosted down through the streets looking for the right vehicle until she came across a late model Expedition. It was stylish but burly, and perfect for her needs. Jesslyn could easily envision the damn Furies sniffing her out and then trying to bring her to bay in some sort of a stupid car chase. 
 
    A nice, heavy vehicle would make it more likely Jesslyn could ram them off the road and less likely they could do the same to her. Her back was healing, and she had movement again in her right arm as the shoulder slowly reknit, but she was nowhere near combat-ready. Jesslyn could not afford to be dislodged from her vehicle when she made her escape, and the Expedition checked all the boxes required to make that unlikely. 
 
    Amping up her Dark as much as she could, Jesslyn strode to the front door and tried the knob. It was locked, but a slow and steady twist ripped it apart with minimal noise, and she entered. Soft snores came from one end of the house, and light spilled out of a bathroom in the hallway. 
 
    Quickly, Jesslyn scanned for a peg board or key bowl in the front hallway; there was none. She went to the kitchen next and quickly searched in the dim light. Nothing. In aggravation, she slammed a drawer shut without thinking. Opening the refrigerator yielded a six-pack of beer, and she greedily twisted off a cap and drank one down, silhouetted by the interior light. She burped lightly and turned around, intending to search the bedroom from which the annoying snores still issued undisturbed.  
 
    She hoped the Knight didn’t snore. 
 
    Lost in thought, Jesslyn was startled to meet the eyes of a young boy standing not six feet from her, empty glass in hand. He was a cute kid—even with his mouth hanging open in surprise—and she could tell he was probably a sweetie. Large eyes and light-brown hair made him look very much like a deer caught in the headlights. 
 
    Jesslyn closed her eyes for a moment as she battled the Spider for control. It was close, but it was Jesslyn still who opened her eyes again and smiled down at the boy. 
 
    “Hi there, handsome,” she said softly. “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    The small boy nodded in awe and fear, frozen and pinned by her contemplation. “Who are you?” he asked, voice trembling in wonder. 
 
    “I’m the Knight Fairy,” Jesslyn replied conspiratorially. “I help little boys, and even big boys, find their true desires.” 
 
    The boy just looked at her in confusion. 
 
    “I grant boys’ wishes. Small wishes, at least,” Jesslyn clarified, squatting down so they were eye level. Her back protested, but she was able to hold the position without grimacing. “What’s your name, sweetie pie?” 
 
    “Jacob,” said the young boy, blushing a little. “You’re really pretty. Are you magical?” 
 
    “Why, yes, I am. The things I could show you, Jacob, you have no idea. Unfortunately, my fairy power is gone right now, and I need a ride. Do you know where your dad keeps the keys to your big car out there?” As she spoke, Jesslyn held out her left hand, and the boy reflexively handed her his empty glass. 
 
    Straightening with a small groan, Jesslyn turned and filled his glass with water from the refrigerator nozzle. Once full, she turned and smiled. “So, do you know where your dad’s car keys are?” 
 
    The boy nodded. “He keeps them in his bathroom, in the top drawer.” He took the proffered glass and sipped it, eyes still locked on hers. 
 
    “Very good, Jacob, thank you! Let’s get you back to bed, ok?” Jesslyn held out her hand and walked with him back to his bedroom. It was hard to keep herself together, but she had no time and no Dark to use in any case. 
 
    Jacob placed his glass on the nightstand next to his bed and crawled up. Jesslyn tucked him in, carefully smoothing the spaceship covers over his body and pushing the corners in tight. The boy rested his head back comfortably on his pillow and looked up at her in the dim light. She stood backlit by the open bathroom door behind her, and Jesslyn guessed that she looked quite mysterious. Jacob’s parents had left the bathroom light on for him; it was ironic that the small boy was afraid of the dark. 
 
    He had nothing to fear from it tonight. 
 
    “So, Jacob, I’ll make you a deal. I don’t want to spoil it for you too much, but I can promise that you’ll get a big surprise someday if you agree to it.” Jesslyn reached up and brushed back the boy’s hair with her left hand, lingering on his temple for a moment. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    “You promise not to tell anybody about me, and if you do that, I will promise to visit you again sometime soon once I’m feeling better. I will show you amazing things then—even real magic! I promise.” Jesslyn smiled winningly down at the boy—he really was a treasure—and realized that she would love to come back and visit Jacob and his family again at some point. The Spider made a mental note to do just that. 
 
    “Really?” Jacob asked excitedly, eyes alight. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed adorably as he thought it over. “Pinkie promise?” he asked at last, shrewdly holding out his little finger. 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, Jacob, but ok.” Jesslyn wrapped her pinkie around his and shook. “We are bonded now, and I will absolutely see you again.” She smiled down at the child. “Now, go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Bye-bye, pretty lady. Good night.” Jacob turned over on his side so he could watch her leave, tucking one arm under his pillow in preparation to go back to sleep. 
 
    “Good night, Jacob,” said Jesslyn as she left his room and amped up. Her weakened Dark obscured her as much as it could as she opened the door to the parents’ room. A large man was the source of the snores as he lay next to a smaller female lying on her side, deeply asleep with a pillow over her ear. Jesslyn thought the woman would be better served by putting the pillow over her husband’s face instead. The Spider would have, for sure. 
 
    Jesslyn ignored them as much as she could, but a hollowness in the pit of her stomach urged her to give them some attention. She knew it was folly and dangerous to do so and had to ignore it. She made her way to the darkened bathroom and quickly found the keys in the first drawer, as Jacob had said. A quick glance in the mirror showed Jesslyn that the damage wrought to her earlier in the hangar was at least superficially healed. She looked gorgeous, of course—not on the level of Ava certainly—no one was—but Jesslyn was no slouch either. 
 
    With one last regretful look at the sleeping couple, she left through the front door. Jesslyn took care to close it completely, so it looked undamaged from the street, just in case the Furies were hunting for her—which was very likely. 
 
    The Expedition started right up, its engine loud in the quiet early morning hours. She did not wait for the vehicle to warm up because either Jacob’s parents or a Spear of Furies might come to investigate. Shifting the SUV into gear, she immediately U-turned the vehicle and drove away from the community with the lights off. Turning up the street leading to the freeway, she sped up quickly and was away. 
 
    In the rearview mirror, she glimpsed three shadowy figures pass under the illuminated street lights and stealthily enter the development she had just left, searching. Jesslyn smiled ruefully; she had been right not to indulge herself at Jacob’s house. Another time, perhaps. 
 
    Turning onto the freeway leading back to Sparks and later into Reno, she drove with the lights off for another three or four miles until she was well and truly free, then turned them on and dialed a number. 
 
    “Yes,” said the voice on the other end of the line, its one-word greeting not a question nor a statement. What did that even leave? Jesslyn’s new and mysterious allies gave her the creeps sometimes, and that was really saying something, she supposed. 
 
    “I’ve lost Ava,” Jesslyn said flatly, “and I’m wounded. I will not be able to take up the hunt again for at least a day.” 
 
    “We know. We also know where she is now, along with the Knight.” The voice on the other end was all wrong. Jesslyn almost thought it was like a recording of a voice that someone had fiddled with, trying to find the right modulation of treble and bass but failing miserably. It was just… off in so many ways. 
 
    “The Knight?” Jesslyn asked, working to keep the concern out of her voice. 
 
    “He must die, too.” Again, the inflections and cadence were all wrong, but Jesslyn’s concern redoubled. 
 
    “Why? He’s nothing in the grand scheme of things, and I was hoping to use him as a plaything for my amusement. Why kill him?” Jesslyn kept her voice steady and only casually interested, but her hands gripped the steering wheel tightly, and her still-healing right arm protested with shooting pains from shoulder to elbow. Now that she knew Kelso had survived, she was very eager to pick up the pieces and rebuild him into something new and better. 
 
    “He is the Ebon Knight,” the voice said. 
 
    Jesslyn’s mouth fell open. Several things clicked into place at once as she raced through her memories of him. The grim demeanor, Ava’s interest in him, the merciless beatdown he had administered to the Furies. Even the formidable wards that ringed his house now made sense. 
 
    The Ebon Knight had taken the field. The Dark must immediately be warned of who and where he was; the longer a Knight stayed bonded with Argenta, the more powerful he became. Because of that, duty demanded that she inform the armies of the Dark, but she hesitated, nevertheless. 
 
    Jesslyn didn’t want Kelso to die; she wanted him to achieve the fullness of who he really was. Deep down within himself, the Knight would find a measure of true peace when she helped him cast off the ambiguous chains of morality and conscience—the Knight would be so beautiful and strong when he did. Jesslyn knew from personal experience that misplaced ideals regarding right and wrong only served to weaken the mighty—she would teach him to forget those ideals entirely. 
 
    Once Kelso was made pure, he had potential as a force of terror—both as her companion and as her mate. He could be all those things and more with Jesslyn. To now know he was also the Ebon Knight? It was almost too delicious to be true. 
 
    “I see,” she said after a moment. “Then what is the plan?” 
 
    “We will strike tonight. The Dark Witch and the Ebon Knight will die together before the sun rises tomorrow.” The voice did not doubt a word of its pronouncement, nor did it seem assured of it either. It just spoke, nothing less, nothing more. 
 
    Glancing at the dashboard clock, Jesslyn quickly did that math. She had at least eighteen hours to figure out a way to save Kelso. It would be tight, but she was resolved to keep him alive. It was likely that her budding alliance with the strange entity at the other end of the line would be compromised by her actions, but she didn’t care. Jesslyn was sure that Kelso—stripped of humanity and weakness—could fight off any challenge. 
 
    Particularly with the Spider guarding his back from within the shadows. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Author’s Notes 
 
      
 
    The idea of writing a book has been with me for a long time. I always thought I would get around to it "someday": maybe next week, or next month. Next year. For many years, in fact, I dreamed about a Knight and Princess on opposite sides of an eternal war, meeting at an improbable place and making an even more improbable connection. Chapter one of this book was that dream, and that scene had literally haunted me for almost a decade before I finally “put pen to paper” on November 14, 2022.  
 
    My wife and I were on a cruise ship at the time, and I spent the week plugging away here and there—mainly late at night up the Lido deck. Once I finally started, the rest flowed out of me easily and steadily over the following weeks and months. I feel blessed to have had this experience, and I truly hope that you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
 
    What now? 
 
    Well, partially, that’s up to you. If the first three books of the Chronicles are well received, I will continue to write full-length novels in the world of the Ebon Knight and the Dark Witch. Nothing would please me more! No matter what, I promise to add short stories exploring some of the pivotal and/or more interesting minor characters regardless of how commercially well the novels do. So, if you want more, there is more at authorjamesdwood.com. 
 
    A completed short story is already available on my site called “The First Fury” which explores the events of Kelso’s ascension through the eyes of Kiasa, the legendary Fury alluded to several times throughout the series. My second short story will be called “The Lord Commander” and is about the pivotal moment that pushed Marcus Dain down a dark path. Look for that story by the end of 2023 on my website. 
 
    If it takes a little while for the Ebon Knight to break out, then I will pivot to some horror stories that have been percolating in my head for several years, too. I have at least twenty ideas that run the gamut from supernatural horror to zombie lit. If you enjoyed my writing and story building in the urban fantasy genre this year, look me up in the horror section next year. You won’t be disappointed, and I promise not to scare you… much. 
 
    The good news is that I will keep writing either way. Not only did I find out that I really enjoy the process, but I’m actually quite fast at it too. Who knew, right? By the time anyone reads this, I will have finished my third book—which means I wrote three full-length novels in about ten months. Believe me when I say that no one is more shocked about that level of production than I am! 
 
    I sincerely hope you enjoyed “The Ebon Knight” and remember to look for “The Dark Witch” and “The Arch Mage”. All three books will be presented in both eBook, print, and audio versions on Amazon. Check my website occasionally for the launch dates. 
 
    Thank you for reading! I am beyond grateful for your support and please remember to review my work on Amazon and Goodreads!  
 
    James 
 
    Aug 28, 2023 
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    I write urban fantasy with a touch of humor and a smidge of romance—well, maybe more than a smidge. Firmly believing that evil is evil and good is good, I promptly went out to write a series disproving my beliefs... cause that’s just how I roll. I have three books coming out by the end of 2023, collectively called “The Ebon Knight Chronicles,” along with several short stories in the same universe. I was interested in writing a series that explores the vast grey landscapes that exist between the shining white Paladins on the one hand (boring) and the darkly maniacal Wizards on the other (lame). If you think everyone has a little heaven and hell in them, then you will enjoy the Ebon Knight Chronicles! 
 
    My favorite authors are Stephen King, Dean Koontz, Jim Butcher, Jonathan Maberry, and John Conroe. If you like any of their books, they influenced mine. 
 
    If you want to join my newsletter and get my short stories for FREE, then go to https://authorjamesdwood.com and sign-up! I have a welcome story for all who join called “The First Fury,” and I plan to add new stories to the world of the Ebon Knight at least twice a year. My website also has pictures of Charlie, who is one of my real-life English Bulldogs—I lent him to Kelso for the duration of the series because he was eating me out of house and home. If you enjoyed reading about Charlie, then put a (fuzzy) face to the name and check out “The Nine Faces of Charlie” on my website.  
 
    You can also look me up on Facebook to check out songs I like for some of the characters or chapters, and just assorted zaniness at  https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100094581420780 or search for “Author James Wood.” There are a couple of other authors with the same name, though, so if you don’t see something about “The Ebon Knight Chronicles” you went to the wrong page. 
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