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THE LIGHT OF CREU
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Jagged boulders of flaming death hurtled through the blood-red, smoke-laden sky. Curtains of falling arrows obscured the sun as below, on the once blissful fields of Etorn, Xerxun labored his last breath. His steed, Naylee, lay butchered beside him; the horse’s smooth, brown coat was smeared in a thick layer of dried blood.

“Thank you...” Xerxun said to the horse, running a shaking hand over its long face as he stared into its glassy eyes. “Thank you.”

Distant screams and the blowing of a horn stole Xerxun’s attention and he watched as Rinkleman men fled over the mud-sleek hills, chased by an army on horseback wearing blue coats and flying the sigil of Tribe Tennem. 

It was done then.

After five years, the war was over.

Xerxun twisted his neck, wincing at the pain of it, and stared at the far-flung oasis of his home. Ethermal, the gem of Etorn and seat of all power in Mentica, was burning. Great plumes of ebony smoke twisted from the city’s towering buildings, their once crystal-white walls stained black with soot and destruction. Those twisting streets, so full of culture, experience, and joy, were now bathed in the blood of a people besieged. Stained red by the horrors of war.

They’d endure, those people of Ethermal, but they’d have to do so without their king. Xerxun grunted, blinking away black spots in his vision as he tried, and failed, to stretch his burnt wings. One wing was hanging to his back by sinew and bloodied feathers, the other was a blackened ruin. That’s what he got for flying into a flaming boulder. Yet he’d do it again. Had he not, dozens of his men would have fared worse than he. He’d lost his antlers in the fighting too. He remembered, cringing, having used them to charge down legions of Rinkleman warriors, feeling them snap and bend as they impaled flesh and broke bone.

Death, however, was not so readily found for Xerxun. No, he’d encountered his end at the hands of Sir Antax, Prince Regent of the Rinkleman empire, and Xerxun’s contemporary in every regard. Each possessed the Light of Creu within their veins. Each knew how to use the latent energy of the cosmos to their personal boon.  

Sir Antax’s head lay not ten feet from Xerxun. His death-face eternally twisted in surprise, his eyes rolled back into his skull, blood, mud, and war sprinkled upon his cheeks and forehead. 

One well-timed sweep of Xerxun’s star-pommeled sword had removed the Imperial Prince’s head from his shoulders, but not before Antax had sealed Xerxun’s fate. Fitting that they’d kill one another. Their campaign of hate had started decades ago and, really, Xerxun had expected no one else to kill him. Somehow he’d always known it would end here. End at the hands of his most bitter rival.

A cheer went up over the muddy-hills, followed by three sharp blasts of a Tennem horn and the thunder of a thousand hooves.

“You know what must be done next,” came a ghostly voice in Xerxun’s head. It was gentle, as it had always been, but commanding all the same. Feminine but neither female nor male, it was a voice that had latched onto Xerxun’s soul and refused to leave him be, no matter how hard he’d thrashed against it. Eventually, every beast knows when he has been tamed, and Xerxun was no different.

“I know,” he grunted, blood trickling from his mouth. “The arrangements have been made.”

“I do not expect you to fully understand. Not yet. But know that it is important.”

The Tennem hooves grew louder, and Xerxun watched them come. They were an ocean spilling over the hills, the cloud-muted sun at their backs, swords, lances, and armor glinting in the flames of destruction. They trampled over the bodies of the fallen, little caring for the death spread beneath them.

“It is my understanding that I shall have long enough to appreciate your schemes,” said Xerxun.

“Long enough to regret your tone, I hope. Schemes they are not. Preparations they are.”

Another horn blew and, despite it being closer to him, it felt further away in Xerxun’s ears. And so, too, did the world of mortal men. The ground beneath him had long since stopped being a coarse, war-dead waste and had instead become a bed as comfortable as any. Xerxun’s limbs were simultaneously too heavy to lift and filled with an angry swarm of bees. Every breath taken—every hard-won lung-full of air—no longer seemed mandatory. He could stop at any time and not be inconvenienced by the fact.

Vaguely, Xerxun became aware of a ring of horses and sober people surrounding him. No longer could he see the glistening buildings of his home, only the sorrowful eyes of his allies. Only the tear-stricken cheeks of those who’d rushed to his aid in a time of great need.

Only the distraught face of a man he’d shared life and bed with. A man who Xerxun had loved and been loved by for thirty years.

Xerxun reached a frail hand for that face, that strong face that stirred such love and lust within him even now. Even during death’s tightening grasp. 

“Gentol,” Xerxun said as his fingers brushed against the man’s wet cheek. “My love.”

“I’m here, Xerxun,” Gentol said gently, grief thickening his voice. He held Xerxun’s hand in his own and kissed each knuckle individually. “You are victorious, my king. The Rinklemans are routing. When your armies have regrouped, my sister and I shall lead an offensive on their homes and we shall—”

“Victory,” Xerxun sighed. “Victory at last.”

“Your victory, my love.” Gentol leaned forward and pressed his forehead against Xerxun’s. His tears fell onto Xerxun’s cheeks like rain and tasted of salt and sorrow. “It is yours as I am. Forever and for always. My heart beats for you and when you are gone, it shall beat in your memory. It shall beat for as long as it is able and when it stops, I shall not fear. I shall not balk. For I know that it has stopped so I can be returned to you.”

With the last of his strength, Xerxun lifted his head and kissed Gentol. It was as electrifying as their first, all those years ago, as every kiss they’d shared had been.

“It is time,” came the ghostly voice, and Xerxun broke the kiss.

He cupped Gentol’s face, tears welling. “I don’t want to go,” he said. But that wasn’t his decision to make. All lives must end, even those of kings.

“I’m with you,” said Gentol. “You aren’t alone. I love you, my king. I love—”

Xerxun never heard the rest of Gentol’s farewell. Darkness consumed him, dragging him away from his broken body and into somewhere new. Somewhere both frozen and liquid. Both physical and astral. Stretching black ran in all directions for eternity; a void with nothing within it beside Xerxun. 

Xerxun who was again whole. He stood, proud and mighty as he’d been in his blood-fuelled youth, his wounds healed, though his body was untouched by the powers he’d come to wield so expertly. Here, he had neither wings nor antlers. Here, his flesh was not golden but sun-kissed brown. Here, he was but a man.

“Goodbye, Gentol,” Xerxun said, a finger touching his lips as he remembered the ghost of his lover’s farewell. He looked around himself and sighed. “I have been delivered then,” he said, finding that his voice echoed around him repeatedly, before fading away into nothingness. “But delivered where?” He wet his lips and called into the void: “Specter! Specter, you have taken me. What now is your bidding? What must I do?”

A pillar of light appeared in the black, bringing with it a cosmos of colors and constellations. Stars twinkled into life around Xerxun, spiraling galaxies passing through him as though he were a ghost, great clouds of twisting gas dwarfing him and consuming him as he was taken, by the pillar of light, to the very edge of the universe. And beyond it.

“You are the first general, Xerxun of Mentica, in a war still brewing,” said the voice he’d become so familiar with over the years. Only now it wasn’t ghostly or distant. It was right beside him, as though a person speaking within his ear.

“I have spent my life at war,” Xerxun replied. “Where is my rest?”

“There is none for you.”

“I decline.”

“You cannot.”

Xerxun stared into the universe, understanding nothing of what he was seeing, but knowing he wanted no part of it. “Then I’m being punished. I did what you commanded, I did everything you wished of me!”

“As a soldier is expected to.”

“I am not your soldier. I am a king.”

The pillar of light pulsed, as though sighing. “Look past the edge of creation, king, and tell me what you see.”

Reluctantly, Xerxun tore himself away from the glittering majesty of the multicolored universe and faced the pillar. Beyond the reaches of the stars and the galaxies, there was eternal black. Though, it wasn’t black. It wasn’t even a void. It was… living. It was the antithesis of everything. The opposite of light and life and existence. He shuddered, feeling as though something was watching him. Something sinister and hateful.

“I see nothing,” Xerxun said in a whisper. “And nothing sees me.”

“Entropy, the enemy of all things, is coming,” said the light. “Through time and multiverse, through galaxy and planet, it cannot be stopped. It cannot be reasoned with or placated. It shall tear through this universe as it has torn through countless others, devouring everything. Everything but earth. But you. But the army you are to raise. Entropy is amassing its forces. We must do the same if we hope to weather the coming storm.”

“Who are you?” asked Xerxun.

“Does it matter?” replied the light.

“To me, yes.”

“I am a servant of Creation.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means that here, in this universe, I am God.” A figure appeared in the light but did not step forward to reveal itself. “In another universe, I would be mortal. But here, Creation has deemed it fit to entrust me as caretaker.”

“You hold the Light of Creu?”

The figure nodded. “I infuse those who possess the potential for greatness with the means to realize it.”

“To create generals for your army? To throw them into a war they could not possibly understand?”

Again the figure nodded. “They do not need to understand it. They need to win it. When the time comes, all of those who have been touched by my power shall arise and serve. Yours is a task of another magnitude. You will fight, King Xerxun, but before then you shall guide, you shall nurture, you shall endure for millennia and amass for me an army unparalleled.”

Xerxun laughed, his shoulders rolling as he tapped his chest. “How, oh mighty God? I am dead. By your design, at that!”

“Death is not the ending your kind fears it to be. The only true end is Entropy.”

“You did not answer my question.”

The figure stepped back into the pillar of light, again being consumed by it. “Your earthly skull—buried in an unmarked grave in the frozen north of Mentica as we planned—shall, in one-hundred years hence, come into the possession of your great-grandson. Once he holds your skull, all the powers and abilities I granted you shall be his to command. From there a dynasty shall grow. Your bloodline will endure, passing on your skull and your power from generation to generation. Each man and woman to wield your power will, upon their demise, become another sword in our army. Trained, by you, in the ways of war and heroism.

“Some shall use your skull for evil. Others for greed. It matters not. They will still serve as soldiers against Entropy. When the time demands it, they will fight as an army of your forebears and secure the only victory that will ever matter.”

“A flaw in your plan,” Xerxun said with a knowing grin. “Surely you must have known? In life, I enjoyed the company of men, not women. Try as I might—and I tried heartily—men do not grow heavy with child after accepting another’s seed.”

“You take for me a fool, king?” asked the light. “Already you have sired a daughter, and she herself is carrying your heir.”

Xerxun’s stomach twisted and his mouth grew dry. “How? Never did I—”

“You were but a pup and she a whore. Your father, the wretch that he was, paid her to make a man of you.”

Xerxun gasped and put a hand to his mouth. He’d forgotten that night. Repressed that night. That night, all those years ago, so filled with shame and anxiety. Hilina was her name, and she’d been kind, in her own way. Bored and distracted better described her, but Xerxun had hardly been the most attentive or willing of lovers. Her naked body, curved and swollen in all the wrong ways, had revolted Xerxun. But he’d known what his father expected of him. And the fear of that brute’s fists outweighed his disgust for Hilina who was—as far as the other men of the village were concerned—a highly desirable woman. To perform, he’d closed his eyes and pictured Menox, the muscular farmer’s son who spent his days plowing fields with his bare, sweaty chest on display for both womenfolk and a confused Xerxun to ogle.   

“By the Light,” Xerxun said, tears welling in his eyes. “I’m a father?”

“And a grandfather soon to be.”

“And you mean to drag them into your war?” Xerxun gritted his teeth. “Never.”

“There is no other choice. Already time marches onwards and soon, much sooner than you realize, your ancestor will arrive. Time will continue to march, civilizations will rise and fall, histories forgotten and rewritten. All of this will be but a blink of an eye for you and I. The final conflict is coming, Xerxun. And we must be prepared.”
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2002 — Marble, Iowa

 

“Make room!” Serena, Brie’s mother, shouted as she directed Uncles Thomas and Bart up the shingle-covered driveway to the front door of the Brooke mansion. Thomas and Bart carried a slumped, bloodied figure between them. He was so beaten and twisted, Brie barely recognized him as her father. 

She watched, tears dampening her cheeks, as he was dragged into the house, Serena leading the way, a small army of cousins, aunts, and uncles following close behind.

“Put him in the sanctum,” Serena was saying as Brie shuffled meekly into the reception hall. “Clean him. And for God’s sake, tell me you have the skull!”

“We have it,” said Thomas who rustled a plastic grocery bag.

“Lord, give me strength.” Serena snatched the bag and handed it to James, Brie’s cousin. “Put this on the altar please, dear.”

James, who was as white as a sheet, exchanged a terrified look with Brie before scampering away to do Serena’s bidding.

Serena turned on Brie next. “Call the families,” she said. “We’ll choose a new heir tonight.”

“Who did this to him?” Brie asked, her lower lip quivering. “He needs an ambulance. H-He needs—”

“A coroner,” Serena snapped. “He’s dead, Brianna.”

Brie stared at her mother, frowning at the frosty detachment of her words, the curve of her brow, and the thinly veiled grin tugged at the corners of her painted lips. She knew her parents didn’t see eye-to-eye on a lot of things, but this… this was beyond cruel. Really, Brie shouldn’t have been surprised. It’d been a long time since Serena had resembled anything remotely close to a mother. She was better described as an ice-queen. An all-too-accurate caricature of the wicked step-mother. Unfortunately, there was nothing ‘step’ about her. 

“My father is not dead,” Brie insisted stubbornly, her fists clamped tightly at her sides. Growing up, she’d always anticipated this day. The day Ancestor fell. Her family was accustomed to death; an Ancestor’s average career was a little under thirty years. They’d either become too injured to carry on and retire or die from their wounds. That was the point, she’d been told. Death, to an Ancestor, was joining the Forebear Army. Death was taking that final step into the Light of Creu to be with Xerxun and all who’d come before.

It didn’t make it any easier. It didn’t make losing her father any better. But Brookes don’t cry. Xerxun’s descendants couldn’t afford attachment. They were trained from birth to fight and die, so why the sorrow deep in Brie’s chest? Why the trembling of her bottom lip and the mist covering her eyes?

Because, despite her denial and despite her rogue tears, Ancestor was dead. He had a hole in his chest the size of a basketball—it wasn’t the sort of wound one tended to walk away from. And no amount of training or conditioning or doctrine would ever prepare someone for the death of their father. Superhero or not. 

Brie watched, numb, as Thomas and Bart carried her father through the reception hall and out of sight. The ‘sanctum,’ as her mother had called it, was a church of sorts, built below the foundations of the Brooke mansion. For generations, Brie’s family had gathered in the sanctum to bid farewell to another fallen warrior and, more importantly, select the next Ancestor.

“Call. The. Families,” Serena said, a sharp finger jabbing into Brie’s chest to punctuate each word. “And get your ass to the sanctum. Your aunts will need help cleaning your father.”

 

[image: ]

 

The sanctum was lit with a thousand candles, its stone walls cold to the touch, and draped in golden flags, a white, antlered skull printed in the middle. A waterfall cascaded from the far end of the sanctum, throwing mist and chill into the lofty chamber. Piercing streams of broken moonlight came floating through a cave mouth just beyond the waterfall. The cave mouth itself was curtained by overgrowth and vines, hiding the chamber within from prying eyes.

A circular pedestal stood erect in the middle of the stone. It rose eight feet into the air and was accessed by jagged steps. Carved into the ground and encircling the pedestal, was a skull. One half of the skull sported antlers whilst the other had curved goat’s horns. 

At the top of the pedestal was Brie’s father. His russet-colored skin was paling, mist from the waterfall coating him in a thin layer of sparkling dew. His long, plaited hair was plastered to his cheeks, the many ceremonial beads and trinkets weaved within them reflecting the orange glow of the candles. Two tiger’s eye gemstones, smoothed and carved into perfect circles, rested over his eyelids, keeping them closed.

Beneath Brie’s father, on its own pedestal, was the Skull of Xerxun. Orange smoke twisted from the skull’s empty eye sockets and nostrils, as though it were alive and angry. Alive and looking for another host to infect and seep inside of, like a parasite.

Never in her twenty-two years had Brie been tempted by that life-destroying thing. Not that she was destined to inherit it; far from it. And thank God for that. No, Brie was what the family liked to call a drone. Her destiny was to work herself to the bone at the family business—a moist towelette empire whence their impressive wealth originated—and continue to provide for the important people in the clan. She’d marry a distant blood relative, as all her parents had done, pump out a few incestuous babies, and keep working, deluding herself into believing she was part of something grander. Delude herself into thinking she might birth the next Ancestor. 

Maybe she’d scream for hours, suffering through labor and love to watch her precious child one day become the mighty, world-famous Ancestor. She’d watch as her flesh and blood joined the ranks of such celebrated heroes as Silent City’s Daylight, his predecessor Oakenfall, and New Forge’s Misstep. She’d watch as her son or daughter succumbed to disfigurement and death, another cog swallowed to the machine of costumed vigilantism. Only to be replaced by the next. Forgotten in a heartbeat. 

Superheroes were a dime a dozen but unlike the masses, Brie wasn’t impressed by their bulging muscles or their feats of other-worldly heroics. She’d lived first-hand through the pain of supporting successful heroes. The toll it took on their loved ones wasn’t worth the cost of admission. The price was blood and the debt always came due. 

Often, she wished she’d been born somewhere else. She wished she had normal family traditions, like summer lake house trips, or carols around the Christmas tree. Instead, she had weapons and martial arts training, and tactical studies with the ghost of a warlord who’d lived long before recorded history (not that she’d taken any of it seriously; she was a drone after all). Her family didn’t even celebrate Thanksgiving. Although, that had less to do with the Skull of Xerxun and more to do with their tribe.

Officially, they were a part of the Mentica people, but what that meant, Brie couldn’t say. They didn’t go to tribe meetings, they didn’t engage in the culture, or keep many (or any) of the traditions. Most of the blame rested on the ugly shoulders of colonialism, centuries of oppression, and the systematic destruction of indigenous cultures in the Americas. But part of the blame was owed to the Skull of Xerxun.

Because nothing else mattered beyond the continuation of Xerxun’s bloodline and shouldering the mantle of Ancestor. Over the years that had meant assimilation, cooperation, and survival. The Brooke family and its offshoots did what they had to. No matter the cost.

Soon, the sanctum was bustling with Brie’s aunts, uncles, and cousins. All of them mourning or talking excitedly about who the next Ancestor would be. In total, Brie guessed there to be fifty people crowding the chambers. Fifty people spanning three family names, all of them directly related—one way or another—to Xerxun.

The Brookes were the largest clan and traced their roots back eight generations before the family name changed to something indigenous that Brie couldn’t remember. Brie’s great-grandfather, Joseph, had had three sons and two daughters. The daughters had married into the Smith and Ward families but maintained their links to the Brookes. 

Brooke, Smith, and Ward. Three names, bound by blood. Three names forming one family. One family with a sacred duty. A duty to protect the very fabric of creation.

“Thank you for coming,” said Serena as she took up position behind the Skull of Xerxun. Serena—as Ancestor’s wife—was the self-appointed de facto matriarch, and therefore in charge of the process to select a new heir. 

“As you can no doubt see, my dear husband—your uncle, brother, father—is dead. Ancestor is dead. And we must select his replacement here and now. Family heads will put forth a name each and the elders will decide who inherits the Skull of Xerxun.” She gestured to four elderly men and women sitting beside the grand podium.

Upon the elder’s council was Brie’s grandfather, Arthur, two of Arthur’s siblings, and one of his cousins. All four had once held the mantle of Ancestor and had been fortunate enough not to die in service to the skull. They would best know which of the candidates to choose.

Brie watched her grandfather, his weathered hands wrapped around a walking stick. He looked everywhere but at the podium where his son lay dead. The twinkling wetness of his eyes was almost too much for Brie to take and she had to look away. She swallowed a lump in her throat and blew three, steadying breaths out of her mouth before glancing back at the elders.

She wouldn’t break. Couldn’t break. No one else was crying; they were too strong for it, so Brie couldn’t cry either. Drones were already regarded as inferior within the family and Brie refused to give the cockier of her cousins, aunts, and uncles more reason to look down on her.

“Who d’you think it’ll be?” asked James, Brie’s cousin. He was a Smith, but not as serious as the rest of his family, with gentle brown eyes and a consistently curious expression, as though he was fascinated by every little part of existence. He was one of the few relatives Brie actually liked.

“Errr, you,” replied Brie. James was a no-brainer. He was Uncle Bart’s son, late-twenties, full of experience and righteousness, and everything one needed to become Ancestor. If James didn’t inherit the skull, something was seriously wrong with the world.

“I think it’ll be Nathan,” said James. “The Wards are overdue and Nathan’s been chomping at the bit for ages.”

“He’s already blessed by the Light of Creu,” Brie replied. “It’d be a waste.”

“Or Lorrie,” said James, nodding his head towards another of Brie’s cousins. Lorrie was a Brooke, which hurt her chances somewhat, but would be a capable Ancestor without question. Her father, Brie’s Uncle Thomas, was infamously obsessed with one of his four children inheriting the prized Skull of Xerxun. 

“The Smiths nominate Paula,” shouted Uncle Bart, and all eyes turned to a very startled Paula—who was James’s little sister—and a drone, just like Brie. She blinked, rubbed the back of her neck, and glanced at the skull with wide, terrified eyes.  

“What the hell?” Brie whispered. “That should be you!” She frowned up at her cousin, who shared her baffled expression. He quickly squashed whatever doubts were running through his head and whooped for his sister. The family clapped politely as Paula awkwardly stood beside Serena. Everyone seemed surprised and for good reason. James was widely considered the safest successor and had been training for decades. Something was up...

“The Wards nominate Nathan,” came the wizened voice of Aunt Amia. Nathan’s nomination was less of a surprise, but still not entirely expected. Historically, family members with pre-existing abilities didn’t become Ancestors. Their place in the war to come was already ensured. Nathan, with his dominion over shadows, would be fighting beside Xerxun as a General, not a Forebear. 

Despite this, Nathan lavished in the applause and jogged to the podium, where he kissed Selena’s hand and nudged Paula with an elbow. In his early forties, Nathan was a well built, bearded god of a man. His chiseled jaw had been a point of envy with most of the family men, whilst his undying optimism and generosity were befitting of a man who would one day inherit the skull.

Brie thought it was all a crock of shit. No one was as jovial and carefree as Nathan. She was convinced it was an act. Some disguise he wore to fool the world into thinking he was a swell guy. A hero through-and-through. She didn’t believe it for a second. Maybe that’s why she hadn't spent much time with her uncle. Whenever they were alone, his lingering gaze and puffed-up demeanor creeped her out. 

She shivered at the thought of Nathan becoming Ancestor. It’d been centuries since the family had chosen a Red Ancestor but the danger was still there. It’s why these selection ceremonies were so important. Brie’s eyes drifted to the goat horns etched into the ground. Poor choices had proven costly in the past, with some Red Ancestors making it their mission to annihilate rival heirs. The bloodline had persevered despite them, but not without strife. You became Red when you gave in to your anger and hatred. The more you fed those feelings—the worse your actions—the further you fell.

“The Brookes nominate Brie,” Selena declared and silence fell. Uncle Thomas looked none too pleased, and Lorrie had turned a bright shade of red. Obviously it was a mistake. There’s no way they’d meant to say Brie’s name, surely? At that moment, with all eyes on her, Brie did three things: she laughed, shivered, and swore.

James gave her a tap on the back. “You’re up, kid,” he said through a forced smile.

“You’re kidding, right?” Brie asked her mother, arms folded across her chest as she stared Selena in the eye from across the sanctum. “I input data at the company. I’m not Ancestor material! What about Lorrie?”

“I’ve not chosen Lorrie,” said Selena in an icy snarl. 

“But… you should have.”

“I concur,” said Thomas. “Brianna’s a drone, she’s not trained to be Ancestor! The Brookes will vote. All in favor of Lorrie raise your—”

“No!” Selena shouted, silencing the growing rabble. “This isn’t a democracy! It’s my decision as head of the Brookes that Brie best represents us. The Elders will decide if she is to inherit the skull. She’s the daughter of Ancestor, she’s trained with her father the same as the rest of us. There is no reason she shouldn’t be nominated.”

“This is ridiculous,” Thomas said.

“What he said,” echoed Brie. Either way, she made her tracks to the podium, well aware of every eye lingering on her. Judging her. They thought she wanted this. That she’d manipulated her mother into nominating her and elevating herself above her station. There were a thousand things she wanted more than the Skull of Xerxun; a hole in the head being among them.

“What’re you smirking at?” she said to Nathan as she fell in beside Paula. Her uncle was in full-blown creep mode, smiling from ear to ear, his blue eyes twinkling in the candlelight as mist made his hair damp and his skin slick . 

“Nothing,” said Nathan. “I’m just excited to finally become Ancestor.”

Those simple words set off fireworks inside Brie’s head. Selena hadn’t nominated Brie because she honestly believed she was right for the job, she did it to support Nathan. The same was said for the Smiths and Paula. Lorrie should have been there in Brie’s place, the same way James should have been there in Paula’s places. They were rigging it. Presenting the elders with only one real candidate to choose from. Because of course they’d pick Nathan above Brie and Paula. Neither was nearly old enough to shoulder such responsibility. Neither were prepared the same as Nathan.

And, now, without James and Lorrie to offer alternatives to the already powered Nathan Ward, the choice was obvious. Or it should have been.

“The Elders will make their decision,” Selena said, standing with a straight back behind the podium as she looked out into the crowd. Brie did the same, scanning the faces of her relatives as they spoke amongst themselves. Most were baffled, a few angry. The Wards, by contrast, were beyond excited. They’d realized, much the same as Brie, that Nathan was the only real candidate on offer.

As she scanned the crowd, Brie found her eyes being drawn to the Skull of Xerxun. Thick plumes of orange smoke were drifting from the skull, dissipating before reaching the cavern’s ceiling but thick and heavy all the same. 

An uncontrollable urge to hold the skull overwhelmed her. It was an itch beneath her skin, a need calling to her, moving her feet inch by inch along the ground.

“We have made our decision,” said Arthur, Brie’s grandfather.

Brie took another step towards the skull. Hold me. It seemed to whisper in her ear. Use me. Become me. 

“The next Ancestor represents the best of us all.”

Wield me, I am your destiny. Another step to the skull.

“They are bold. They are kind. And they have much to learn.”

Millions of your kin have embraced mine own power. She was so close now, the orange smoke billowing from the skull was drifting down her nose and igniting her blood.

“The next Ancestor is—”

Brie grabbed the skull with both hands and immediately screamed. A burning heat pulsed through her body as the Skull spun on her palm to face her. Its empty eye sockets locked with hers, judging her. Vaguely she was aware of screams and hands pawing at her, but they didn’t matter. Only the skull mattered.

A beam of orange light shot from the skull’s eyes, consuming Brie’s face entirely. She saw nothing but orange. Felt nothing but heat and suffocation. Her father’s face appeared before her, smiling, then her great-grandfather’s face. Onwards the faces came, a million of them, men and women, all of them Ancestors. In the middle of the sea of faces stood Xerxun in all his glory. Draped head to crown in metal armor, his legendary Sword of Judgement slung over his shoulder. He stared at Brie, judging her with intense brown eyes. Then he nodded and turned away. Satisfied or dismissing her, Brie didn’t know.

“Brianna, daughter of Brooke,” came a deep, distant voice echoing within Brie’s head, and, somehow, she knew it belonged to Xerxun. “Mine own powers become yours. Our souls entangle and become one. Once passed have two suns, shall our union be cemented.”

The orange light vanished and Brie stumbled forward, smoke twisting from her nostrils as she blinked orange spots out of her vision.

She was immediately wrestled to the ground by Nathan, her mother looming above her and the gasps of her family ringing in her ears.

“What did you do?” Serena seethed. “You presumptuous little bitch!”

“Unbind it,” Nathan demanded. “Now!”

She didn’t know how. Even if she wanted to, Brie had no idea how to untangle her soul from Xerxun’s. Even if she wanted to? Of course she wanted to! She didn’t want to be Ancestor. She wanted to hang out with her friends, go on dates with cute boys, get a dog that annoyed her, and a house she could barely afford. She wanted to live. The Skull of Xerxun was a death sentence. A death sentence she’d readily walked towards.

“Give it me,” Nathan said darkly. “Give me the skull. It’s my birthright!” Shadows seeped inwards, towards Nathan. They consumed the candles one by one, covering the collective family in a shroud of cool black. “Give it to me or I’ll take it!” Only a ring of light remained within the sanctum now and it surrounded Nathan and Brie. It was coming from the skull, Brie realized, the orange glow of it battling against Nathan’s shadows as though its very existence depended on it.

“Do not alloweth that gent to take me,” Xerxun said within Brie’s head and she instinctively tightened her grip on the skull.  

“We chose Brie,” a frail voice said through the darkness. “Clearly Xerxun agreed.” Arthur stepped forward, his skin becoming a shimming, bright white. Behind him, the rest of the Elders ignited into brilliant light, forcing Nathan’s shadows away. They were luminous lanterns in the dark, their skeletons visible but surrounded by flickering, shining flames. 

“Forebear,” Brie said under her breath as she shielded her eyes against the intense brightness of her grandfather and his contemporaries. All Ancestors became a Forebear; soldiers to serve in the great war to come. They didn’t keep all the powers of Ancestor but they did maintain dominion over the Light of Creu. A light that readily banished Nathan’s shadows and pained the eyes of any who looked directly upon it.

With Nathan dazzled, Brie shoved him off her, grunting. Rather than stumble back as she’d planned, Nathan launched into the sky, arms and legs flailing as he screamed. He slammed into a rocky wall and slid to the ground, head rolled forward, legs folded under him.

“I…” Brie said as she got to her feet. She could feel the weight of her family's eyes on her. Feel their silent judgment. “I…” She looked from Nathan to James to Serena, looking for an ally but finding only fear in their eyes. Only mistrust and—from her mother—disgust. She couldn’t find the words to defend herself, couldn’t stand their eyes and their whispers, so she did the only thing she could: she ran.

She ran through the sanctum with the Skull of Xerxun clutched to her chest, her father’s body behind her, her family abandoned, and the unknown ahead.
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Rushing through the halls of the Brooke mansion, Brie couldn’t stop tears forming in her eyes. They were running down her cheeks as she took the grand oak staircase two at a time, ignoring the life-sized portrait of Xerxun at the top of the stairs, where she turned down the west corridor to arrive at the living wing. From there, she took another flight of stairs up onto the third floor and rushed to her bedroom. The ancient, birchwood door, complete with bronze, skull-shaped handle, slammed behind her as she rushed over to her queen-sized bed and flopped, face-first, onto it. The maids had made her bed, smoothing away any wrinkles in the blood-red duvet, and had even left a mint on her pillow.

She couldn’t stay, she realized. When her family recovered from their shock, they’d come to find her. Probably try and talk her into giving up the Skull of Xerxun. She flipped onto her back and stared at the skull, wisps of orange smoke puffing from the eye sockets. Her gut twisted at the thought of abandoning it, though she couldn’t say why. Why would giving up the skull be so bad? She’d never wanted it until arriving at the podium. She hadn’t craved its power until she’d seen Nathan’s smirk.

A ghostly voice echoed inside Brie’s head. “Thou sensed his greed and—” 

She screeched, threw the skull across the room, and instinctively covered her face with her hands.

“Why, child?” Xerxun asked, and Brie peeked at the skull from between her fingers. It was upside down in a pile of clean laundry, one of Brie’s sports bras slumped over it.

“Sorry,” Brie said meekly. She knew Xerxun spoke to Ancestor—of course she knew—but knowing it and experiencing it were two vastly different things. Her dad would tell her stories of Xerxun’s formidable wit and sage wisdom. Often she’d hear him bickering or talking to himself, and would need to remember he wasn’t insane; he was just talking to Xerxun.

“Removeth me from thy womanly garbs posthaste!”

She did, though hesitantly; gingerly lifting the skull with two fingers and cringing as she carried to the bed, as though it were some squirming insect with a poison-coated stinger.

“As I wast saying,” continued Xerxun. “Thou sensed Master Ward’s greed, as I did, and ye did act as a true heir wouldst. Protection of mine own skull is paramount. Master Ward is no true heir and must not inherit mine own powers!”

“Is he dangerous?” Brie asked, reaching for her Nokia 6100 cellphone.

“It remains to be seen. Either way, I cannot riskth bonding with one who commands the allegiance of shadow. Darkness is Entropy’s weapon.”

“So why was Mom trying to make him Ancestor?” The stomp of approaching footsteps probed at Brie’s ears. She hurried to the door and locked it, searching her phone for Kayla—her best friend—and hitting the call button.

“A coup, I do fearth,” said Xerxun. “When my bloodline experiences periods of growth, there are oft conflicting philosophies.”

The phone rang in Brie’s ear as outside the footsteps grew louder and closer. There were at least a dozen of them, angry-sounding to her ears. 

“C’mon, Kayla!” Brie chewed her thumbnail and paced.

“Hey! It’s Kayla,” came the bubbly voice of Brie’s best friend over the phone. “Sorry, I’m on a date with Milo Ventimiglia right now. You know what to do at the beep.”

“You bitch,” Brie said after the tone. “Pick up right now, Kayla!” She hung up and dialed back immediately.

“Absurd,” said Xerxun. “All with eyes and the sense enough to use them must know Adam Brody is cuter than Milo.”

A knock on the door startled Brie. She froze, staring at the door. The handle shook and a second, harder knock followed.

“Brianna? Brianna darling, it’s your mother,” said Selena, the fake niceness sickeningly obvious. “Open this door, sweetie, I’d like to talk to you.”

“Sayth nothing and little. Tis a ruse.”

Brie blinked, hung up the phone when it went to voicemail, and immediately tried again. As the banging on her door got harder—Selena and god-knows-who else attempting to ram their way inside—Brie dropped to her knees and rummaged under her bed for a suitcase. She packed feverishly, throwing clothes, underwear, jewelry, and anything she could think of into the luggage.

Her phone vibrated and she snatched it off the bed.

A text message from her cousin, James. It read: “Nathan’s locked most of us in the sanctum. The Wards are gonna try and take the skull!”

“No shit,” Brie said, grinding her teeth.

The door was splintering; the lock holding but the wood surrendering against the unending battery of Brie’s relentless family. She didn’t know what to do. At any moment they’d force their way inside, steal the skull, and then what? Give it to Nathan Ward? A shiver ran down Brie’s spine at the very thought of it. She couldn’t let Nathan have it. But how to stop him? How to stop the greed of her relatives and the wrath of her mother?

A shadowy corner of her room shifted, catching Brie’s eyes only slightly. A pair of eyes materialized in the shadow, rolling out the back of an unseen head where they wobbled in place, then focused directly on Brie. Nathan was using his powers, manifesting himself inside Brie’s room. 

“Hell no,” she said as she rushed over to her desk and switched her lamp on. She directed it at the shadows and Nathan’s rapidly growing body vanished in a blink. There were more shadows for him to appear within, however, and the assault on her door hadn’t let up. What to do? Where to go? How to fight them?  

Xerxun cleared his throat. An odd thing to do for a ghost, but effective at getting Brie’s attention. Somehow, the skull appeared to be staring at Brie with an expression of bored annoyance.

“Thou hast forgotten who thou art so readily, Brianna Brooke?”

“What?” said Brie.

An arm burst through a hole in the door, flailing as it groped for the handle and, simultaneously, a face was emerging from within Brie’s shaded closet.

“Thou hast forgotten thyself!”

“I don’t speak whatever the hell that is!”

Thick orange smoke poured from the skull’s eye sockets, filling the room and consuming Brie entirely. When next Xerxun spoke, it was in a grand, commanding boom. “You. Are. Ancestor!”

“Oh.” Brie blinked, resisting the urge to swat herself on the forehead. She snatched up the Skull of Xerxun, grabbed her suitcase, and charged for the huge bay window and the nook beneath it where she’d spent evenings reading and nights gossiping with Kayla about boys and secrets.

She was Ancestor. And Ancestor had wings.

The door burst open and Selena charged into the room, an army of Wards behind her. At the same time, Nathan emerged from Brie’s closet, the shadows transporting him into her room. They arrived to find dissipating smoke, the crash of glass, and the awkward sight of Brie flapping a pair of huge, white-feathered wings. She careened into the night’s sky, dropping and rising erratically as she attempted to control the brand new appendages sprouting from her back.

It was surreal; she could feel the airflow beneath and above her, knew to angle her wings and bank to turn instinctively, knew to flap to go higher and faster, and to spread them wide in order to glide. 

“Thou art a natural!” Xerxun said, laughing jovially as he guided and talked Brie through her first-ever flight.

More than the actual flying, Brie was taken aback at the world spreading beneath her. Tree peaks of towering pines brushed her legs and toes, whilst, in the near distance, the town of Marble glistened in artificial splendor. Orange street lights created grid-shaped patterns, stretching for miles in all directions. Joining them were the whiter lights of the houses and, the further you got into the center of town, the multicolored glow of businesses running along the highstreet. North of Marble was a hill ridge with a satellite dish sitting on top of it. Strange colors Brie couldn’t describe pulsed from the dish, beaming up, out of the building and into outer space, where they spread rapidly before vanishing into the black.

“What’s that?” Brie asked.

“What?”

“That color. What is it?”

“Oh. I did see fit to name it Yedle.”

“Yedle?” Brie frowned. Weird name for a color. 

“Aye. Tis marvelous, no?”

She wondered how many more secrets powers Ancestor possessed. She knew about the wings, the strength, the invulnerability, and the death lasers, but—despite all the training and the preparations—insight into life actually as Ancestor was surprisingly scarce. Was she super quick? Capable of breathing underwater? Could she talk to fish? Were they friendly? Could she have a hammer-head shark as her sidekick?

“Ye may speakth with amphibians, aye,” Xerxun said, and Brie gasped in joy.

“Really?”

“Aye. They rarely reply, but thou are freeth to try.”

“Whatever, Xerxun,” Brie said, rolling her eyes. As she flew, her thoughts drifted back to her family and her father. His cold face laying on that altar; his sightless eyes; his blood. She shivered, blinking back tears, and swallowing a lump in her throat.

Now wasn’t the time for grief. She could mourn her father and the betrayal of her mother soon enough. For now, she needed to get away. She needed to escape this town.

She needed Kayla.
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Kayla lived in the suburbs of Marble, as far from the high street as you could possibly get. Her house was surrounded by cropland—corn mostly—and an orchard of apple trees. In the summer, Kayla’s father would sell homemade apple cider and cut mazes into the fields for the local kids to run around in. Growing up, Brie had spent more time at the Perez farm than she had at her own home. When Kayla and Brie had gone their separate ways for college, Brie had felt like she’d lost a part of her soul.

Now, having returned home with their degrees, they’d been planning on moving to the nearby city, Fort Racoon, and renting an apartment together. Brie would continue working at her family’s Moist Towelette business, and Kayla would do… whatever she wanted. Those plans needed to be accelerated somewhat, but Brie very much doubted she still had a job. And if she did, it probably came with the condition of returning the Skull of Xerxun.

Brie floated outside Kayla’s window, her stomach tightening and twisting as she mustered up the courage to knock. What if Kayla freaked out? Well, of course she’d freak out. It was one thing knowing superheroes existed but discovering that your friend had just become one of them? That was freak out worthy. Still, she had to tell someone. Had to get everything off her chest before the weight of it all consumed her. 

She tapped on the window three times and floated away.

A beat later and the shutters flew open, revealing Kayla’s curious face. That face, familiar and comforting, ran through more expressions in the space of five seconds than Brie had ever seen. First, Kayla’s jaw dropped, then her face scrunched into a ball, next she blinked rapidly, which was followed by a frown. She reached forward and pushed her window open, allowing her masses of thick black curls to be sucked out into the night’s air with a whipping wind.

“What. The. Fuck?” Kayla said, her eyes wide and mouth hanging open. She was about to scream—Brie could see it in Kayla’s eyes—so she did what she always did when things got too real: she turned it into a joke.

“Why didn’t you answer your phone?” Brie asked in her best spooky voice. “You didn’t answer your phone and now I’m dead. I’m an angel, Kayla. They gave me wings and everything.”

“B-B-Brie?”

“This is your faaauuulllltttt.” Brie flapped her wings and drifted upward, out of Kayla’s sight. She put herself onto the farmhouse roof, waltzed over to Kayla’s window, and swung her face down to grin at her friend. “Only kidding.”

Kayla screamed, stumbled backward into her room, and fell onto a pink beanbag. She stared with saucer-sized eyes, breathing heavily, as Brie attempted to climb in through the window. Her wings were too big and kept getting caught on the window frame, which clattered and rattled angrily the more Brie attempted to force her way inside.

“C’mon! Stupid damn—Xerxun!” Brie stopped struggling and dropped her arms to her sides, her wings still hanging out the window. “How do I make them go away?”

“Mine own powers manifest inside of thee when within your hand does mine own skull reside,” said Xerxun, a hint of laughter to his tone.

“Gotcha. Drop the skull, lose the powers.” Brie threw the skull onto the floor and waited. A beat later, the wings twisted sickeningly, crunching in on themselves as they were absorbed into Brie’s back, leaving two huge holes in her t-shirt and jacket. Suddenly her chest felt unsupported. She shuffled uncomfortably, then frowned as her bra slipped out from under her clothes and flopped to the floor, the strap completely torn away by the wings.

“Well that’s gonna be inconvenient,” she said. Once fully inside the room, Brie rushed over to Kayla’s light switch and turned it on. She lit every lamp and candle in the room, chasing away as many shadows as she could. Really, she didn’t know how Nathan’s powers worked exactly, but she had to assume he could get to her through any shadow. Did that mean night time was her enemy? She didn’t know. And that made it all the worse.

“What’s even happening right now?” Kayla glanced between the skull, bra, Brie, and her now excessively bright room, her usually tanned skin uncharacteristically pale. Brie couldn’t blame her; she’d have probably called the police by now. “Am I asleep? Are you real? Those were Ancestor’s wings. That’s the skull Ancestor carries.”

“Yeah… OK, Kayla, I’m gonna rip off a few bandaids real quick so we can move on in a hurry.” Brie held out her hands to Kayla and slowly approached. Kayla’s room had been untouched since high school, complete with fluffy pink pillows, posters of the Backstreet Boys above her bed, and another of a shirtless Milo Ventimiglia on her door. Her desk—covered in school books, sheets of paper, makeup, and stuffed animals—was home to a purple iMac with MSN messenger running, a dozen or so conversations flashing on the screen.

“Firstly,” said Brie, taking a deep breath, “my family uses our moist towelette empire to covertly fund our superhero activities, we’re blood-relatives of an ancient warrior called Xerxun, sworn to inherit his powers and protect the innocent as the superhero Ancestor, destined to be resurrected in the far-future and serve in a grand army against Entropy.

“Secondly, my dad was Ancestor. He’s dead. I’m Ancestor now.

“Thirdly, my mom and uncle tried to rig the election of the next heir and now they’re after me because I have Xerxun’s skull, which—by the way—is where Ancestor’s powers come from. Oh, and my uncle can control shadows: hence the lights.

“Fourthly—and this is a biggie—I need to get away. Like, right now. Wanna come with? Please come with.”

Kayla’s mouth opened and closed as she stared between Brie and the skull on her bedroom floor. Her eyes hardened as she processed Brie’s words and she cocked her head. “Your dad’s dead?” She was on her feet and wrapping her arms around Brie in a blink. “I’m so sorry.”

Brie melted into her friend, now realizing how badly she’d needed a hug. The warmth of another human was everything. Comforting, intoxicating, and calming all at once. Tears welled again in Brie’s eyes and she took a moment to allow them to come. She’d been rushed off her feet since she saw her father’s corpse, not being able to process exactly what she was feeling, not being able to properly grieve. Her body shook as the tears came, as the realization came. Never again would she hear his voice. Never again would she benefit from one of his lessons. And that… was it. Really, Brie hadn’t known her father. He was too busy being Ancestor, too slammed with training and teaching to really be her dad. And those lessons were shared with Brie’s cousins, aunts, and uncles. When she thought—really thought—she couldn’t recall a single moment they’d shared, just the two of them.  

She hadn’t had a father, she’d had a teacher. 

For some reason, that revelation was sadder than his death. But it was also sobering. It dried her eyes and rekindled her resolve; one day she’d mourn for the relationship she’d never had, but that could come later. For now, her life was in danger. For now, she had to leave. 

“Where’re we going?” Kayla asked. She broke the hug, rushed to her closet, and grabbed a suitcase off the top shelf. As Brie had done, Kayla shoved as many clothes as she could into the suitcase, then began filling a box with other essentials and home-comforts.

“You’re coming?”

“Of course I’m coming! You’re goddamn Ancestor. That’s so unfathomably cool, I can’t even begin to describe it. I have so many questions. Where’s the sword? The one he’s always carrying around and hitting stuff with. Do you have your lasers yet? Can you show me? Don’t show me inside. But… show me later. Yeah, later. God this is cool! Do you know Daylight? Can you introduce me? He’s hot. 

“Oh my God, this is perfect. Dad was gonna start making me work the farm if I didn’t get a job soon and, girl, I’m not gonna be here for another harvest. Nu-uh. Not happening. So hell yes am I gonna run away with Ancestor! Can I be your sidekick? Can I be called… I dunno… Chica Maravilla. Or something like that. Doesn’t have to be exactly that. I do like that though...” 

“You’re taking this much better than I thought you would.”

Kayla dropped a box on her bed and stood opposite Brie. “Hey, you’re my sister. Am I pissed at you for keeping this massive life-altering secret from me? Yes. Of course I am, and you’re gonna be punished in really petty, subtle ways, but I’ll always be there for you, babe. You and me. We’re inseparable. And, because we’re so inseparable, could you please pick up that skull? It’s creepy as fuck.”

“I’ll grow wings,” said Brie.

“OK. Sure.”

“You can control it,” Xerxun said, light igniting behind the skull’s eye sockets. “Only a Red Ancestor is cursed with permanent transformation.”

“I can?” Brie asked the skull, much to Kayla’s visible confusion.

“Aye, tis as simple as requesting it.”

“Who’re you talking to?” asked Kayla.

“Xerxun,” Brie replied. “Er. He’s like my great-great-great-great-great-whatever grandfather.”

“Right.” Kayla held Brie’s hand and squeezed it. “Is he in the room with us right now?”

“Aye, wench,” Xerxun growled.

Brie sniggered. “He called you a wench.”

“Thou art a tattle-tale!”

“Oh yeah?” Kayla put her hands on her hips and fixed the skull with a look Brie had long-ago named the ‘Perez Pout’. It was equal parts sass and anger, with just a hint of sadness for added flavor. “Maybe Mr. Xerxun wants a playdate with Tank?”

Tank, the Perez family dog, was a 200lbs Mastiff and the sloppiest thing Brie had ever met. Harmless but intimidating, Tank wandered the farm in search of shade, snacks, or snuggles, and loved little more than a good, juicy bone to gnaw on.

“The thing about Tank,” Kayla continued, “is he gets a little too excited by his food.”

“Brazen fool!” said Xerxun. “She possesses a warrior’s beating heart. I approve.”

“He likes you now,” said Brie. “C’mon, we’ve gotta go!”

 

[image: ]

 

They were flying up the dust drive out of the Perez farm ten minutes later, Mr. and Mrs. Perez waving tearily from the porch as Kayla drove her battered Chevrolet LUV past rows of swaying corn and apple-trees, Tank running alongside the pickup excitedly. He barked when they arrived at the turnoff. Still barking when they turned right onto the byway, which later connected them to a deserted road.

“Where’re we going?” Kayla asked, a giddy grin on her face. They’d talked about packing up and moving away from Marble for so long, Brie could barely believe they were actually doing it. She wished it hadn’t come as a result of her father’s death, and the betrayal of her family, but sometimes we can’t choose the catalyst of change. Sometimes it chooses you and all you can do is allow it to take you wherever you’re destined to go.

“Out of Iowa,” said Brie. She’d have more luck avoiding her family if they crossed state lines. “How about Ohio?” She’d remembered watching a video in Geography class about a city in Ohio called Temple. It stuck out in Brie’s mind because of the quarry to the south of town and Lake Erie to the north. Being sandwiched between two natural marvels seemed, to Brie, both fascinating and freeing. “Temple, Ohio,” she said, grinning at Kayla.

“Temple, Ohio it is,” said Kayla. She switched on the radio, filling the pickup with the nu-metal sounds of ‘In The End’ by Linkin Park. A fitting song to leave on, Brie thought. A fitting song to escape to.
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The pickup sputtered to a stop outside of a rundown apartment building in the neglected east-side of Temple. The building’s brickwork was soot-stained and crumbling in spots, whilst the entire first floor’s windows were boarded up and graffitied over. A set of stairs leading to the front doors were covered in empty bottles of beer and enough trash to fill a garbage truck. Capping off the overall crappiness of the building was an entirely naked, pot-bellied man doing some sort of martial arts in full view of his second-floor window. 

“So it’s not the charming apartment the realtor promised,” Brie said, clambering out of the truck with Xerxun’s skull hooked to her belt. She stretched, breathing in the fresh air of the lake-side city. Although, it wasn’t fresh, and she gagged when a stench of rotten eggs and open sewage invaded her nostrils.

“Beats sleeping in the truck again,” said Kayla with a shrug. They’d spent their first three nights in Temple roughing it in the pickup, shivering and shuffling in vain attempts to get either comfortable or warm. And, because Brie feared Nathan would appear, she made sure to keep a few dozen flashlights lit at all times. 

During the day, they drove through bustling streets in search of an affordable room to rent and jobs to pay for it. Unfortunately, ‘affordable’ for two runaway, early-twenties girls without jobs or references meant a crack-den in the worst part of town. All of Brie’s money earned working at the family business was, in turn, re-invested into Ancestor. In short, she was utterly penniless. Thankfully, Kayla had inherited a few thousand dollars from her grandma who’d passed last fall, which was enough to cover the first month’s rent and a deposit, meaning they only had to settle for a crack-den in the second worst part of town.

They found their new home on the fourth floor of the eight-story building. It was as neglected as you’d expect, with holes in the walls, peeling wallpaper, and god-knows-what staining the carpets. There were four rooms total: two bedrooms, a living room/kitchen combo, and a bathroom. The less said about the state of the bathroom, the better.

The first thing Brie did was check all the lights. They worked, thankfully, but a few shady corners of the second bedroom would need a lamp to balance out. And now that the lights were on, that’s how they’d stay. Electricity bill be damned. 

“It’ll do,” said Brie, returning to the barren living room and sighing. She’d survived college, she could survive this. Although, college hadn’t been the traditional experience a lot of kids boasted of for Brie. Having come from money, her dorm was closer to a penthouse apartment, complete with balcony and ensuite bathroom. Drones may have been looked down upon in the family, but they were important all the same. College degrees, luxury apartments, the lot. Keep the money flowing, keep Ancestor flying—that’s what Serena had always said.

This… this would be a challenge.

“Tis as vile a quarters as ever I did see,” said Xerxun. “Clean heartily wherever you should layth me.”

Kayla, by contrast, was quite happy with the space, hurriedly rushing between bedrooms to declare which she preferred. Brie would let her have the first choice; she’d paid for it, after all.

When all was said and done—and after they’d managed to sweet-talk one of their elderly neighbors out of his spare mattress—the apartment wasn’t so bad. It was lived in. That’s what Brie would call it. Lived in.

They slept huddled together on the mattress that night, shivering under a pile of clothes and silently blaming each other for not bringing a duvet or a sleeping bag. But they weren’t in the truck anymore. And for that, Brie was eternally grateful.

 

[image: ]

 

Job hunting. Capitalism’s punishment for the poor. Listings for entry-level-jobs requiring five years of experience in software and techniques that were only invented two years ago. Interviews with disinterested misogynists who spent more time staring at your chest than into your eyes. Waiting day-in-day-out for the phone to ring and wondering why you weren’t good enough. Wondering why someone wouldn’t just give you a chance. That’s all you needed. A chance.

But as days stretched into weeks, Brie and Kayla lowered their standards. Instead of temp work at trendy advertising agencies, they looked for secretary work at insurance companies. When that failed, they applied for janitorial work, sales positions, grocery bagging, care-work, and even nighttime security. Brie had been laughed out of the office of one-such security manager.

“You’re five-foot-six and petite as a button. What do you weigh, 90 lbs?” the greying, portly gentleman had asked as he wiped mayonnaise from the corner of his glutinous mouth. “You gonna pout suspects into submission, sweetie? Get outta here. Wasting my time...”

She weighed 110 lbs, not that it was any of his business, and no, she wouldn’t ‘pout’ suspects into submission, she’d use her superstrength to beat them into submission. Not that she believed in using the Skull of Xerxun for personal gain, but a girl’s gotta eat.

“Why?” she asked Kayla as they re-grouped on Dedham, the east side’s main street. “Why are so many employers men? And why are they all complete pigs?”

Kayla sighed. “Maybe it’s because people in positions of power are scientifically proven to be sociopaths. Every single one of them. Science doesn’t lie. How many resumes do you have left?”

“Three.”

“Two for me.”

They ducked into a coffee shop called The Roasted Mill and stood in the entrance, lavishing in the warmth of this sweet, brown-nectar palace. Fall was settling in, and Ohio in the autumn was proving to be remarkably colder than Brie had expected. Of course, Iowa was worse, but the chill from Lake Erie brought with it a whole new definition of cold. The sort of cold that was immune to coats and scarves, and would seep into your very bones. Add the fact that the apartment didn’t have any sort of central heating, and Brie was finding she lingered for a good time in warm shops before browsing the wares or dishing out resumes.

And, as far as coffee places go, The Roasted Mill was quaint. By east Temple, standards at least. There were wooden beams dotted around the cozy shop, with fairy lights and ivy wrapped around them. The chairs were all plush lounger types, with circular tables and plenty of nooks for customers to melt into. Soft music played to the background of chattering people, the sort of sound that was inherently warm and inviting.

The girls approached the counter, Brie lingering behind Kayla as she smiled at the handsome barista wearing a beige, button-down shirt. Handsome was an understatement, though. He looked like a cross between Ashton Kutcher and Tom Welling but maybe better looking than both. His hair was messy, black, and covered his forehead and a bit of his piercing green eyes. He smiled at Kayla, showing off perfect white teeth and a tongue piercing.

“Hey,” he said in what Brie assumed was supposed to be a seductive voice. “What can I get you, beautiful?”

Brie rolled her eyes, but Kayla only giggled. “Two jobs, please,” she said, thrusting her resume into his hands. “To have in.”

At the mention of jobs a man in his early thirties—also wearing a beige button-down, but not nearly as handsome—came rushing across the store and shoved his colleague aside. “Yes, hello,” he said in a nasal drone, pushing his wire-frame glasses further up his nose and snatching Kayla’s resume. “I’m Carl, regional manager of The Roasted Mill. Marcus isn’t the manager, actually.” He shot a glance at the handsome barista. “Never Marcus.”

“Oh. Hi. Well, I’m Kayla and this is Brie—”

“Both of you?” Carl asked. 

Confused, Brie shuffled over to the counter and gently slid her resume onto it, where it was immediately soaked through by a puddle of spilled coffee. 

Carl stared at Brie, his mouth hanging slightly ajar and a faint whistle blowing through a gap in his front teeth. “You have a septum piercing, actually,” he said at last.

Brie touched the septum piercing on her nose. “Yeah. It’s tribal.”

Whatever Carl was about to say was jumbled around in his head and released from his mouth in a form of verbal salad that only an expert linguist could ever hope to make sense of. He nodded viciously, snatched Brie’s resume, and stalked away from the counter, vanishing through a back door.

“He’ll be right back out,” Marcus, the hot barista, said after noticing Brie and Kayla’s confused expressions. “Probably. Dude’s a bit of a tool, not gonna lie. He’s, like, retarded or something.”

Frowning, Brie went to condemn Marcus for his words, but the shirking whine of a siren cut her off. Red and blue flashing lights spilled into the coffee shop as outside half a dozen police cars whipped down Dedham, closely followed by four fire engines and two ambulances. In the distance, a huge plume of thick smoke spiraled into the sky, making black the already darkening sky and tracing a shiver up Brie’s spine.

“Innocent lives blink out,” Xerxun said in Brie’s head. “This calls for Ancestor.”

“I can’t,” Brie seethed.

“What?” asked Kayla in a whisper, who steered Brie away from Marcus and the counter to a secluded part of the shop. “What is it?”

“Xerxun wants me to go help,” said Brie.

“Tis your destiny,” the ghost confirmed.

Kayla folded her arms across her chest and stared at Brie. “You should.”

“Not you too…”

“C’mon, Brie! You can’t hide forever. And surely you’ll need to train, right? For the eternal war, or whatever the hell you called it. Look, I’m new to all this but you said it’s Ancestor’s duty to protect people, right? So… go protect people.”

“And if my family sees me on TV?”

“You’ll kick their asses too!”

Brie chewed her lip, eyes flickering between the distant smoke and her best friend. “How about you go?”

“Sorry babe, I’m not a blood-relative of the great Xerxun. Plus, wings wouldn’t suit me.”

“Of course they would. They’re slimming.”

Kayla adopted the infamous ‘Perez Pout’. “You wanna rephrase that, Supergirl?”

“I’m happy with my choices.”

“Mmhmm.”

Jesus, was she actually going to do this? She could feel the pull of Xerxun’s skull through her backpack, begging for her to hold him and use his powers. Their bond had cemented forty-eight hours after she’d pilfered the skull from Nathan’s grasps. She hadn’t known what that meant before it was done, but since then? Since then she’d felt it. And she didn’t even know what it was, but it was there. Within her. An untapped pool of power waiting to be used. Waiting for her to dive into and embrace.

But what if someone saw her? Sure, Ancestor’s skin is golden and there’s the horns and the wings and everything else, but her face would still be on full display for anyone to see. And without the skull, she’s nothing more than your average woman of olympian-level fitness with extensive martial arts and weapons training. Basically a sitting duck. Anyone could sneak up behind her and break her neck or shoot her in the back of the head, and that’d be that. No more Brie.

And still that wasn’t what scared her the most. 

What if it changes me? She thought, images of the goat’s horns from the sanctum fresh in her mind. A Red Ancestor was no trifling thing. What if she couldn’t control herself? What if she became a monster?

“That shaunt happen,” said Xerxun. “Your soulth is pure, mine own granddaughter. A worthy heir thou assuredly are.”

“OK,” Brie said aloud. “I got this. I got this. I. Got. This.” She turned on her heel and marched to the back of the store, where she found a bathroom. She bundled into a stall and removed her backpack. Inside was the Skull of Xerxun, smoke casually drifting from its eye sockets and nostrils.

“One,” she said. “Two.” She closed her eyes, reaching for the skull. “Three!” She snatched it, lifting it out of her bag and holding it aloft. Smoke billowed from the skull, enveloping Brie from head to toe. Within her own cocoon of haze, Brie Brooke transformed. Her skin deepened and turned to gold whilst two mighty, white-feathered wings sprouted from her back, tearing through her shirt and jacket. She felt herself growing, her muscles bulging as her stomach spasmed and hardened into six-pack abs. Finally, completing the transformation, a pair of stag antlers sprouted from her forehead, growing up and through her skin, branching out into dozens of points like the reaching branches of a leafless tree. When she opened her eyes, Brie knew, somehow, that they were glowing with the orange light of Xerxun.

Clambering out of the stall with wings and antlers was an interesting affair, and only resulted in one of the door’s hinges busting off. Finally free of the stall, Brie stared at herself in the mirror. The antlers were huge. So huge they almost scraped along the bathroom’s ceiling. If she stood on her tiptoes, she’d impale the tiles and no doubt become stuck. 

“What the...” Brie said into the mirror. She was like some golden goddess. Something out of an ancient fable, all glistening and glowing, packed with slender muscles and a powerful frame. Her head should have been heavy, she thought. It should have been weighed down by the impressive bulk of the antlers. But nothing felt heavy anymore; not even gravity.

“You’re Ancestor,” she said to herself in the mirror. “You’re a hero. You’re a Brooke. You were trained for this.” Affirmations, she reminded herself. You need to do your affirmations. “You’re not some common civilian. You’re not helpless or scared. You’re a goddamn Brooke! You’re trained! You’re ready! Get some!” Again. “You’re trained! You’re ready! Get some!” One more time. “You’re trained! You’re ready! Get—”

A toilet flushed and another stall opened. A woman in her mid-twenties shuffled out and over to the sinks where she washed her hands and checked her reflection. She smiled at Brie. “Cool Ancestor costume,” she said, before beelining for the door and vanishing into the coffee shop.

“Shit,” Brie said. There wasn’t another way out of the shop. She’d need to walk back through the coffee shop to get outside, customers and employees all staring at her. Welp, not much for it. Brie strode out into the coffee shop, wings, antlers, and golden skin worn in pride. Or a sort of pride. The sort of pride where you rush hurriedly to the door, hoping and praying no one saw you. The sort of pride that was better described as shame.

“Holy shi—” Kayla began to say, her eyes bulging out of her head as she watched Brie hurry through the coffee shop door.

“Not a word,” Brie hissed, the door slamming shut behind her. Now, out in the open, Brie could feel the wind rushing against her wings, lifting her fine feathers and begging her to join it in the sky. So she did. She spread her wings—uncaring of the gawking pedestrians and honking drives—and lifted up, into the sky.

The city spread before her as she climbed above it, towering highrise spires shrinking as she flew higher, the city’s twisting monorail track appearing like a snake winding through the many, many buildings. Not far away in Temple’s central district, Brie saw the source of the fire. It was hard to miss, in truth. A thick plume of black choked the sky and made the roads dangerous to navigate. Already police were shutting down entire blocks and directing traffic away from the incident.

“Here goes,” Brie said, pointing herself in the direction of the crisis and beating her wings. She was there in a heartbeat, lingering above the flames as they licked at her feet and roared in anger. Below, desperate firefighters clutched to pumping hoses, raining water onto the building but doing little to quench the fire’s insatiable thirst. Already dozens of singed and burnt civilians lined the street, paramedics fussing over them and directing the worst of the injured into ambulances to be ferried away.

On the street, she spotted who she assumed was the head firefighter—if firefighters have a head firefighter. Whatever he was, he looked to be in charge. Brie dropped to the ground, landing in a crouch, the asphalt cracking around her. A mini shockwave rippled through the asphalt, knocking half a dozen firefighters onto the ground and setting off a whole choir of car alarms.

“Shit,” she said. “Sorry.”

“Who the hell are you?” the head firefighter shouted over the roar of the fire and the scream of the sirens.

“I’m Bri—Ancestor.” She cleared her throat and put her hands on her hips in a pose that she hoped was heroic and reassuring. “At your service, mister. Sir. Mister Sir. Guy.”

“No,” he said. “Nu-uh. You’re green. I don’t need no green cape. Go away.”

“No! No, no. I’m not green. Honest. I’m really strong, I can lift stuff. Need anything lifted?” To prove her point, Brie hopped over to the nearest fire truck and lifted it above her head effortlessly. The men holding the hose attached to the truck screamed as they were yanked backward, losing their grips on the hose, which sputtered and twisted violently on the ground like an angry snake, squirting water everywhere.

“Oh, God!” Brie dropped the truck, shattering its windows and bursting two tires. “No! Crap! I’m sorry!”

“Push off!” the head firefighter said, jabbing a finger into the distance. “Goddamn capes jumping in and thinking they can do my goddamn job. Go on, push off! We don’t need ya!”

“Top floor, Brianna, a child in need,” said Xerxun.

Brie snapped her head to the top floor, scanning. She couldn’t see anyone, but she trusted Xerxun. In two powerful flaps of her wings, she was in the air and approaching a line of broken, blackened windows. She burst inside and was instantly consumed by a flareup of flames, the added oxygen breathing new life into an already roaring inferno. Crashing heat and roaring flames washed over Brie as she shielded her head and waded forward. Fire crawled over every surface like a living, breathing thing. It consumed everything in its path, churning it into smoke and ash. A charcoaled human lay draped across the floor, flames covering their back. Clearly they’d been crawling for the fire escape and had succumbed to the smoke.

Strangely, Brie wasn’t coughing or sweating or even particularly hot. She knew the fire was there, knew the smoke was suffocatingly thick, but none of it affected her. She crept through the fire, ears and eyes alert for any sign of the child Xerxun had mentioned. Burning doors led into blackened apartments revealing the corpses of devoured people. The flames were hungry indeed.

A desperate scream from down the hall stole Brie’s attention and she rushed towards it. 

“Xerxun, retract my wings,” she ordered and shivered a moment later as the wings folded in on themselves, sucking back into her golden body. She ducked into the apartment, her antlers scraping across the door frame, and was welcomed by a wall of fire. It twisted and swayed, spitting at her as it hissed and sputtered and spread. Already the living room was entirely ablaze, and the fire was heading for a door at the far end of the room. 

Another scream told Brie exactly where to find the child. She marched for the door, knocked it open, and cast her eyes onto a horrible scene. A woman lay draped across the floor, fire creeping up her legs, her eyelids fluttering. She’d succumbed to the smoke but her screaming toddler hadn’t. He sat by his mother’s side, snot, tears, and soot smearing his face as fire encroached and threatened to devour him as it was devouring his mother.

In three strides, Brie was at the child’s side. She lifted him onto her shoulder, then patted the fire on his mother’s legs out. She groaned, head rolling back as Brie lifted her, too, and carried them both through the flames and out, into the corridor. 

“Wings,” Brie said, feeling the wings spreading once more from her back as she ran towards a smashed window on the far end of the hall. She leaped, bursting out into the cool evening sky with fire chasing her. After a slow loop, she drifted down onto the ground, landing much more gently than before. Paramedics rushed to her side, grabbing the mother and child from her arms and hurrying them over to an ambulance. 

Without wasting another second—and before the mean fireman could accost her again—Brie leaped into the sky and flew straight back into the building, searching for more people to save.

She was on the fourth floor, knocking doors in one by one when a rumble in the earth upset her balance. For a moment, she was convinced the building was coming down; already the top two floors had collapsed in on themselves—it was only a matter of time before the rest of the building followed suit. 

Eventually, the rumbling stopped, only to be replaced by the clank clank clank of stone hitting against stone. It grew louder, closer, so Brie stepped out of the room she’d been searching and came face to face with what she could only describe as a golem.

The golem rolled its shoulders and pointed a stubby finger at Brie. “You stole my gig, bitch,” it said in a voice much more feminine than one would expect from a literal golem.

“I stole your what?” asked Brie, genuinely confused. “There are people dying. I’m trying to—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever. I don’t wanna hear it, alright? Temple has a hero, lady. We don’t need another one. So buh-bye.” The golem wiggled its fingers in a passive-aggressive goodbye, one hip cocked as it stared at Brie with a flat, expressionless slab of stone it used as a face.

Brie opened her mouth. Frowned. Then said, “I’m not—”

“Buh-bye,” said the golem.

“Who even are you?”

The golem cocked its head, staring at Brie. The clanking sound of the stones returned and the golem trembled, dust cascading down its boulder body as rocks slipped and peeled away. The head flopped back and the chest split open like a blooming flower, revealing a woman at the center of the stone. She wore a black, skin-tight bodysuit with a boulder imprinted on the chest, and a helmet of shifting stone over her head, covering her eyes. 

“I’m Stonemancer,” she said, and the stones crawled back up her body, covering every inch of her skin in a protective suit of earthly armor. “Who are you? Moose-Girl?”

“They’re stag horns,” Brie protested. “I think. Anyway, moose don’t have wings.”

“Nor do stags.”

“I’m Ancestor!” Brie opened her wings wide in an attempt to intimidate this Stonemancer, whoever she was. A villain, maybe? But no, she’d called herself a hero. It didn’t make it true. Maybe she was trying to trick Brie. A ruse to snatch the Skull of Xerxun, perhaps?

“Right,” said Stonemancer. “That’s not really a name though, is it? That’s a title. You may as well call yourself ‘mommy’.”

The building creaked and a rain of ash fell onto Brie and Stonemancer’s heads. A flaming beam followed, crashing through the ceiling and throwing up huge clouds of dust and smoke. The whole thing was coming down despite the firefighter’s efforts. A point punctuated by the collapse of the stairwell. A metal beam plummeted from above, slamming into the already weakened stairs and wiping them out one floor at a time. Brie twisted away from the burning shrapnel as the beam tore through the fourth floor. More falling floorboards and chunks of debris followed, raining down on Brie’s head like hot embers.

“Go!” Stonemancer shouted as she shoved past Brie and raced for the window at the far end of the corridor.

Brie didn’t need telling twice. She followed Stonemancer, rolling under fallen beams and knocking aside debris as it showered down around her. At the window, Stonemancer flung herself forward, taking half the wall with her as she plummeted into the open air and fell, like a boulder, to the street below. Behind Brie, the building was rapidly vanishing, being replaced by a waterfall of burning wood, metal, and brick.

She screamed as she ran, bursting into the sky with only seconds to spare as the building sunk into the ground, collapsing under the weight of fire and death. She flapped her wings, hovering above the chaos, watching Stonemancer plummet. Moments before she hit the ground, Stonemancer curled into a ball, much like an armadillo, and plopped into the ground as though it were a swimming pool. And, much like a pool, the ground swallowed her whole; not a dent or a scratch in the street left in her wake.

Frowning, Brie scanned the ground, waiting for Stonemancer to resurface. The firefighters, police, and paramedics had retreated to a safe distance, and crowds of onlookers and news crews stood nearby, covering their faces and cowering away from the soot and dust of the collapsed building.

Carefully, Brie touched the ground, eyes peeled as she walked. 

She was about to take off again when a hand reached through the street and closed around her ankle. A yank sunk her into the asphalt, which opened and swallowed her up to her waist. Stonemancer emerged, carried upward, out of the ground on a twisting spire of rock and cement. She loomed above Brie, her arms folded across her chest, her golem suit replaced by stone gauntlets and a belt of orbiting rocks that spun around her body like the rings of Saturn.

“Temple’s under my protection,” Stonemancer said, loud enough for the crowds and the news cameras to hear, the spire of stone spitting her out and jerking back into the ground like some stop-animation video. “If I see you again, Moose-Girl… well… I better not see you again.”

Stonemancer shot into the sky, launched by the ground beneath her, where she landed on the lack of a grey, winged-beast, and was gone. Brie was left with her body very much buried in the ground, film crews and onlookers pointing their cameras and fingers directly at her. Getting free wasn’t an issue. Doing so without leaving a crater in the street? That would be a challenge.
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“Stonemancer’s a bitch,” Brie said as she slammed the door to her apartment and fell, facefirst, onto the bed beside Kayla. She dropped the Skull of Xerxun onto the floor, ignoring Xerxun’s objections over hygiene, and groaned into her pillow. 

After breaking out of the ground, Brie had spent the next three hours painstakingly collecting every piece of rubble she could find and using it to re-fill the hole she’d made. The firefighters watched on, usually muttering to themselves about how cool Stonemancer is, or—sometimes—purposely saying it loud enough for Brie to hear. When an anchor at Channel 6 news tried to interview her on her ‘humiliating defeat’ Brie had used her face lasers to melt the stones in the hole, then left as they cooled. The result wouldn’t be a smooth road, but at least it wasn’t a crater.

“Who’s Stonemancer?” Kayla asked, putting down her phone and gently stroking Brie’s hair.

“Some superhero,” said Brie. “She shows up late, tells me I’m stealing her gig, doesn’t even save anyone, then leaves me waist-deep in the road. Then everyone’s going on about how great she is! Hello! I’m the one who saved people!”

“That lass wast certainly holier than thou,” said Xerxun.

Kayla continued stroking Brie’s hair. “People like what they know. They’ll get used to you.”

“Indeed. A campaign of heroics, I do suggest! Becometh like the wind; omnipresent; omnipotent; cool. Then our she-dog pretender shall nay dare to insult us again!”

“Maybe we should just leave,” said Brie as she flipped onto her front and snuggled into Kayla’s side. “Find another city that doesn’t already have a hero. She seemed pretty pissed.”

“Screw that!” said Kayla. “Did she threaten you? ’Cause if she threatened my girl she’s gonna be in for a world of pain.”

“She can control stone. Wears a huge suit of stone armor.”

“In for a world of angry talking to, then.”

Brie laughed through her nose and shook her head. “You should have heard her though. Like all bitchy and better than me. She called me Moose-Girl. Moose-Girl! Pretended she didn’t even know who Ancestor was... like I was a joke.”

“A fight to the death is in order,” said Xerxun. “Tis the only answer.”

“I’m not fighting her to the death, Xerxun.”

“Why not?” Kayla protested. “You’re like invincible, right? You can chip through her pebble armor and rip her heart out.”

“Slice it into a thousand and five pieces, which thou shall feed to swine,” said Xerxun.

“Or rip her heart out emotionally. Tell her her dog died or something.”

“Befriend her, discover her deepest terrors, then feed her to swine!”

“Oh! I know. Make a fake-boyfriend on MySpace and lure her into a relationship, then dump her. That’s what I… that’s what Becky did when Sarah Bateman called me fat in art class… I mean, when she called Becky fat in art class.”

“Plant the devil’s lettuce upon her person and report her to the town guard. Release swine into her cell and watchth as they devour her!”

Brie sat upright and screamed into her hands. “Xerxun, I’m not feeding her to pigs, what the hell is wrong with you? Kayla, I’m not going to tell her her dog’s dead, that’s pure evil.”

Kayla chewed her lip. “So fake boyfriend?”

“No!” she stood and wandered into the kitchen, where she helped herself to an oreo and sighed. “She’s a bitch.”

“A massive bitch,” Kayla agreed.

“Never have I been in the company of a she-dog such as she,” said Xerxun.

“But she’s Temple’s guardian. Like it or not, I’m the new kid on the block. I shouldn’t be throwing my weight around, you know? This isn’t the prison yard. I’m not out here looking for the biggest guy to shank. I should be laying low anyway, that was the whole point. If my uncle or my mom find out where I am, they’ll be here in a heartbeat, looking for the skull. And now I know Stonemancer exists, I don’t have to feel bad about not helping out when I see a robbery, or a mugging, or whatever. Stonemancer’s got it covered, right? I can just chill out with my bestie and the skull of my great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather. Who, by the way, is a lot cattier than I thought he’d be.”

“I was a king,” said Xerxun. “But I should have been a queen.”

“I wish I could hear him,” Kayla said wistfully. “He sounds fun. I love a gossip. He’s gay right? Won’t stop pointing out hot guys?”

“Gay is a bizarre term. In mine own time, whom a person loved mattered not. What they accomplished in life was of import, little else. I have watched and mourned the rise of bigots and the fall of reason. Saddened by the beliefs of mine own kin. Hopeful though I am now, strife and struggle still doth lay ahead for those who’d seek companionship in the arms of who they truly love, whether man or woman.”

“What’s he saying?” Kayla asked, a grin on her face. “Is he being bitchy? Gay guys are brutal!”

“He’s lamenting the state of our world. People were more accepting in his day. Which is weird because, from my understanding, he was a warlord of sorts.” Brie wandered back to the mattress and perched on the edge. She picked Xerxun’s skull off the ground and cradled it in her lap, thoughts swimming with what the world must have been like all those thousands of years ago. What Xerxun must’ve experienced through the eyes of his descendants was astonishing. The rise and fall of civilizations powerful and ancient, the invention of technical marvels, the fall of democracies, kingdoms, dictatorships, and empires. Through millennia and eons, Xerxun’s skull had been preserved. Passed down through the generations to end up here, on Brie’s lap, where he was heartily engaging in a cathartic bitch-sesh with two twenty-something women.

In a lot of ways, he was the only family Brie had left, with the exception of Kayla—who was more-or-less a sister. Certainly, the only family not trying to kill her. But that was unfair, James hadn’t been trying to kill her. Nor had her grandfather, Arthur. Really, it was only the Wards and her mom. Still, any family trying to kill you was enough. 

Kayla’s cell phone dinged with a new text message and she gasped as she read it. “Speaking of being accepting,” she said, hopping up from the mattress and rushing over to shove her phone in Brie’s face. “We’ve got jobs!”

“Shut up,” said Brie, taking the phone from Kayla and reading for herself.

“I will not. Starting Monday, you and I are going to be The Roasted Mill’s newest, sexiest baristas, baby!” 

Surely enough there was a text message from Carl, the creepy manager, telling them both to be there at 6 am on Monday morning. He hadn’t texted Brie because her phone number had been smudged by the spilled coffee on the counter, he explained in the text. Either way, they had jobs.

“We have jobs?” Brie said, astonished. “We have jobs!”

“Thy art productive members of the community.” Orange smoke puffed from Xerxun’s eye sockets and Brie knew it to be a proud puff. “Celebrations are in order! Bring forth the goblets of wine and the muscled gents whom remove their erotic garbs to the thumping beats of modern music. Let us get utterly shit-faced!”

And so they did—sans the strippers—little realizing that tomorrow was Monday.
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“Hi, welcome to The Roasted Mill, what can I get for you today?” Brie held onto her smile, her hands quaking as she stared at the customer on the opposite side of the counter. Her first-ever customer. If she wasn’t so hungover, she probably wouldn’t have felt so nauseous. 

“My usual,” said the customer, a woman in her mid-fifties wearing a huge fur coat over an elegant, black pantsuit. “With extra cream today.” She was too busy fussing over her purse to bother looking Brie in the eye as she spoke.

“Um,” said Brie, looking around for Marcus or Carl, or even Kayla. No one was nearby. She was on her own.

“Quickly, girl, I’m already late!”

“I’m so sorry, it’s my first day, I don’t know what your usual is.”

With a sigh, the woman removed her gaze from her purse and finally looked at Brie. “Caramel macchiato, venti, skim, extra shot, extra-hot, extra-whip, sugar-free. And quickly!”

Oh my God, Brie though as she blinked at the customer with wide, terrified eyes. “OK. Yup. Sure. So, is that a tea or a coffee?”

The woman huffed, turned on her heel, and marched out the door. The ringing of the bell echoed through Brie’s head long after the customer was gone, taunting her as she wiped down surfaces, cleaned nozzles, and resisted the urge to drink shots of the chocolate syrups to assuage her hangover. Eventually, Marcus and Kayla wandered back onto the shop floor, laughing together at some joke that Brie wasn’t privy to. They were whispering and staring at each other as they joined Brie behind the counter.

“Where’ve you two been?” Brie asked grumpily. She didn’t appreciate being abandoned on her first day. “There was an evil customer.”

“Marcus was giving me a tour,” said Kayla.

“Showing Brown Eyes the ropes, so to speak.” Marcus grinned, nudging Kayla with his elbow, much to her squealing delight. They giggled together, Kayla tickling Marcus, though Brie saw it for what it was: an excuse to grope his stomach.

“I’m new, too,” Brie said, hitting Marcus with a cocked eyebrow and her best attempt at the ‘Perez Pout’. On Brie, it looked more like a duck-face. 

“Oh… yeah, sure. Guess I was too distracted by Kayla’s beautiful eyes.” Marcus winked at Kayla, again leaning into her and whispering something that made Kayla blush.

Brie cleared her throat to remind them she was still there.  “So about that tour?”

“What?”  Marcus sighed, fixing Brie with an annoyed glare. 

“Tour…?”

“Alright. Yeah. I was just gonna show you around now.” He shuffled towards the door, sighing as he went.

“What’re you doing?” Kayla whispered into Brie’s ear as she went to follow Marcus. “I like him.”

“Good. I don’t,” Brie replied. “I kinda wanna be able to do this job. Screw me, right?”

“You’d tell me if you liked him, right?”

“I’d tell you if I was ever into a Gerard Way wannabe, don’t worry.” She followed Marcus around the counter and over to a side-door with the words ‘STAFF ONLY’ printed on the front. 

“Code is 621,” Marcus said in a bored voice as he punched in the code and kicked the door open. It led into a dank corridor with stacks of boxes lined up against the damp brick walls. A door at the back of the corridor was propped open by a mop and led into a dark alleyway at the rear of the coffee shop.

There were too many shadows; far too many places for Nathan to emerge from. Brie shivered, remembering that she’d stashed the skull in her backpack beneath the shop counter. She shouldn’t be heading into the back of the shop without it... 

“Corridor,” said Marcus. “It’s a corridor and it’s a stockroom. Sanitary, I know. That door on the right leads to the staff room, you can dump your shit there at the start of your shift. It’s a good place for lunch too, but Carl’ll be in there from 1 pm to 2 pm every day without fail, so I’d suggest eating out if you value your sanity. Or don’t. What the fuck do I care?” He pointed to the staff room, then swiveled on his heel to face a door opposite. “Staff restroom. I wouldn’t recommend it. I hop across the street to use the dry cleaners’ crapper, personally, but that’s because I’m a coward.”

“So a staff room I shouldn’t use and a restroom I can’t.”

“Quick learner for a chick, aren’t ya? Kidding. Anyway, that concludes our tour. Unless you wanna give me a handjob? Kidding. Any questions?”

Brie blinked at Marcus. How the hell did Kayla actually like this giant douchebag? “Yeah a few. So if—”

“I’ve got a question,” Marcus said, interrupting Brie and putting himself in front of the door back into the coffee shop. “Kayla’s hot.” 

“That’s not a question.”

“She’s single, right? Not that it’d stop me or anything, but the single ones are easier, ya know? And you don’t run the risk of getting your ass kicked by cucks.”

Who is this guy? Brie rolled her eyes and folded her arms. “Are you for real? If you touch her, I’ll bite your face off.”

“Alright! Calm down, I’m only asking. D’you love her or something? Not a dyke, are you? Next question, is she… into anything weird? You guys are friends, yeah? She talks to you? I’m just getting out of a thing with this crazy chick who, ehm, well… OK, it wasn’t exactly a cult, but it also was. Full disclosure: my ex tried to sacrifice me to Satan ’cause I nailed her sister. Kayla’s not going to do that is she? I’m done with the crazy bitches.”

“Oh my God, absolutely not,” Brie said. She ducked under Marcus’s arm and bashed the door open to the shop floor. “She exclusively sacrifices her boyfriends to Cthulu.”
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An hour and a dozen fresh burns later, Brie was starting to get the hang of things. Of course, she still wasn’t certain how to make most orders, but if anyone needed a black coffee she was on the ball. Mostly. Kayla, on the other hand, was a natural; probably because she was used to working manual jobs already, having grown up on a farm. Brie was used to sitting behind a computer all day and staring at numbers. Still, it was hard not to be a little jealous as Kayla bantered with customers and effortlessly threw together an espresso macchiato without batting an eye.

 When Carl arrived for the day, the atmosphere noticeably soured, and where Kayla was clearly Marcus’s favorite, Brie was Carl’s. Much to Brie’s chagrin. He took every opportunity to guide Brie through an order, even going so far as to hold onto her hands in an attempt to ‘activate muscle memory’. Despite being a decade older than her, and her superior, Brie caught Carl staring at her from across the shop on more than one occasion. If she ignored him, his staring only continued. If she looked his way, he’d smile, flash a quick wave, then continue with whatever he’d been doing.

She couldn’t fully explain it, but something was different about Carl. She’d only seen him briefly yesterday but even then he’d seemed less… creepy. Creepy without a doubt, but not creepy. There was a difference. Subtle though it may be and frustratingly difficult to quantify, there was still a difference. 

Brie was midway through serving a customer when she felt Carl’s eyes glued to her again. She tried to ignore them, tried her best to rush through the customer’s order before he stopped her, and guided her. Carl had other plans. He stomped over to Brie, lingering only a foot behind her, and breathed loudly through his mouth as she aligned a mug beneath the nozzles of the coffee machine.

“Brieeeee Brooke,” Carl said. “Brie Brooke. Brrrrrr. Your name sounds cold. Brrrrrie Brrrrrooke. Like you’re shivering. Brrrrie Brrrrrooke. Are you a superhero?” 

“What?” Brie’s heart turned to ice and her stomach sank. “No! Of course not. That’s insane. Why? How? When would I have the time to even do that?”

“Peter Parker. Wade Wilson, Jessica Jones, Billy Batson, Bruce Banner, Susan Storm, Reed Richards, Wally West, Clark Kent—but that one’s kinda cheating because it’s a C and a K, actually. But you can be a villain too, actually! Otto Octavius, Lex Luthor, Doctor Doom, Gorilla Grodd, Carl Cunningham.” Carl grinned, then laughed heartily. “That’s my name, the last one. I’m like you, actually. Not a villain though.” He nodded, grinned some more, and said, “So, Brrrie Brrrooke, are you a cat person or a dog person, actually?” He sounded a lot like Brie’s little cousin, Mandy, who was a perpetually excited five-year-old. Only, Carl had the look of a man who’d just met his soulmate.

“Um,” said Brie, glancing around to find Kayla or Marcus. They weren’t there. No one was going to save her. “I’m a people person.”

“No! You have to choose one!”

“Dog.”

“Why?”

Brie twisted the twisty thing—the thing with all the coffee dust stuff in it—and soon realized she didn’t have a clue what she was doing. She fumbled with dials on the machine, lurching out her skin as steam shot from a nozzle and covered her apron. 

“Why are you a dog person, Brie?” Carl asked, oblivious to her troubles. “Because they’re cute?” He laughed much too loudly, a bellowing, belly sound that featured more than a few snorts. “I’m a dog person, actually. But not because they’re cute. Did you know that dogs used to be wolves, actually? I like wolves. If I were a wolf I’d be the alpha, actually. Marcus would be the omega, obviously. You’d probably be an alpha too. Did you know that the only wolves in a pack to mate are the male and female alphas, actually? They eat first too. So you’d be an alpha just like me, actually.”

“Oh my God,” Brie said under her breath as she haphazardly filled half the mug she was holding with milk. What she’d created was not coffee. It was a frothy, beige thing with coffee granules floating around in it. That didn’t stop her sliding it across the counter for the customer and rushing around the counter to get away from Carl. 

The customer frowned and stared into the mug. “Hey, this isn’t what I—”

“It's today’s special,” Brie said as she grabbed a mop and hurried to the other side of the shop. “On the house!” There she mopped feverishly, cleaning the same square of the shop floor as Carl stared at her from behind the counter, his mouth hanging open, beady blue eyes fixated on her.

“Some time hath passed since last there was a female Ancestor,” Xerxun said in Brie’s head. “I had forgotten the trials of your gender, Brianna.”

“He’s not so bad,” she replied. “Well, he’s not great, but I’m only creeped out by him, I’m not scared of him. I think he’s a little developmentally challenged.”

“Be warned; thy creep doth approach.”

Surely enough, Carl had deserted the counter despite a line of customers and was approaching Brie with another stupid grin plastered across his face. Where Kayla and Marcus had vanished to, Brie didn’t know. Probably making out somewhere. Or worse.

“Gross,” Brie said to herself and focused on the mop. She’d learned long ago not to get between Kayla and the guys she dated even if they were colossal douchebags. It only ever ended in tears, usually with Kayla swearing blind that they were good guys deep down, past the sexism and the innuendos and the cheating. Brie didn’t want the drama. She’d wait until Kayla saw just how shitty Marcus was for herself. Meanwhile, she’d deal with Carl on her own. Maybe if she didn’t acknowledge him, he’d go away. Maybe he’d let her mop the floor in peace. Maybe he’d—

“So another wolf fact,” Carl said, decidedly not leaving Brie in peace. “Wolves mate for life and stick together no matter what, until one of them is dead, actually. People think that birds are the only monogamous animals but wolves are too, actually. Did you know that? You probably did know that already because you’re Indian.”

“What?” Brie snapped her head at him, frowning. “Indian? I’m Native American, not Indian. I’m Indigenous. I’m First Nation. Indians come from Asia and they worship cows or something like that; I wouldn’t know—I’m not Indian.”

“No, but, actually, Indian refers to—”

“Carl.” Brie shot him her best murderous glare. The ‘Perez Pout’ may be beyond her skills, but a good ol’ murderous glare? That she could manage. “If you’re about to explain my heritage to me I’d suggest backing up, thinking it through, and not doing it.”

Carl swallowed a lump in his throat, blinking rapidly as his eyes flickered from left to right, looking anywhere but at Brie. “My spirit animal’s a—”

“Breaking News this morning,” came a voice over the radio, interrupting whatever indie station Marcus had selected earlier that day. “A hijacked train is speeding through the bay area and headed for the heart of the city.”

“Thank God,” Brie said under her breath.

“Police have warned commuters to stay away from the monorail tracks, and are urging caution at all crossings. The hijackers have yet to make demands but there’s an estimated three hundred passengers currently onboard the train. Attempts to halt the train have thus far been unsuccessful, and Stonemancer is yet to make an appearance.”

Stonemancer’s not there? Brie’s stomach churned. She shouldn’t go… she knew she shouldn’t go; Stonemancer was probably on her way, ready to kick some hijacker ass. But staying would mean putting up with Carl. Staying would mean humoring his inane questions and thinly veiled suggestions. Staying would be torture.

“I’d rather face the hijackers,” she said under her breath, then passed the mop to Carl. “I’ve gotta… I’m gonna… I’ll be back later.”

Carl clutched the mop to his chest and smiled at Brie. “OK! I’ll be waiting.”

On second thought, maybe she wouldn’t be back later.
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The open skies were calming after a morning full of botched coffee and inappropriate leering from her new boss. Freeing, even. As though, up here, nothing else mattered. As though being Ancestor was the most important thing in the world.

“Tis truly a burden to bear,” said Xerxun. “But a worthy one.”

Brie didn’t reply; she’d spotted the train. Two police helicopters followed the speeding locomotive as it rushed along the bay, taking turns at breakneck speeds, its wheels screeching and throwing up sparks as it went. Soon it would climb a ramp and join the inner-city monorail track, where it’d snake through buildings, suspended above the roads. One turn taken too quickly and the whole train would find itself wedged into half a dozen buildings.

It had to be stopped. Brie had to—

“You again!”

Brie tore her eyes from the train to find Stonemancer flying beside her. The rock-powered hero sat straddling a stone griffin, its pebbly wings flapping lazily, dust and sand trailing behind it. How the damn thing was flying, Brie had no earthly idea. Stonemancer herself looked much the same as she had the night before, covered from toe-to-crown in orbiting boulders, rocky armor protecting her body, a black catsuit underneath. Only now, in the light of day, Brie could see that Stonemancer’s face—whilst mostly covered—was undeniably East Asian in appearance, Japanese perhaps? Young, too. Not quite so young as Brie but maybe late 20s, early 30s. It was hard to tell with the stone helmet hiding her eyes.

“The radio said you weren’t here,” Brie replied defensively. “I’m not trying to—”

“Yeah, whatever,” said Stonemancer. “Just stay out of my way.” She dug her heels into the griffin and shifted her body forward, making the creature bank to the right, and plummet straight down. Brie watched, mesmerized as Stonemancer matched speeds with the train and landed effortlessly upon the rear carriage roof where she formed a pair of daggers out of stone and used them to cut her way inside.

From there, Brie lost sight of Stonemancer, but flashing lights from the train and the distant sound of gunfire told of an epic battle no doubt well underway. 

Stay out of the way. Brie could do that. She’d follow, observe, and help if needs be. Her wings beating viciously, Brie followed the runaway train through the city, swerving around buildings, flying alongside the police helicopters, and generally not causing any more trouble. 

A flash of colors from one of the helicopters caught her eye. That color again, the one she’d seen coming from the radio-dish back in Marble… Yedle. That’s what Xerxun had called it. As far as Brie could tell, it was the color of radio waves, and it was everywhere. She’d learned to block it out, let it meld into the background like anything else entirely natural. Only, there was something about these particular radio waves that Brie couldn’t take her eyes from. It was almost as though she could read them.

But that was ridiculous; you can’t read radio waves. 

Even so, as she watched the Yedle passing between the two helicopters, she knew what they were communicating to each other. There was a broken down train further along the tracks with nowhere to go and no means of getting out of the way. If the hijacked train wasn’t stopped right now, the two trains would collide.

“Shit!” Brie said as she aimed herself downward and headed for the train. “Stay out of the way, Brie. Stonemancer said to stay out of the way.” Well, this was an extraordinary circumstance. Stonemancer couldn’t be upset with her for literally saving everyone. She beat her wings, fighting to keep up with the train as it snaked around corners. Inside, Brie could hear the screams of terrified passengers as Stonemancer and the hijackers battled it out.

A boulder smashed through one of the windows, followed shortly by a man wearing full camo gear. Both went hurtling to the street below, where the man swatted against a stop sign. Brie kept pace with the train, swooping over a tunnel, squeezing down an alley, and narrowly avoiding a turn signal as she battled to get in front of the vehicle.

They turned another bend and Brie saw it. The broken down train. It sat half a mile away at the end of a long stretch of track. There was a packed station ahead, and a team of engineers working on the broken train. Why none of them had been moved, Brie couldn’t say. Instead, she focused on the runaway train, gritting her teeth as she forced herself to fly faster; to get to the head of the train. When she was there, she took two sharp breaths and put herself in front of it.

She braced, her arms outstretched and eyes clamped shut. The train slammed into her and her bones shuddered. Metal twisted and crumpled around her as the train’s wheel screeched and buckled. The stench of burning plastic and oil-filled Brie’s nose and, inside the train, people stumbled and flew to and fro. 

Despite Brie’s efforts, the train continued to push onwards, forcing her backward. She dug up the tracks with her feet, wood and metal splintering and bending around her body, sending rhythmic jolts through her spine and into her skull. She ignored her chattering teeth and pushed back; leaning her entire strength against the train. Jesus, this thing was heavy. Heavier than anything Brie had ever known. Yet still, she pushed, knowing that if she relented—if she balked for even a second—everything would be lost.

The broken train was approaching, and the station not far from it. People screamed as they saw the incoming destruction. A mass exodus was underway, commuters stampeding into the monorail exits, clambering over one another to get away from the encroaching death. 

Brie pushed harder, her arms wobbling like twisted tubes of empty toothpaste. The train clanked, hissed, and groaned. Its horn blasted, but deformed and nasally, before growing in pitch and vanishing into the realm of unhearable. Another push and the train slowed. Another and it groaned. Brie glanced over her shoulder to see the second train only twenty feet from her now. The passengers within the broken down train had rushed to the other end of it, hoping to avoid instant annihilation should the unthinkable happen.

It wouldn’t happen.

Not if Brie could help it.

“C’mon!” she screamed, turning and putting all her weight against the train. She could feel its wheels churning, see the smoke billowing out from the engine as it tried, and failed, to force itself forward. The train slowed, slowed, and eventually stopped with a deafening screech, leaving Brie’s face not three feet away from the broken locomotive ahead. 

She’d done it. She’d stopped the train. Causing untold damages along the way, of course, but the important thing was that nobody had died. Instead of a collision the news tonight would be reporting on Ancestor’s heroic efforts to be-still the runaway train. Already people were cheering, dozens of them leaning from office windows and applauding. 

Brie smiled, waving up at the buildings and blushing. She wondered if she could blush whilst her skin was golden but decided she didn’t care. It was nice to be appreciated. Nice to be thanked for her efforts. Nice to be—

A leather-wrapped hand burst through the front of the train, wrapped around Brie’s face, and yanked her through twisted metal, shards of glass, and sparking electrical wires, and into the train.
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Brie collided with a seat and crashed through it, flipping as she smashed against a pole and stopped—finally—at the feet of a crowd of hostages. The hostages gasped, flinching at the debris and hero hurtling towards them.

Groaning, Brie attempted to stand but was too busy chasing spots out of her vision. Vaguely she was aware of thumping footsteps and the hypnotic, dragging inhale-exhale of a man wearing some sort of ventilator. It sounded, in a lot of ways, like a less sinister Darth Vader.

“Stand, Brianna,” Xerxun urged. “Thou face a demon, my child. The same who murdered thy father.”

A pair of steel-toed boots stopped an inch from Brie’s nose. Their black was a stark contrast to the white of the floor, speckles of dried blood dusting the toe and heel, splatting upward to a pair of camo pants and the tattered hem of a leather trench-coat.

“We’re all ghosts,” the man rasped through his ventilator. “We all carry, inside of us,” he crouched, his trench-coat pooling around his feet like a fallen towel, and stared at Brie through the chrome-glass-eyes of a twisted, battle-worn gas-mask, “people who came before us.” He cocked his head, taking in the crumpled mess of Brie’s body. “I know who you keep within you, girl. I have come to exorcise you of your ghosts.”

He reached for the Skull of Xerxun with his gloved hands, breathing rapidly as he closed the gap. His fingers brushed against the forehead and Brie flinched, flashes of some crowned warrior laying decapitated on an ancient battlefield.

“Stand, Brianna,” Xerxun echoed within her head. “Stand and avenge your kin!”

The man’s hand closed around the skull and attempted to tug it from Brie’s palm. She closed her fingers around it, her eyes snapping fully open as she came, finally, to her senses. She kicked out, taking the man’s legs from under him. He groaned as he flopped face-first onto the floor, sending a wobbling shockwave through the train.

Brie flapped her wings and dragged herself to her feet. Stopping the train had sapped her of most of her strength, but she’d be damned if she was going to lose the skull to some Rinkleman lackey. Rinkleman… how did she know that name? The battlefield flashed in her mind once more and she saw legions of men descending upon a towering city of unrivaled majesty. Xerxun stood in defiance to the army. Xerxun stood in defiance to the Rinkelman Empire.

“Our oldest foe,” said Xerxun. “Jealous of our powers for untold millennia. This wretched creature is all who remains of a once terrible people.”

Brie blinked and the Rinkleman soldier was on his feet, head cocked at Brie, that gasmask rattling with every breath he took. “Interesting,” he said. “Your predecessor preferred parlay. Often he would beg before we fought. Much as he begged before he died.”

“Liar.” Brie raised her fists and swallowed. She needed to move him away from the hostages. Needed more space to fight him properly. Already she knew that this man was strong beyond belief and sturdy enough to withstand a superpowered kick to the shin. Most people would’ve lost their leg instantly.

“Liar? No, not I,” the Rinkleman soldier took a step closer. “Lying is a disservice to oneself. I experience reality as it is and will always do. Because only when we accept the state of our world can we strive to change it. Can we strive to correct it. Your pitiful clan battles to preserve the status quo. I exist to disrupt it. I am many a thing, Ancestor. A thief, a thug, a criminal, and a murderer. But a liar? A liar I am not. I am now, and will always be, Annex.” 

Annex lunged forward, one hand swatting against Brie’s face, the other snatching at the Skull of Xerxun. He forced her head into the wall of the train, banging it thrice against a pole before punching her in the ribs with the force of an eighteen-wheeler truck.

Brie broke free of Annex’s grip, managing to keep the skull from his grasp, and clutched at her ribs. She’d never known strength like his. She’d only seen it in her father and, now, herself.

When Annex came again, Brie swatted his fist aside and drove her shoulder into his chest, driving him back, away from the hostages. She slammed him into the ground, denting the metal floor and shaking the train.

“Yes,” Annex cackled, a ghostly wind sucking downward, into his outstretched palm. There, Brie saw a hole cut in his glove and a shard of… bone? Whatever it was, it was embedded in his hand and it glowed an angry red as Annex absorbed something out of the air. “Such strength. Such energy!” He pushed off the ground, floating upward as though he were in space. “It has been too long since I last feasted on true power.”

“Feasted?” Brie blinked at the man, a shiver tracing her spine. “From me? That’s nasty, dude.” A pulling tugged from her chest, she realized then, a ghostly, energy funnel channeling from her and entering into Annex. He was sapping her of her power and using it to bolster himself.

Annex lurched forward, grappling with Brie and dragged her through the train, where they burst through compartment doors, demolished poles, and shattered windows. He flipped in the air, placing his feet against Brie’s chest and kicked away with all his strength. Brie flailed, spiraling through the train and bursting through a wall. She was falling through the air, the city street racing to meet her. Two mighty flaps of her wings stabilized her, another launched her into the air. She did a loop of the train, braced herself, and slammed through the train’s roof to land in a crouch.

“So he gets power from me,” Brie said as she turned this way and that, scanning the length of the train. “And I lose it the longer we’re connected.” He was like some gross vampire who fed on powers instead of blood. 

Cowering hostages sat on the floor, their heads tucked under their arms as battle waged around them. Henchmen in camo suits wielding submachine guns littered the floor, shard of rock dusting their bodies where Stonemancer had incapacitated them.

Where Stonemancer was, Brie didn’t know.

“That gent doth possess the power of mimicry,” said Xerxun. “Tis an ability shared throughout his bloodline. Whatever strengths are used against him will become twisted to his boon. Be wary, for he shall drain thee of thy energies if thou engage him for too long.”

“How do I fight someone who gets their powers from me?” asked Brie, biting her lip. Maybe she could drop the skull? If she didn’t have powers, maybe he wouldn’t either?

“A bad idea, I fear. Once gained, his powers shall last for a matter of hours whether you have them or not. Given enough time without feeding, though, and he is but a man.”

So much for that plan, then. Brie had barely fought anyone in her life; she was a drone! Sure, she’d trained with her father and the rest of her family in the compound (what she and some of her cousins had affectionately called the Brooke Mansion), but this? Supervillains? This was a magnitude worse. This was terrifying in all the wrong ways.

A shudder within the train quickened Brie’s pulse. She stepped forward cautiously, eyes locked ahead of her. A woman pleading somewhere in the distance descending into screams. A whip of color shot through the train as a person came flying through a busted door. Brie flinched, caught the woman, and eased her onto the floor. Another scream was followed by another flying person, this time a young man. Brie caught him, too, and continued edging forward. Hostage after hostage came hurtling through the door as, one by one, Annex launched them at Brie. And, one by one, Brie caught them. 

She was at the door when a child flew at her face. The girl was sobbing when Brie caught her, inconsolable as she was placed on the floor and ushered towards the rest of the hostages.

“It’s OK,” said Brie. “You’re safe. I’m going to—” Annex burst through the door, grabbed Brie by the antlers, and dragged her into the next carriage. Again he made a snatch for the skull, but Brie kept it from his grasp, punching him in the side of the head repeatedly but getting nothing from him. No grunt, no yell, not even a flinch. He was a machine, hellbent on peeling the Skull of Xerxun from Brie’s cold, dead hands. A machine who moved his grip onto Brie’s throat, clamping down like a vice and refusing to relent no matter how hard Brie thrashed, kicked, and sputtered.

Pinned against the floor, Brie tried and failed to peel Annex’s steel fingers from her throat, feeling as her power was siphoned from her bit by bit. She reached out with her free hand and pressed it against his gas mask, trying desperately to force him away. But he wouldn’t budge, and neither would his fingers. He’d locked on and would never let go. If Brie had her other hand free she could have used it to throttle him or tear him away. But Ancestor’s gifts came at a cost and she couldn’t risk releasing the skull for even a second. If she did, Annex would surely snatch it and flee. She tried to ignite her face lasers but she was too weak; Annex had taken too much power from her already.

Soon, her vision was fading, black vignettes clouding around her peripherals to highlight the looming gas mask above her. Don’t let this be the last thing she saw. Don’t let this be the last thing she knew. God, what an awful death. What a terribly sickening fate. And still, she was powerless to prevent it. Powerless to combat this beast who had all of her strengths but none of her restraint. All of her brute force and none of her morality.

Her hand dropped away from Annex’s mask, too heavy to keep aloft. 

Her eyelids drooped, too heavy to stay afloat.

Her mouth opened and closed, trying in vain to drag any dreg of air into her desperate lungs. But to no avail. Annex would allow no respite, no mercy, so this would be Brie’s death. Her superhero career over before it began. Her life over before it began. She closed her eyes, embracing the muted sounds of a world rapidly becoming inaccessible. Embracing the cold black of the spiritual plane, and the warming embrace of Xerxun. He stood with his powerful arms opened wide, a proud smile on his lips. Beside him was a pillar of light and a hundred million dots of white. The white dots fluttered manically, swirling around Xerxun and playing together. Forebears, Brie knew. These were her dead relatives; her kin; her ancestors. Amongst them would be her father.

“That didn’t take me very long,” Brie said as she stared up at Xerxun. “Kinda embarrassing.”

Xerxun laughed heartily and placed a massive hand on her shoulder. “You’re not done yet, little one.”

Annex grunted and his grip faltered, allowing Brie enough of a respite to drink in the heavenly air of a dank Temple train carriage. It may as well have been champagne or water to a woman dying of thirst. She drank her fill and lavished in the inflating of her lungs. Such a simple act but so wonderfully precious. 

Another grunt from Annex forced Brie to open her eyes. A boulder smashed against the brute’s head, cracking down the middle but forcing him, steadily, away from Brie. Another barrage of rocks flew, breaking against his skin but driving him back, chasing him away.

Stonemancer in all her rocky-glory rolled into the carriage and put herself in front of Brie. The orbiting rocks that had once filled Brie with loathing were now a welcomed sight. A sight of salvation.

“Interfere at your own peril,” Annex snarled. He caught one of Stonemancer’s boulders and tore it in half, only to be slammed in the face by a second rock. It sent him off balance and tumbling into a window.

“Stonemancer used Rockslide!” Stonemancer pulled her arms back, and the rocks spinning around her froze. Her suit rolled off her body, collecting around her arms to create two huge pillars. She thrust her arms forward and the two stone pillars shot forward, striking Annex in the chest and launching him through the train window. “It’s super effective.”

Moments later and the rocks were returning, collecting around Stonemancer’s body to rebuild her protective suit. Brie watched with darkening, hazy vision, her breathing shallow as the world throbbed and vanished around her.

“Oh, shit,” Stonemancer said in a distant echo, her face hovering above Brie’s eyes in a fuzzy halo of light. “What did I say, Moose-Girl? You’re a goddamn mess.”

As she passed out, Brie was vaguely aware of Stonemancer’s hands on her body, pulling her to her feet and carrying her out of the train, and into a world of—

Black.
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Brie awoke slowly, her head throbbing painfully and her body protesting against the conscious mind controlling it. She didn’t sit bolt-up-right like in the movies, nor did she look like a glamorous Natalie Portman type, waking from a coma in a sunlit bedroom. Her hair was a tangled mess, her eyes encrusted with sleep, and a taste of bile lingered on her tongue. She coughed as she rolled onto her side, curious at a sprinkle of water gently tickling her hand and a breeze rolling over her body. A roar of something reverberated through her skull, sounding a lot like wind whipping over one’s face whilst flying. 

She opened her eyes slowly, wincing at a stinging light, and found herself staring out from behind a waterfall, a fifty-foot drop directly beside her with jagged, water-soaked rocks at the bottom. Cursing, Brie fumbled away from the edge, rolling in the opposite direction until she fell off what she could now see was a bed of sorts. It was more a slab of rock with a blanket thrown on top of it, but ‘bed’ served just as well.

“Where am I?” Brie said to no one in particular, and only then realized she wasn’t holding the Skull of Xerxun. Her arms were their regular russet brown, and no wings were sprouting from her back. “Xerxun...” she shouted as she pulled herself onto unsteady feet. Her head spun and she leaned on the bed to steady herself. “Xerxun!”

Ahead of her, further into the cave behind the waterfall, was a series of computers, sofas, a kitchenette, and what looked to be a Playstation 2 hooked up to a thirty-inch plasma TV. Crash Bandicoot was on the screen, hopping over boxes and collecting wumpa fruit. It was the weirdest thing Brie had ever seen. Various gargoyles and stone animals littered the cave, along with intricate stone carvings lining the walls and an abundance of strangely shaped stalagmites.

Brie staggered further into the cave, her eyesight wobbling and her legs trembling. “Xer—”

“Xerxun! Xerxun! Xerxun! Oh my God, change the channel already.” Stonemaner lay draped across a sofa, one leg propped on a coffee table, the other hanging over the sofa’s arm. She mashed her PlayStation controller, forcing Crash to navigate a pit of spikes one double-jump at a time.

“Where’s Xerxun?” Brie demanded, staggering over to the sofa and using it to support her weight.

“I’ll do you one better: what’s a Xerxun?”

“Why doth the she-dog force the orange man-devil to horde the floating apples? And why doth the yellow child-doctor crave his destruction so lustily?” Xerxun’s skull sat perched on the coffee table, draped over a bong. It faced the TV, orange smoke puffing steadily from its eye sockets. 

“It’s a game, Xerxun.” Brie tumbled over the back of the sofa and plucked the skull from atop the bong, where it sat like some grizzly Christmas decoration. A twisting in her gut settled as she fingered the skull. She may have been knocked out but at least Annex hadn’t gotten his hands on Xerxun’s power. A fact she could thank Stonemancer for.

“A curious game. I see no players or objective. Only crude representations of objects and flashing lights.”

Brie ignored Xerxun, glancing instead at Stonemancer. Temple’s hero wore a plush white dressing gown and a pair of fluffy slippers, her stone mask still secured firmly over her head. She faced the TV with impressive determination, not once sparing Brie a glance or offering a single word of acknowledgment.

“Thank you,” Brie said at last. “For saving me. And Xerxun.” She lifted the skull and waved it at Stonemancer. “He’s my great-great-great-great-great grandfather. This is his skull.”

“That’s super weird, man.” Stonemancer sighed, threw down her controller, and lifted the bong. “He made a half-decent decoration.”

“How dare she!” Xerxun roared. “I made an exceptional decoration.”

Stonemancer took a hit of the bong, blowing smoke out of her mouth and nostrils before falling back and offering it to Brie, who politely declined. “How’s your throat?” she asked, and Brie brought a hand to her tender neck.

It was bruising—that much she could tell already—and it hurt to swallow, but she’d survive. “Sore. The people on the train, did they—”

“They’re fine. I dragged the train to the station, rounded up the bad guys, smiled for the cameras; all the good stuff. Whilst you, Moose-Girl, had a nice long nap.”

“My name’s not Moose-Girl, it’s—”

“Brie Brooke.” Stonemancer smirked at Brie’s shock and lightly punched her on the arm. “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. Hero’s code, or something like that. Weird that you ran away from mommy and daddy’s mansion, though. What, not enough caviar in your soup?”

“That’s not how you eat caviar…”

“I wouldn’t know, I live in a cave.” She stood, shuffled over to her kitchen, and poured herself a mug of coffee. “Want one? God knows you can’t make it yourself.”

Brie frowned at that. Stonemancer had probably found Brie’s name from some google searching, the mansion from a little snooping, but knowing she worked in a coffee shop? And further knowing she was bad at making coffee? That stank of foul play.

“Have you been following me?” Brie asked, standing with her hands on her hips.

“Yup.” Stonemancer slurped her coffee and stared at Brie. “Not personally. I had Miguel tail you.”

“Miguel?”

A stone gargoyle unfurled from the ceiling and landed on the sofa. Its head ground as it twisted, like two rocks rubbing together. It watched Brie for a moment before it flapped its wings and flew over to Stonemancer’s shoulder. 

“Miguel’s somewhat of an expert spy,” Stonemancer was saying, “an expert spy with a voice recorder stuffed down his throat. Miguel, if you will…”

Miguel opened his mouth and Stonemancer’s voice spilled forth. She was rapping the chorus to ‘Lose Yourself’ by Eminem. 

“OK, Miguel we can skip that,” Stonemancer said, slapping her hand over Miguel’s mouth to muffle her awkwardly sporadic rapping. The tape wound forward, and when it next played all Brie could hear was the rush of wind and the distant sounds of traffic. It wound once more and the traffic was still there, but the wind had gone. Instead, it was replaced by the distant sounds of Brie and Kayla talking.

“Stonemancer’s a bitch,” Brie said in the recording.

“Who’s Stonemancer?” asked Kayla, and the conversation went on from there, highlighting Kayla’s plan to create a fake boyfriend for Stonemancer, and a fair few more examples of Brie calling her a bitch. It wasn’t great, but at least the recording didn’t capture Xerxun’s suggestions.

“So you recorded a personal, private conversation,” said Brie. “I stand by what I said.”

“Don’t beg for forgiveness now, I—” Stonemancer froze, her lip twisting. “OK. I can respect that. But I’m not a bitch!”

“You buried me in the ground!”

“You stole my gig!”

“I didn’t steal anything, I was trying to save people! And, what’s more, I would have saved a lot more if you hadn’t—ugh—if you hadn’t—gah—” Brie bought a hand to her throat and smacked her lips. The ghost of Annex’s hand was tightening around her neck, closing her windpipe and igniting her lungs again. She stumbled backward, groping for the sofa as she lowered herself into it and closed her eyes. She focused on her breathing, forcing air past the knot in her throat and feeling her lungs inflating and deflating. Inflating and deflating. Inflating and deflating. 

When she opened her eyes, Stonemancer was sat beside her, holding out a glass of water. Brie accepted it and took a sip. It caught in her throat but she managed to force it down, and once the first mouthful had vanished she was breathing steadier.

“First strangling?” Stonemancer asked, her dressing gown split to reveal one powerfully lean and slender leg. 

“Yeah,” Brie said, tearing her eyes from Stonemancer’s fleshy display and swallowing another mouthful of water.

“You get used to it. Villains love a good strangling. It’d be kinda hot if it wasn’t… you know… awful in every way.” She sighed and hung her head. “I’m sorry I secretly recorded you using my awesome gargoyle spy.”

Brie laughed through her nose and glanced at the hero beside her. “Sorry I called you a bitch.”

“Don’t sweat it. I am a bitch. But…” She sighed and tapped the stone helmet on her head. It crumbled away, dropping to the sofa and scattering around the floor. Stonemancer smiled at Brie, a smooth-skinned woman with almond-shaped eyes and brown irises so deep they were almost black. Her midnight-black hair was cut into a bob and stopped at her jawline, which was sharp and accentuated her high cheekbones. “I’m not a heartless bitch. Not completely anyway. I’m more of a renegade bitch which can come across as cold or whatever but—fuck it, sorry—I’m Ashley. Vang. Ashley Vang. I don’t know why I said it like that… I don’t… I don’t talk to people all that much. Unless you count degrading bad guys whilst throwing rocks at them.”

“I don’t think anyone counts that.” Brie extended her hand. “Brianna Brooke, but you already knew that.” 

Ashley accepted Brie’s hand and shook it. “Alright, Moose-Girl. We can share Temple for now, but I get first right of refusal for all the cool crimes. You can handle petty crooks and cats in trees and little-old-ladies who need help crossing the road. Sound fair?”

“I think I can work with that.” Brie smiled and realized she and Ashley were still holding hands. She cleared her throat and let go, the ghost of Ashley’s touch lingering on her palm.

“And if you need anyone to show you around—”

“Yes. That would be great, I mean. Yeah. Sure, cool. Why not?” Brie’s cheeks were burning, a strange fluttering in her stomach making her nauseous. When she looked at Stonemancer—Ashley—the world felt like it was spinning. She was the embodiment of everything Brie had always idolized in her fellow woman: laidback yet in control, powerful yet unafraid of her femininity, beautiful but with an earthiness about her. A naturality that was inspiring as it was effortless. In a word, Ashley was impressive. The sort of woman Brie strove to be. Well, minus the spying and the drugs.

“Alright then,” Ashley said with a nod. “I’ll drop by your coffee shop tomorrow evening and give you a private, Stonemancer tour. Sound good?”

It did sound good. It sounded really, really good.




 

 

 

[image: ]

A PRIVATE TOUR
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The bustle and stress of The Roasted Mill couldn’t dampen Brie’s spirits as she fumbled her way through coffee orders the next day. Carl had forgiven her absence yesterday and picked up straight where he left off, asking about wolves and alphas and everything else under the sun. Marcus was less forgiving and had barely said a word to her all day. Not that Brie cared. Things were looking up. She had an ally in Stonemancer, a home in Temple, and a job she didn’t completely hate. If only she could get the hang of the barista machine, everything would be perfect.

Or as close to perfect could be when you were hiding out from your scheming family and under threat of death by a murdering psychopath who wanted to steal your great grandfather’s skull. It sounded worse than it was. Or did it? She’d never really thought too much about the weird state of reality. If she did, she’d find herself spiraling down a rabbit hole of questions that had no answer. Like who the hell was Annex? A member of a millennia-old empire? Why was that a thing? Why hadn’t her family told her? How exactly do you make a mocha latte? These were questions without an answer. Or answers that were too frustrating or confusing for Brie to wrap her head around.

Seriously, how do you make a mocha latte?

When the shop was quiet after the lunch-time rush, Brie and Kayla stood behind the counter, cleaning up as Marcus and Carl were out back, doing a stock take. 

“I can’t tell you her name,” Brie said with a smile she couldn’t control. “It’s not fair.”

“Oh, c’mon!” Kayla nudged Brie in the ribs. “I’ve kept your secret, haven’t I? Sidekick’s code of honor. I’ll tell no one who Stonemanacer is under threat of rocky death.”

“No. Stop it. She’s a good person, I won’t betray my first superhero friend.”

“Aww, you’ve got a superfriend. So cute!”

“Shut up. She’s just… I dunno. She’s cool.”

“You gonna have play dates in the sky and catch bad guys whilst holding hands? You can get matching suits and use your powers to plait each other’s hair!” Kayla clutched her hands to her chest and sighed mockingly. “You’re like Batman and Robin. Stonemancer and Pebble.”

“Don’t you start with the names too.”

“Anyway, I thought you hated Stonemancer? She’s a bitch, right?” said Katya. 

Brie bit her lip. She had hated Stonemancer. But that was before she’d met her properly. That was before the train and the cave and… everything. “It’s hard to hate someone when they save your life.”

“Well, either way, I’m still working on that fake boyfriend. Say the word and I’ll unleash Rodrigo Quartz onto the world. Ex-professional baseball player and one-time Hispanic soap-opera star. He was childhood friends with Ricky Martin until Ricky got jealous of Rodrigo’s chiseled jaw-line and god-like body. Ricky tried to get Rodrigo killed, but he escaped to South America where he works to fix needy children’s cleft palates for free. He longs to return to America to be with his one true love, Stonemancer, but, alas, the children need him. So he stays. He stays and he works his vein-rippled arms to the bone for the better of those less fortunate than he. Oh, Rodrigo. You saint. You gorgeous, beautiful, sexy saint.”

Brie blinked. “He’s a baseball player turned actor who’s somehow qualified to perform surgeries?”

“Obviously he was a doctor before the Dodgers scouted him.”

“Oh, obviously.”

“It’s pretty basic stuff, Brie. Have you never invented a fake boyfriend to entrap a superhero?”

“I can’t say I—oh wait. Yup. No—no, sorry. Never done that.”

They laughed together, and Brie couldn’t help imagining Rodrigo Quartz, the Hispanic hunk with a heart of gold and too much talent to contain. He was a nice fantasy. An enticing fantasy. But, somehow, not enough to drive her wild. Even if he were real, standing in front of her with his shirt off, Brie wasn’t certain he’d be doing anything for her.

“Speaking of boyfriends,” Brie said, “how’s Mr. Marcus?” Despite Brie’s personal loathing of the man, she couldn’t deny the recent spring in Kayla’s step. Her smile had a breadth and depth too genuine to fake, and the perpetual blushing of her cheeks were the tell-tale signs of a woman smitten. She was happy, and Marcus had done that for her. 

An instant smirk appeared on Kayla’s face that she failed to hide. She shrugged and ran a cloth across the countertop, soaking up spilled milk, coffee powder, and all sorts. “He’s a boy.”

“You don’t say?”

“A boy with hair and arms and eyes and lips.”

“So a human boy. He sounds perfect.”

“I dunno.” Kayla shrugged again and bit her lip. “You know what I’m like with boys. I don’t… I tend to have a type.”

Kayla did have a type; the wrong type. Bad boys, damaged goods, rebels, whatever you wanted to call them, Kayla was all over it. She’d described the attitude as intoxicating, liberating, and intensely erotic. She liked a guy who took control, who didn’t take shit from anyone. The sort of guy who ended up in jail for stealing a carton of milk just to prove a point. The point being: I can steal a carton of milk.

“But Marcus is different… mostly,” Kayla continued.

“He has a job for a start.”

“He has a job! And a bank account. He’s serious about his band, he’s ambitious, and sweet, and just really kind when you get to know him. I like him a lot. And yeah, I know he’s trouble—I do! But I can calm him down.”

“You say that every time, Kayla. And then you get swept up in it all and something stupid happens and we fall out, then we make up and you promise it’ll never happen again. But it does happen again and—” Brie stopped, mentally chided herself, and bit her tongue. She’d been down this road before… it only ended in tears. She’d be supportive. She’d grin, bear it, and find something nice to say. “Sorry. I know I judge your boyfriends harshly, and I’m glad you’ve found someone less… arrestable than your usual. I just love you and I don’t like how these guys treat you.”

“Marcus is different,” said Kayla. “Honest.”

“I think him a fool,” said Xerxun. “Much too soft. Giveth me the bad boys. They doth make the heart beat something fierce!”

“Well, Xerxun likes him,” said Brie.

“Lying harlot!”

“Wow, that was rude.”

“What?” asked Kayla.

“Nothing. Xerxun just really likes Marcus.”
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At seven o’clock, the cafe closed and Brie and Kayla helped tidy everything away. The hours were long whilst they trained, but soon they’d be transitioning into shift work, Carl promised. For now, they were working 6 am to 7 pm whilst a small parade of other baristas came and went. Marcus was working the late shift recently, meaning he and Kayla were busy making out in the break room whilst Brie and Carl mopped the cafe floor.

The radio was on, playing ‘How You Remind Me’ by Nickelback. Brie was humming the chorus whilst she cleaned, doing whatever she could to keep her gaze away from Carl, who was desperately attempting to make eye contact. Often, he’d position himself in front of Brie, expecting her to keep mopping in that direction and force her to speak to him. In reality, she just spun the other way and continued cleaning elsewhere.

Eventually, Carl had enough of trying to spark an organic connection and spoke his mind instead: “We should go to the zoo.”

“Danger, Brianna. Danger!” said Xerxun mockingly.

Brie winced before fixing her best fake smile and turning to Carl. “Should we?”

“Yeah. They have an exhibition on wolves and, hopefully, a mating display on Sunday. I have tickets. Two tickets. You should go. With me. We should go. Together, actually.”

This is exactly the sort of situation she’d wanted to avoid. How exactly do you turn your boss down without getting fired? Or, at the very least, making things incredibly awkward. But no. She wasn’t the one making things awkward, it was him. She had every right to expect to be able to go to work without being asked on a date by her manager. It was unprofessional, it was ridiculous. What would Ashley do in a situation like this? She wouldn’t worry about Carl’s feelings or her job. She’d say what was on her mind. She’d tell him off.

Brie puffed her chest, looked Carl in the eye, and said, “Carl, I think it’s really—”

A bang on the door stole her gaze. Ashley stood, looking through the glass, smiling and waving like an excited ten-year-old. “Ready for your private tour?” she asked, her voice muffled through the glass.

Carl looked between Ashley and Brie. “Do you know this woman, actually?”

Brie nodded sharply. “Carl, I think it’s really nice of you to invite me to the zoo but I have plans already on Sunday, probably. With her, with the door lady.” It wasn’t the telling off she’d imagined or wanted, but it would have to do. Hopefully, Carl would get the hint. Who was she kidding? Guys like him never did.

“Oh,” said Carl. “Is she your friend?”

“C’mon, Moose, it’s cold out here!” Ashley said, wrapping a huge fur coat around herself and shivering despite it. “This tour don’t wait for long.”

“What tour?” asked Carl.

The door opened and Ashley wandered inside. “It’s code for sex.” She glanced at the entrance and shrugged her coat off. “Door’s unlocked.”

“It doesn’t mean sex,” Brie said, her eyes wide and cheeks burning. She laughed nervously, now kinda wishing she’d accepted Carl’s offer to go to the zoo; at least then she could have fed herself to a lion. “This is Ashley, she’s a… a comedian. A really, really funny comedian.”

“I’m a prostitute,” Ashley said, winking at Carl as she draped an arm over Brie’s shoulder. “Brianna’s my most loyal customer. Loves a good scissoring, does ol’ Moosey.”

“Oh my God.” Brie hid her face in her hands, certain that if her cheeks got any redder she could use them to fry an egg or two. “So, so funny.”

The backroom door burst open and Kayla stumbled through, Marcus in tow, his arm wrapped around her waist. Both were madly grinning, their hair disheveled and clothes rumpled. Their grins faded when they saw the scene ahead of them. No doubt they were expecting an empty shop to fool around in. 

Carl glanced between Marcus and Kayla, then back to Brie and Ashley. He cleared his throat, leaned his mop against the counter, and said, “This is Ashley, actually. She’s Brie’s, um. She’s Brie’s, er. Actually, she... She’s Brianna’s lesbian alpha. Excuse me.” He ran for the backroom door, one hand covering his eyes, the other fumbling for the keypad. It buzzed when he got the code wrong. Buzzed and beeped when he entered it incorrectly a second time. After the third attempt, he rushed back through the shop and out the front door, where he sprinted into the distance, arm still covering his eyes.

“She’s not my lesbian anything,” Brie clarified once Carl was out of sight.

“I know,” said Kayla. “Avril Lavigne’s your lesbian life partner.”

“Oooo, good choice!” said Ashley, elbowing Brie in the ribs. “With the skirts and the eye-shadow, yeah. I dig it.” To Kayla she said, “You must be Kayla, right? How’s the fake boyfriend coming? Is this him? He looks so real.”

Kayla’s eyes widened and she glared at Brie. “You told her about Rodrigo? Wait, who even are you?”

God. How to let Kayla know who Ashley was without giving away her identity to Marcus. Brie bit her lip and racked her brain. “This is the friend I told you about. The one who really likes Rocky.”

“Rocky?” Kayla frowned. Then snapped her fingers and nodded. “Oh! That friend.”

“Real subtle,” said Ashley. To Marcus, she said, “Your colleague here, Brianna, she really likes mooses. And wings.” She thought for a moment, her eyes narrowing. “And… gold stuff.”

“What?” said Marcus, turning to Kayla for support.

“Nothing. Shut up. Brie won.” Ashley turned away from the group and marched for the door, where she pulled it open and waited. “We going on this tour or what?”
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Ashley’s tour took them from the slums of the east side to the heights of the city center. Here, towering buildings reigned supreme, alongside fascinating statues, gorgeously crafted cultural sites, and more restaurants and bars than Brie could count. Ashley told a version of the city’s history that Brie didn’t trust for a second. Gullible though she may be, Brie refused to believe Temple had once been the only city to align itself with the British in the war for independence, allowing Canadian nationals to access the states through Lake Erie.

“It’s true!” Ashley insisted. “It’s why the town’s official dish is fish and chips. Face it, Brianna, we’re a bunch of tea-loving monarch sympathizers.”

“Speak for yourself,” said Brie, “Kayla and I are from Iowa.”

“Damn right!” Kayla shouted, trailing behind with Marcus attached to her hip. They giggled and whispered to one another, barely listening as Ashley gushed over her favorite parts of town. 

At the sound of Kayla’s voice, Ashley rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath. Brie hadn’t meant to invite Kayla and Marcus along, but when Ashley was standing there in the door, smokey eyes planted firmly on Brie, she’d panicked and insisted Kayla and Marcus join them. She didn’t even know why. Her stomach had been spinning in violent circles and the thought of being alone with Ashley was simultaneously too terrifying and too enticing to face. So she’d taken the coward’s way out and brought a shoulder to lean on.

Unfortunately, that shoulder was busy leaning on someone else.

The next stop on Ashley’s tour was the Duel Swords. A pair of towers planted within the very center of the city on either side of a lake. One was on the south face of the lake and, according to Ashley, it represented the founders of Temple.

“It stands for the people who battled one of the harshest recorded winters in search of a place to call home. It stands for the people who laid the foundations of our city. The people who persevered and never gave up hope.” She turned and pointed to the north-facing tower. The second sword. “The northern tower represents Temple’s future. It was built to remind us that, whilst the past is important, it can never be more important than the future. Because when we lose focus on the future and lament the past we’re doomed to repeat it. We’re doomed to re-enact the sins of our ancestors and fall into perpetual chaos.” She sighed. “Or something like that, I dunno, I’m just making this shit up if I’m honest.”

They wandered to the lake and perched on a bench. Kayla and Marcus found their own bench and took to eagerly examining each others’ tonsils with their tongues. Even from ten meters away, Brie could hear their slurping and sucking and giggling and moaning.

“They’re… horny,” Ashley said as she pulled her fur coat tighter around her shoulders, combatting a bitter wind rolling in from the lake. “Don’t get me wrong, more power to them. Why wait for pesky things like a ‘bed’ or ‘privacy’.”

“Kayla doesn’t do anything by halves. They’ll be through in a couple weeks.” Brie stared out at the lake. She’d never known a city to have such a thing in its very center. She liked it. Cherry trees encircled the water and paths, leading to various monuments and look-out points, whilst all the while the Duel Swords stood tall above all else, their towering frames like silent guardians in the night. It was a damn sight more impressive than anything Marble had to offer, that much was undeniable.

“So…” said Ashley.

“So…” Brie replied.

“I’ve got some vodka. D’you want some vodka? I want some vodka.” Ashley ducked into her coat and pulled a hipflask free, which she unscrewed and took a generous guzzle of. Sighing, she handed the flask to Brie, who gingerly accepted it. The vodka burnt as it touched the back of Brie’s throat, igniting her blood and spreading warmth through her chest. She shivered despite the warmth of the alcohol and handed the flask back to Ashley.

“Anything else you wanna know about Temple?” Ashley asked, helping herself to further sips from the flask. “The mayor’s called David Farbank. Fun fact: he smells like cheese. The chief of police is a literal scrub; don’t let him catch you at a crime scene. He’s one of these ‘we can do it ourselves’ bastards. What else…”

“What about you?” Brie pinched the flask from Ashley’s hands and took a sip. “How’d you become the oh-so-revered Stonemancer?”

“My mom fucked a mountain.” 

Brie spat a mouthful of vodka out into a cloud of mist, which blew back onto them with the wind. She laughed, covering her mouth with her hand and glanced at Ashley’s stone-faced expression. For some reason, the seriousness of her face only made Brie laugh all the harder.

“That must’ve hurt,” Brie said eventually.

“I’m told the birth was a little… rocky.”

“Don’t you dare. Puns are never acceptable.”

“Aw, c’mon. They’re the only jokes I’ve got.” Ashley laughed, sighed, and bit her lip. “Nah, but really, I drove my folks to literal insanity. And that’s the truth. My dad’s in an asylum for the criminally insane. He thought he could cure me. Spent seventeen years developing this serum thing. He kidnapped kids with powers, injected them with this shit. It’d usually kill them. Or worse. Anyway, when the police found him they found me. Sent me off to that Hero Academy garbage, the one Daylight always bangs on about in those commercials. You know Daylight, right?”

Brie nodded. Of course she knew Daylight; everyone knew Daylight. He was Silent City’s glistening beacon of hope; the hero of heroes; reality’s answer to Superman. He was everything a hero should strive to be—that’s what Brie’s father had said, anyway.

“Yeah. The guy’s a grade-A jerk. He shows up on day one of each semester, usually hanging out his ass, performs some half-hearted speech about good and evil and justice, blah blah snore, then flies off. He’s why if anyone asks me what the hardest thing about being Stonemancer is, I tell ’em it’s the other heroes. That’s the reason I was a little… difficult with you.”

“What’s wrong with heroes?”

“OK. So… hear me out. Villains are little shits, of course they are, but at least they want something material. At least they’re honest about being dishonest. Heroes? No way. Heroes are every mean girl clique who ever stole your tampons in high school and laughed when you sat in strawberry jam, if you get my meaning. They’re bullies in spandex who only do what they do for the sake of the applause. For the sake of the fame. Show me a truly selfless hero and I’ll show you a dirty damn liar.”

“So you’re calling me a liar?” asked Brie.

“You?” Ashley turned her body to look at Brie, her brown, intense eyes scanning every tiny inch of Brie’s face. Eventually, she smiled and nudged Brie with her arm. “You’re too cutesy to tell. You know how babies have that fresh-out-the-oven smell? Greenhorn heroes have the same thing. It’s when they’re all starry-eyed and principled, out to face the world and right some wrongs. Liars in training.”

“Do you want my take on it?” Brie asked, taking a sip of the vodka and handing it to Ashley. “It’s less of a take though. More a fact.”

“Oh, OK. Moose-Girl’s about to drop some truth. Let me just get into my receiving position.” Ashley crossed her legs and placed her hands on her knees. “You may proceed.”

“When I hold the Skull of Xerxun,” Brie said, “I become Ancestor. I hold within me the powers of my great-great-great-etc grandfather. When Xerxun died, he met a primordial being who tasked him with the creation of an army. An army who would—when the time came—stand up to the enemy of all creation: Entropy.

“Whoever holds the skull and takes on the mantle of Ancestor will later return as a Forebear; a soldier in the war for eternity.”

“Love it. Very Sam Raimi. I’ve got a few holes to—”

“I’m not done. I let you vomit your ideology all over me, you’ll let me do the same.”

Ashley bowed her head. “Yes ma’am, very sorry.”

“I forgive you.” Brie smirked, her cheeks reddening again. “As I was saying. The war for eternity will need more than Forebears and Ancestor. It’ll need generals, too. And that’s what heroes like you are meant to be. God—which isn’t his official name but it works for this context—empowers select people with the Light of Creu, which is the source of all power within our universe. Heroes and villains both. When the war begins, we’ll all fight side-by-side. If we don’t, all of creation is the cost.”

“So you’re here to, what? Die?”

Brie shook her head. “I’m training. I’m becoming the best Forebear I can be before returning to Xerxun and my ancestors. Before I go to war.”

“I say this with the utmost respect for your faith and your traditions, but screw that.” Standing, Ashley put her hands on her hips and stared out into the water. She spun, facing Brie, and there was a twinkle in her eye; a spark of defiance that was infectious. “You know you’re more than a soldier, right? I’m more than Stonemancer. You’re more than Ancestor. We’re people with our own wants and needs and dreams.”

“Becoming Ancestor is a huge honor,” said Brie. “It’s one I never wanted, but I inherited it all the same. Destiny isn’t always something we can choose. Destiny isn’t—”

“Real. Destiny isn’t real, Moose. It’s a buzz word people with agendas use to control us.” She sat again and took Brie’s hands in her own. They were cold but in a good way; in a way that made Brie’s warmth seem needed. “You know you’re free, right? You’re not a slave to the expectations of your ancestors or even your parents. I’m not a general in some great, predestined war. I’m a high school dropout with some gnarly powers. If this—the skull, the abilities, the war—isn’t something you want… you don’t have to do it.”

“The she-dog speakth true, Brianna,” Xerxun said softly in Brie’s head. “I did chooseth thee for thy iron will and formidable strength. This infernal war I hath inflicted upon mine kin is not thy burden to bear should you wish. Always is there another path to walk.”

Brie swallowed, nodded, and smiled meekly at Ashley. “Thank you. I know, I do. But… I actually like being Ancestor. I spent all my life dreading the idea of taking on the mantle and now that I have it, it’s pretty fantastic. Crazy gas-mask man aside, I mean. And hey, maybe I die and go fight in the eternal war. Maybe I don’t. Either way, I’d have spent my life helping people. That’s what matters to me.”

“Alright,” said Ashley with a nod. “I surrender.” They sat in silence for a time, staring out at the lake and listening to Kayla and Marcus’s sucking and slurping. Even though they were surrounded by darkness—a single lantern buzzing above their heads—Brie found she wasn’t afraid. How could she be with Stonemancer by her side? The gentle waves of the lake and the flutter of the occasional bat’s wing put against the backdrop of the wider, ever-waking city, was a calming combination. So much so that Brie didn’t even notice when she and Ashley melted into one another, their bodies close and heads resting against each other.

What the hell was she doing? Brie cleared her throat and stood, surprised to find her heart was thumping so violently she could feel it in her throat. “Thank you,” she said. “For the tour. I should, um. Bye.” She turned on her heel and marched away, ignoring Ashley’s calls but wishing, for some reason, that she could go back and sit beside her again. She craved the warmth, she told herself. That was it.

That’s all it was.

She just craved the warmth.
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Brie got home hours before Kayla, her head thumping and heart heavy, though she didn’t know why. She shuffled into the apartment, her eyes fixed on her feet, the lights buzzing overhead. They’d still not turned them off since moving in and a part of Brie was terrified of what might happen should a fuse blow in the building, or if there was a blackout. Candles only created so much light, and Nathan only needed a sliver of shadow to manifest himself.

She’d seen that in person.

Anyway, she didn’t want to think about Nathan or Carl or Kayla or anything. She just wanted to lay down, close her eyes, and relax. Maybe she’d even relax. The sort of adult relaxing she’d not had a chance to enjoy for weeks now. Not only because she was running for her life and sharing a bed with her best friend but because… well… Xerxun. She was already awkward enough showering—and performing certain natural bodily functions—knowing he was there, beside her, but masturbating? No way. That was too much.

“Worry not, Brianna,” said Xerxun—she often forgot that he could read her mind. “I can retreat into mine own void for a time. Say the word and privacy you shall have.”

“Privacy. Yes. Now.” Her cheeks reddening, Brie cleared her throat and said, “Please. Just for an hour or two, maybe.”

A sigh escaped Brie’s lips and the skull laying beside her lost its ever-present light. Somehow, she knew she was alone. Her head seemed emptier, her body lighter, less possessed. Biting her lip, Brie closed her eyes and breathed deeply, one hand gently trailing down her body, the other gripping the pillow behind her. She relished in the sensation of her hands working over her breasts and trailing down, over her stomach towards her sex. She gasped, opening her eyes, and immediately saw the pillow beside her own. Kayla’s pillow.

Nope. That ruined it. She couldn’t pleasure herself in a bed she shared with Kayla—gross. But there was an excitement within her that needed satisfying. Something had awoken the beast within her and it demanded a sacrifice of flesh. 

Groaning, Brie lifted herself off her bed, snatched her towel, and wandered into the bathroom.
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A shower and an orgasm later, and Brie was a new woman. She didn’t know what had gotten her quite so horny, but it was nothing the showerhead and a high-pressure stream couldn’t fix. Now, she plodded back into the living room, a towel wrapped around her still damp body, days of pressure washed away… so to speak.

She was organizing her pajamas when she spotted it. Darkness. Or rather, relative darkness compared to the rest of the apartment. It was coming from the second bedroom, the one with the dark corner Brie had fixed with a flashlight. But flashlights are battery-powered and Brie hadn’t changed the batteries since they’d moved in. 

Slowly she edged to the bedroom door, pushing it open fully to see the rapidly dimming flashlight still sat where she’d left it. Shadows were creeping in around the ceiling, growing rapidly as the flashlight’s power died. Within those shadows, staring directly at Brie and shimmering dangerously, were a pair of fierce eyes.

“Found you,” said Nathan in a hissing, guttural whisper.

“Shit!” Brie raced into the living room, rummaging through her suitcase to find a new flashlight. There were two left, so she grabbed them both and charged back into the bedroom.

The flashlight was all but dead, and now the eyes were joined by a nose and a sickly, grinning mouth.

“See you soon,” Nathan said as Brie smashed the power button on the flashlight, igniting the bulbs within and driving the shadows away. She breathed, her body quaking as she sank onto the floor and hugged her legs. They’d found her. 

They were coming.    
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DOUBLE DATE
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“An armed robbery late last night at The Talisman Casino, thwarted, thankfully, by Temple’s very own Stonemancer.” The TV flickered to show an old woman wearing huge glasses, fruit machines flashing behind her. When she spoke, it was in a thick New York accent. “I saw ’em, I did. Five of ’em. Big guys the lotta ’em. Came in with their guns all blastin’ and demanding all sorts from the staff.” The image cut away to CCTV footage of the gunmen entering the Native American themed casino, their guns waving as they shoved patrons to the floor, and threatened staff. “Eyewitnesses claim Stonemancer seemed harsher than her typical self. Battling with a ferocity that bordered on the excessive. Viewers are warned that the following images may be disturbing to some.”

Brie hadn’t slept much that night, constantly checking on the shadowy patch in the bedroom to make sure the flashlights didn’t die again. She even went so far as opening every cupboard door in the kitchen to make sure there wouldn’t be any shadows anywhere. Nathan wouldn’t find a single way into the apartment. Not if Brie could help it. 

Instead of sleeping, she sat up on the mattress, watching the TV she and Kayla had salvaged from a nearby dumpster, as Stonemancer burst onto the scene. She wore two rock gauntlets around her fists, using them to smash through all five of the criminals with ease.

“Holy shit,” said Brie, her heart thumping in her chest, cereal bowl forgotten. “Did you see that?”

“Wa?” Kayla lifted her head from the mattress, eyes mostly glued shut by crusted sleep. “I didna do wa.” She dropped back onto her pillow, snoring within seconds. She and Marcus had been out long after Brie returned home. Kayla had stank of booze and sex, but she’d been in high spirits, snuggling up to Brie and sleepily talking about all the things she loved about Marcus. It was cute, and Brie couldn’t help but stroke her friend’s hair. 

Perhaps that’s why Brie hadn’t told her about Nathan. How do you tell someone about something like that? No, she’d keep it to herself for the time being, making sure to keep the lights on at all times and the flashlights stocked with fresh batteries. 

“I sawth it,” said Xerxun. “An impressive fighter is she. An impressive general she’ll make.”

The video played again, and Brie studied Ashley’s moves. The flowing punch that followed into a duck and an upper-cut. The sweeping leg that was joined by a hammering, full-body slam. She fought like a caged beast trained by a karate master. All raw power combined with expert flow. It made for quite the intoxicating sight.

“Damn,” Brie sighed, her face in her hands. “I’ve gotta train harder.”

“Wa?” Kayla sat upright, rubbing her eyes as she stifled a yawn. “You talking?”

“Sorry. Stonemancer beat a few thugs up last night. She’s just awesome.”

“You mean Ashley?” Kayla scratched her head and squinted at the tiny TV screen. Her hair was a disheveled mess, her face smeared with the make-up she’d been too drunk to remove the previous night. Brie didn’t envy her. She’d be lucky if she didn’t break-out for that little accident.

“No, I mean Stonemancer,” said Brie.

“Whatever.” Kayla stood, an oversized t-shirt covering the most of her body, and stretched. “She’s weird either way.”

“How’s she weird?” 

“Well, she pretended to be your prostitute lover to piss off Carl, she lectured you about being Ancestor—yeah, I heard that—and she was really catty with me. Like, rolling her eyes whenever I said anything. She’s a weirdo at best, a dick at worst.” 

“She’s just a bit eccentric.” Brie shrugged. If Brie lived in a cave and spent most of her time fighting criminals she’d be a little different too. “I like her.”

“Well I don’t,” said Kayla, who stomped out of bed and attacked the fridge. She pulled out a carton of orange juice and drank it straight from the bottle, despite Brie’s protests. “Come out with me and Marcus tonight.” Kayla wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and grinned. “He’s got this friend, Neil, he’s the drummer in Marcus’s band. We should all go out together! Have a real tour of the city. What d’you think?” 

“I don’t—”

“Before you say no, Neil’s just as hot as Marcus, he showed me pictures. You’ll really like him, I swear. And if you don’t, we’ll leave straight away. We’ll go watch a movie, just you and me. Please say yes.”

Marcus was the type of guy Brie often found herself dating, looks wise. Though recently she was beginning to wonder if she’d ever really been all that into any of her past boyfriends. Had her stomach fluttered? Had her pupils dilated? Had her mouth gone dry and her heart beat faster? Had she ever been in love? She didn’t know. And that scared her.

Either way, if Neil was as nice as Marcus, then he wasn’t the sort of person Brie wanted to encounter. Furthermore, the thought of going out and meeting a guy was just… meh. She didn’t know how to describe it. Disappointment? That wasn’t quite right. Disinterest, maybe. Somehow she knew she wouldn’t be attracted to Neil and she didn’t know how she knew it. It was a rumbling in her gut, a niggling voice at the back of her head, an innate feeling that couldn’t be fought. He could have been the Prince of England for all she cared. He could have been a body-building puppy doctor and she wouldn’t be interested.

But, despite that fundamental truth, she couldn’t find a single reason to say no. And, really, she couldn’t stomach the thought of being alone in the apartment again, not after last night. “Fine,” Brie said at last. “Sure. Why not?”

Squealing, Kayla rushed over to the bed and threw herself on top of Brie, smothering her in kisses and hugs. “Thank you!” Kayla said. “We’ll have so much fun, honestly. Neil is awesome, you’re gonna love him.”

Brie wasn’t so sure, but she said nothing. Instead, she cradled Kayla, her eyes glued on the TV screen, watching again as Ashley fought the casino thugs.
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 After work, Brie and Kayla returned home to get ready for their night out. Marcus and Neil would be meeting them at a bar a few blocks away called Outlaw; a bar Marcus claimed to be the trendiest in east Temple. That remained to be seen but Brie didn’t care either way. Already she was counting down the hours until she could return home and climb into bed. Her general disinterest in the night didn’t stop her from getting dolled up though. Plus, Kayla wouldn’t let her wear her preferred jeans and t-shirt. On her escape from the Brooke mansion, she’d not managed to snatch any of her party dresses or jumpsuits. Thankfully, she and Kayla were the same general size so the pair spent the first part of the evening trying on outfits and getting a decent pre-game underway.

When they were nicely buzzed and fully dressed, they headed out the door. Kayla was wearing a white tank-top and white denim skirt, with a huge belt hanging at an angle around her waist. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and slightly curled, whilst she’d draped her neck in plummeting chains. She completed the look with a pair of brown suede boots that stopped just below her knees. 

Brie had settled for something a little less fashionable but nice enough. She wore a silver sequin v-neck dress which stopped half-way up her thighs. Rather than the heels Kayla wanted her to wear, Brie had settled for a pair of black army boots that were basically falling apart. Unlike Kayla, Brie wore her hair in a high-ponytail and didn’t bother with necklaces or earrings. She instead had her favorite septum ring in—a black metal hoop with a miniature, jade skull in the center. Rather than a clutch, she took her handbag to keep the Skull of Xerxun nearby, just in case.

Outside they hailed a taxi and were arriving at Outlaw not long after. The queue to get in was short and, after flashing their IDs to the bored-looking bouncer, they were inside. ‘Harder Better Faster’ by Daft Punk was blowing up the speakers and a DJ on a raised platform in the far corner of the club was pumping his fist at the crowd. Tall, Roman-style pillars littered the open floor seemingly randomly, whilst plush booths lined the walls. In the center of the club was the bar, a halo of flashing lights encompassing it as punters clambered over one another to try and get the attention of the overworked staff busy mixing drinks and flirting with pretty girls (or boys). 

The first disappointment of the night arrived. When an establishment’s named Outlaw one would expect it to be outlaw themed in at least some capacity. Maybe a hint at the old wild west? A bank robber or two? Hell, make it supervillain themed; anything! But no, besides the roman pillars there was nothing particularly special about Outlaw. It smelt like spilled booze, sweat, and hormones. Bad decisions, vomit, and too much pent-up sexual tension.

Worse were the shadows. They were everywhere, all-encompassing, and Brie’s mind flashed with images of Nathan’s eyes materializing out of the dark. His cruel grin. His rattling words. See you soon. She chased the thought away. He wouldn’t come here, surely? There were too many people, and the flashing lights would surely make it hard for shadows to gather for too long.

Brie shook her head and instead focused on the people. Skimpily clad girls ground on boys wearing too-big shirts holding Bud Lights. Screaming gaggles of white women took selfies whilst throwing random gang-signs they didn’t understand or appreciate. Guys with frost-tipped hair bobbed their heads and stood in circles as they leered at women and frowned at other groups of guys who looked identical to them. Drunken idiots slouched against pillars and chairs, struggling to keep their heads up but effortlessly bringing their drinks to their mouths. Horny couples groped and ate each other’s faces in the darkened corners of the club, oblivious to the people surrounding them, their hands exploring places best left in the bedroom.

Worst of all were the older men. Seemingly alone, these balding, pot-bellied predators stalked the dance floor, one button too many open on their shirts, gold chain mixing with dark chest hair, their suffocating cologne announcing them before they said a word. Usually, they were no taller than 5ft 5, and either wanted to bang every woman or fight ever man. Brie had learned from experience that these were the men you never made eye-contact with. Any acknowledgment of their existence was to invite untold worlds of hassle into your life. Unfortunately, these were the sorts of men who tended to hone in on Brie like a homing missile, usually calling her ‘exotic’, ‘foreign’ or her personal favorite, ‘Pocahontas princess’. They’d then invite her to perform disgusting acts in exchange for a ride in whatever sports car they thought was impressive. Nowadays in clubs, Brie tended to keep her eyes plastered to the floor and pray it was enough to avoid the creeps.

Thankfully Brie and Kayla managed to arrive at a booth before any opportunists made a lunge for them, and waited for Marcus and Neil to arrive. They didn’t wait long, and before she knew it, Brie was shaking hands with an objectively gorgeous boy who was—as Kayla had promised—as hot, if not hotter, than Marcus. He was broad-chested, broad-shouldered, broad-armed, broad-chinned; all-around broad. His eyes were a piercing green, his hair a messy brown. Dimples in his cheeks sprang into existence whenever he smiled, and he smiled a lot—showing off perfect white teeth and a sincerity that was refreshing.

“Ahoy, handsome,” said Xerxun in a purr. “Thou art one lucky girl.”

Brie wasn’t sure she agreed. Sure he was attractive; any idiot with eyes could see that. But was she attracted to him? What did it mean to be attracted to someone? What the hell was happening to her?

“It’s Brianna, right?” Neil shouted into Brie’s ear, struggling to be heard over the thumping beat of ‘At Night’ by Shakedown. “Marcus told me all about you.”

“Marcus doesn’t know anything about me,” Brie replied. For the week or so that she’d known Marcus, he’d spent more time with his tongue down Kaya’s throat than he had actually talking to her—which was probably why she was still terrible at making coffee—and when he did talk to her it was to make snide or lewd remarks about women. 

“He said you were hot.” Neil slid in next to Brie on the sofa. “He was right.”

Already Kayla and Marcus were busy catching up on their important mouth-to-mouth time, quickly becoming one of the couples who desperately needed to take their fondling somewhere private. Brie rolled her eyes, sighing. She knew this would happen. Why she’d agreed to come, she didn’t know.

“They’re pretty gross, right?” Neil said, laughing. “Like vacuum cleaners fighting.”

Brie laughed despite herself. “Have you heard them? It sounds like two raw fish slapping together.”

“That’s disgusting and vivid, good job.”

“Thank you, thank you.”

“Can I get you a drink?” Neil asked, a thumb slung towards the bar.

“Sure.”

“Lemme guess… you’re a rum and coke girl?”

“Vodka lemonade.”

“Same difference.” He wandered away, smoothly sliding between the crowds to put himself at the bar, where he immediately got the attention of a pretty bartender despite the small horde of people crowding the bar. He was hot, so it didn’t surprise Brie. She knew he was hot; there weren’t any questions about it… but she couldn’t bring herself to feel anything. She didn’t have that twist in her stomach. That ache in your heart when you looked at someone and just melted. 

Maybe she was expecting too much. Maybe she just needed a night of fun to forget about everything happening to her right now. Or maybe she needed some alone time? Maybe this was the worst thing she could do for herself right now. She didn’t know. She didn’t know who she was or what she was doing anymore. Ever since she’d touched the skull and escaped Marble, she’d become someone she didn’t recognize. Even Kayla couldn’t make Brie feel like herself anymore. The one person she could always count on to be there for her was slipping away, falling into the overly toned arms of a boy called Marcus. 

Really, Brie only felt like herself when she was with Ashley. 

Neil returned holding two glasses of rum and coke. When he sat, he slung his arm around Brie and took a sip of his drink, eyes scanning the crowds and lingering on a group of women enjoying a bachelorette party. 

“Wanna dance?” Neil asked, nodding over at the dance floor.

“Yes!” Kayla shouted, tearing her mouth from Marcus’s with a wet squelch. “We’re dancing, all of us, right now!” She shimmied out of the booth, dragging Marcus with her, and fixing Brie with a ‘let’s go’ stare. So Brie did. She followed Neil, Kayla, and Marcus onto the dance floor, avoiding the stares of a dozen middle-aged creeps, and awkwardly shuffling on the spot. Strobe lights blinded her, the stench of sweat wafted from all directions, and the building heat of a hundred writhing bodies oppressed her. People knocked into her from behind and trampled her toes. One guy grabbed her hips but she turned and shoved him away.

When the DJ played ‘Hot in Here’ by Nelly, the club-goers burst into a screeching cheer and the dancing took on a new, sensual tone. Kayla draped herself over Marcus, moving her body voluptuously as his hands explored every inch of her. Meanwhile, Neil closed the gap between himself and Brie, grabbing her hands and placing them on his chest.

“Caress his pecks,” Xerxun breathed in Brie’s ear. “Just the once, I beg thee.”

Brie smiled at Neil and removed her hands, focusing on her own reserved dancing whilst all around her men and women rubbed themselves against each other. It’s not that Brie was against clubbing or dancing erotically; far from it. Something just wasn’t right tonight. Her heart wasn’t in it. Her head wasn’t in it. None of her was in it, really. Her body and soul were elsewhere, longing from something other than this. For someone other than this.

“We’re gonna go smoke,” Kayla shouted into Brie’s ear as she and Marcus rushed by.

“You don’t smoke,” said Brie.

Kayla shrugged. “Sometimes I do. It’s not a big deal, we’ll be back in a minute.”

“Kayla, I—” But Kayla was already gone, lost to the crowds, leaving Brie alone with Neil. “Fine. OK. Whatever.”

She turned on her heel and faced Neil, who was barely an inch away, eyes fixed on Brie, smile wide and teeth glittering like some wolf. He again grabbed Brie’s hands and tried to put them around his neck, but Brie pulled away and shook her head. He rolled his eyes and snatched at her waist, pulling her close as he rocked his hips and forced her to do the same.

“No,” Brie shouted, shoving Neil back and glaring at him. “I’m not dancing.” She stormed through the crowds, brushing past a creepy old man, and out through the main entrance. The night was bitterly cold compared to the oppressive heat of the club, but Brie welcomed it. She shivered, rubbing her arms, and relishing in the bite of her sweaty skin cooling.

That cooling bite turned into a bitter, crawling sensation as she took in the dark of the night surrounding her; every dimly lit alley a possible hiding spot for Nathan, every shadow a potential doorway for a man with his powers. Vague shapes in the dark made her jump, fluttering wings made her shiver, distant laughter from drunkards made her want to scream.

Found you. The wind seemed to say. See you soon. It wrapped around her, playing with her hair and dress as, down the sidewalk ahead, a street light flickered and died. The unmistakable shape of a man appeared within the darkness, cowled eyes burning holes through Brie’s head.  

She had to get home where it was light, where it was safe. She fumbled with her handbag, searching for the skull. Another street light flickered out, closer this time, and the silhouette lurched forward.

Found you.

Another light winked out, this one behind Brie. She spun to face it and there he was: Nathan Ward. Cowled in black, dark features obscured by shadow but malicious all the same. He grinned, a hand reaching through the darkness to get at Brie. “You can’t hide from darkness,” he said, his voice like the creeping howl of a specter. “You can’t keep it from me.”

A car whipped down the street, headlights illuminating the sidewalk. Nathan evaporated into the light, banished so easily but never for long. When the car passed, Brie searched the darkness, still rummaging in her handbag and cursing herself for having so much shit. The hairs on the back of her neck bristled and she spun, ready to strike, ready to maim, ready to defend herself.

Only, Nathan wasn’t there, and she was face to face with Neil.   

“Hey! Woah!” Neil said, his hands held up in surrender. “I just came to see if you were alright.”

“C’mon, dude. I’m not interested,” Brie said, flustered, her eyes scanning the surrounding shadows. The street lights were blinking back to life; whatever control Nathan had over them had been relinquished. Time to get home whilst she still could. She folded her arms over her chest and walked away, but Neil followed close behind.

“I get it, I’m sorry,” said Neil. “I like dancing, what can I say. Let me walk you home, it’s not safe.”

“I can manage.”

“Sure, but if I see you on the news tomorrow I’d never forgive myself.”

Brie had no answer for that, she merely continued walking, tolerating Neil’s presence as they marched through the booze-laden streets of Temple, her wits about her, constantly on the look out for Nathan. 

When Neil attempted to speak to her, Brie would give only monosyllabic answers or grunts in response. When he offered her his jacket, she merely glanced at him and shook her head. When he complained of the silence, she blew air out of her nose and snorted. The way Brie saw it, Neil had lost the rights to any sort of civil discourse the moment he’d laid his hands on her without her permission. He was a stranger and she owed him nothing. 

She knew she shouldn’t have been heading straight home, but she was too exhausted to go anywhere else. Leading Neil in the wrong direction and ditching him when she could would’ve been the safest option without question, but she reasoned that she had the Skull of Xerxun in her handbag so if he tried anything she’d beat the shit out of him. Funny how a simple object changes the game. In any other situation she’d have been giving every girl they passed the ‘help me’ eyes. Not today. 

In a sick way, she almost wanted him to try something, to give her an excuse. Heat was building within her stomach with every step they took closer to home; a wave of underlying anger that had been running through Brie’s life ever since her father had died. One that had been fanned and nursed by a city that was determined to beat her back at every turn. An apartment that was barely liveable, a job that was complete trash, a boss who wouldn’t stop hitting on her, a best friend who abandoned her at every possible chance just to stick her tongue down the throat of some guy, a villain who’d almost killed her, an uncle who wouldn’t leave her alone, and Stonemancer. Goddamn Stonemancer.

Why was she angry at Ashley?

Because she couldn’t stop thinking about her, that’s why. She had better things to do with her time than spend every goddamn minute wondering where Ashley was. What Ashley was doing. Who Ashley was seeing. What Ashley was thinking. What Ashley felt and tasted like. Ashley, Ashley, Ashley, Ashley, Ashley!

They turned onto Brie’s street and approached her seedy apartment building.

“This is me,” she said, sounding more cheery than she felt. Inside she was screaming, wanting little more than to fall into bed and curl into a ball and question everything she thought she knew about herself. “Bye then.”

Neil lingered, following Brie up the steps when she approached the door. “Can I use your bathroom?” he asked, smiling. “I’m desperate.”

“Nope. Bye.” She blocked the door, her arms folded across her chest.

“I’ll be super quick, I promise.”

“Nope. Bye.”

“C’mon, don’t be a bitch. I just need to piss, Jesus Christ.” The kind smile he’d painted on his face and held onto for so long was crumbling, revealing a sour reality beneath and a hint of venom in his eyes. “I’ve been nice to you all night and you won’t even let me use your bathroom?”

“Nope. Bye.”

“Marcus said you were a stuck up little asshole. I told him you probably just needed a good fuck.”

“Wow.” Brie blinked and shook her head. Here were the true colors. The real Neil. Far too many people turned into monsters when they didn’t get their way. “Fuck off before I call the police.”

“You’re just a slut. Stupid tease. Wearing that dress and dancing with me, letting me walk you home, for what? Bitch.” He climbed a step higher, his face twisted in a snarl. “You owe me a drink. Pay me for the drink and I’ll leave.”

“Pay you for the—I wanted a vodka lemonade!” She shook her head; it wasn’t worth it. If giving him five dollars would make him leave, then so be it. She opened her handbag, rummaging for her purse, but Neil snatched it out of her hands and threw it down the stairs. 

Suddenly Brie didn’t feel quite so safe. Neil stood between her and the Skull of Xerxun, his broad-frame no longer hot but intimidating; the muscles he’d flexed in an attempt to seduce her now threatened domination and more.

“Brianna, listen to me,” said Xerxun, his voice alert and serious. “Do not freeze. He is but a man and you are Ancestor, with and without mine own skull. Defeat this brute as thou hath defeated others before him.”

But she had frozen. And all she could picture was Annex looming above her, his hand wrapped around her throat as he steadily squeezed her life and powers away. The helplessness she’d felt was returning; a freezing wave of dread befalling her as Neil grabbed her wrists and dragged her down the stairs of the apartment building and towards the dank alley beside it. She could only stare at her handbag as she was torn past it, and taken into the dark.

God, not the darkness. Not this. Not here. Not where Nathan could get her too. 

Neil shoved her up against a wall, hands pinned against the slimy brick, his heavy breathing the only thing she could hear. No. No, no, no, not this. Anything but this. Why wasn’t she fighting back? Why wasn’t she screaming? She could defend herself, she knew she could. But for some reason, she wasn’t. Her limbs were cast in iron, weighed down as useless things whilst Neil pawed at her dress and snarled.

A pair of eyes appeared over Neil’s shoulder, materializing out of the shadow, anger and hated burning within them. Found you. 

“Just wanted to goddamn piss,” Neil was saying. “Just wanted to—” He vanished in a whoosh of air, only the lingering scent of his cologne to remember him by.

Seconds passed. Ticking by as only muffled struggle and twisting shapes could be seen in the dark. Neil lurched forward, out of the shadows, terror in his eyes. A stone hand followed him, wrapping around his head and dragging him backward despite his screams and begging. Brie watched, quivering, as Stonemancer emerged from a wall, the bricks peeling around her like water. She stepped up to Neil, who’d been wrapped in rock and asphalt, and stared into his face.

“I didn’t—I-I-I,” Neil begged, his eyes darting in all directions, his stone prison holding him tight. “She wanted it! She-she’s into it! She—”

Stonemancer slammed her fist into his face, blood spurting from an instantly broken nose, and Neil whimpered. But Stonemancer didn’t stop there. She released Neil from his prison, snatched him by the shirt, and tossed him into a wall. A rock followed, slamming against Neil’s stomach and making him double over, where he was met with Stonemancer’s knee. The beating continued, and Brie scrambled away, tears streaking down her cheeks as she pawed and clambered into the safety of the well-lit street, clambering into an island of light that was her only defense against her uncle. She turned, tears in her eyes, and watched as Ashley snapped Neil’s arm.

“Stop!” Brie screamed, and Ashley froze. “Please stop…” 

Ashley looked between Neil and Brie, then down at her blood-soaked fists. She visibly recoiled, letting Neil go as though he were a scolding hot dish. He slumped to the ground, groaning and cradling his limp arm. 

“I—” Ashley said, but the words seemed to catch in her throat as she stumbled away from the man she’d brutalized. “Oh, fuck.” Before Brie could say anything, Ashley stepped into the wall and vanished.

Brie blinked, shuddered, and brought a hand to her mouth. Fresh tears filled her eyes as she contemplated what had almost happened. She knew then that she’d never forget it and she’d never forgive herself. She froze. She froze. The one thing she knew never to do, yet she’d been powerless to stop herself. Powerless despite all her power. 

She shakily gathered her handbag and quickly found the Skull of Xerxun. She was in the air moments later, her wings beating rapidly as she tried to escape the feeling of Neil’s hands gripping her wrists. Her wings beating rapidly as she tried to escape the sounds of Stonemancer beating Neil into a bloody pulp.
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NO LESSER

[image: ]

 

Ancestor swept into the parking lot, her wings unfurled, her silver dress rippling around her golden skin as the muggers held a knife to the man’s throat. She cocked her head, eyes flaming orange orbs as she stepped closer to the muggers.

“Stay back!” one man said. He was all sinew and bone, his pale flesh carpeted in tattoos and blemishes. “I’ll gut the fucker, feel me?”

Ancestor was in no mood. In a blink, she’d closed the gap between herself and the muggers, tossing one into the sky and beating the other onto the ground. She held back, knowing if she used her full strength they’d most likely explode into blood and gore. A third man leapt on her from behind, hammering a knife into her neck. It crumpled against her skin like a paper toy, becoming a twisted lump of metal and little more. Ancestor grabbed the man and forced him into the ground. She turned, scanned the sky, and positioned herself to catch the mugger she’d thrown. He screamed as he came plummeting to earth. The screams stopped when Ancestor caught him and punched him in the jaw.

It was done, but Ancestor didn’t wait for a thanks. She took to the sky, leaving the three muggers groaning in the parking lot, the man she’d saved watching her go with bafflement and amazement plastered onto his face.

Above the city, Ancestor saw and heard all. She scanned the streets with her superpowered senses, searching and listening for anything out of the ordinary. An arms deal by the waterfront stole her gaze. Flapping her wings, she rushed across the city, plummeting to the ground and crushing a van full of guns with nothing but her weight. 

“Holy sh—” shouted one gangbanger as he fumbled with a pistol stuffed in his waistband. He was cut off by a dozen guns exploding into life. Bullets rippled and roared through the air, most of them colliding with Ancestor’s skin and crumpling on impact. The compressed lead clattered to the ground in a rain of metal, bouncing off the demolished van with tiny, satisfying tings. 

The bullets eventually stopped and the sounds of mini-explosions were replaced by the gentle lapping of the lake’s waves and the distant, busy city. The gangbangers shuffled uneasily, staring up at Ancestor as her wings gently fluttered.

“I hate guns,” Ancestor said at last. She rushed down from the van, knocking the closest man to the ground with a simple shoulder barge. The rest fled; two dozen hardened gangsters clutching their pants as they bee-lined for the nearby city. Ancestor wouldn’t let them escape. She beat her wings and took to the sky, flying two passes above the men before attacking. She swooped, snatching a man off the ground. He screamed, squirming in her grasp and firing two random shots of his pistol into Ancestor’s face. They ricocheted, one clipping the gangbanger in the arm, causing him to howl in pain and squirm anew.

Ancestor took the man out, over the water, and dropped him into the freezing lake. He screamed as he fell—legs kicking, bloodied arm flailing—and was silenced by the splash of landing in the water.

She did the same again, this time with two men, one in each hand. Again and again, Ancestor flew the gangbangers out into the water, dropping them off and flying away. The final man she was less compassionate with. Instead of the lake, Ancestor took the last man to the TPD station, where she tied him to a pole with the bent and twisted remains of the automatic rifles he and his colleagues were attempting to sell.

“Yo, this is messed up!” the gangbanger shouted as Ancestor flew away. “This ain’t how Stonemancer does it, man! She don’t do us dirty like this!”

“Maybe she should,” Ancestor said to herself. “Maybe you all deserve worse.”
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Dawn was breaking by the time Ancestor stopped her ramage. She floated above the city, watching as the sun rose in the east. Scarlet red clouds spread like shrapnel, a purple horizon their backdrop, a semi-circular orb of angry yellow the crowning jewel of the sky. Still, the moon hung in the west, refusing yet to admit it had been defeated by day’s advancing attack. 

But under the moon’s gaze, Ancestor had patrolled. She’d intercepted another mugging, prevented a car collision, pulled a family from a flipped SUV, and saved a child from a man whose motives were vile at best. 

Now, as the sun was rising, Ancestor felt the need to be put to rest. A need Brie viciously opposed. She didn’t want to return. She wanted to stay wrapped within the protective cocoon of Ancestor. In here, no one could hurt here. In here, she was safe from Neil, safe from Ashley, safe from her confusions and her feelings and her crippling guilt. She couldn’t explain where the guilt was even coming from. Guilt for what? Leading Neil on? She’d not led Neil on. Neil was a would-be rapist and a piece of human shit. So then why? Guilt for freezing? Guilt for almost letting it happen? Guilt for needing to be saved?

No.

It was the guilt of failure. The guilt of being an imposter.

Because, unlike others in Brie’s family, she hadn’t spent her life training to become Ancestor, to become a Forebear, to fight in the eternal war between Entropy and Creation. She wasn’t a soldier. Nor a warrior. What right did she have to call herself a superhero? And, when it’d mattered most—when her own safety was on the line—she’d failed to protect herself, allowing her inexperience to shine through. If she died as Ancestor that was one thing; it was almost expected. But to endure something like that as Brie Brooke?

She shuddered.

It shouldn’t have come to that. She shouldn’t have let it get that far. How could she call herself Ancestor when she couldn’t even defend herself?

“Thou art being much too unfair,” said Xerxun.

“Not now,” Brie replied. She drifted over to the Duel Swords and sat on the northern tower, her legs dangling over the edge as she stared into the lake in the middle of the city.

“Many and more horrors I hath witnessed, Brianna.”

“Xerxun, I mean it.” 

“Good folk felled by cruel men. Heroes met with fates unbecoming their stations. Over the eons, I hath learn that strength alone doth not maketh a champion.” 

“Not now!” Brie roared, fresh tears in her eyes.

“Yes now! Now is when it’s needed. Now is when you must understand, Brianna, that a champion is life’s rarest gift. Once in a generation is such a person delivered. You will find that, unlike a hero, champions are not made by the strength of their arm nor the size of their heart, but are instead forged from the fires of suffering. Champions struggle through the thicket of bramble and blood, growing tall where others shrink beneath the weight of pain.

“Heroes oppose evil.

“Champions battle it.

“You are no lesser for having struggled. You are no lesser for being vulnerable. You are no lesser for hurting. You will never be lesser for the acts of another. You are a champion. You are my blood. You are Ancestor.”

“I don’t want it,” Brie wept, her face buried in her hands. “If that’s the cost of entry then I don’t want it!”

“It is not ours to want,” Xerxun said softly. “Ours is to act. We act so others may have the luxury of wanting.”

Luxuries and actions; fate and skulls; nothing she’d ever asked for. Nothing she’d ever needed. Why couldn’t she just be like Kayla? Content and happy with her man and her job. Why did Brie have this skull-shaped weight looming above her head? This destiny of greatness she could never live up to. This mantle of hero thrust upon her. This fate of champion she neither wanted nor could avoid. A champion suffers. Meaning they have no choice. Because the sword never asked to be forged, it just was. The sword never asked to be swung, it just was. The sword never asked to be bathed in blood. It just was. Was that Brie’s fate? Truly, was that all she was good for? A weapon to be directed and used, destruction her legacy and nothing more; nothing greater; nothing good.

How could she ever do good when hate was the foundation of her being? Pour misery into a woman and she didn’t grow strong... she buckled. She bent. She became something warped and perverted, not some grand champion of hope and justice.

“For anyone else that may be true, aye,” Xerxun’s voice came thick with emotion. If ghosts could cry, Brie supposed he would be. “Not you, my sweet girl. Not you.”

“What does he say?” the voice startled Brie and not just because it was unexpected. But because she recognized it too. She stood and spun to face the voice, finding only shadows cast by the tower’s radio pole. A pair of eyes appeared in the shadows, detached from anything physical, but a very part of the dark itself. Two rows of teeth materialized beneath the eyes, shortly followed by a nose and a chin. Nathan Ward stepped forward, but not quite into the light, his body emerging piece by piece as though being constructed from the very darkness he’d been lingering in. 

Despite her instinct, Brie didn’t run. Not this time. This time she’d face him.

“Our dear grandfather, I mean,” Nathan cooed, one foot still in the shadow as he stared at Brie with cruel eyes. “What pearls of wisdom is he offering our skimpily clad Ancestor, I wonder?”

Just like that, Brie was all too aware of the silver dress she was still wearing. It flapped around her body with the passing of a breeze, and she resisted an urge to hide behind her arms. She wouldn’t let this man—this traitor—shame her. She’d never let another person shame her again. 

“Do answer the question, dear,” said Serena—Brie’s mother—as she, too, appeared out of the shadows to join Nathan. “I did so enjoy hearing the tales of Xerxun’s formidable wit from your father.”

A third figure emerged through the darkness, though this man was far worse than the first two. He wore a long trench coat, camouflage pants, and a chipped gas mask hiding his face. Annex. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, staring at Brie as he breathed that raspy, horrid sound. 

Brie’s wings unfurled on instinct and she clutched tightly to the skull. Fleeing wasn’t an option, despite her want to do so. Ours is not to want. Ours is to act. She was Ancestor and Ancestor didn’t run. Not from shadow fiends, traitors, or supervillains.

“I will not surrender the skull,” she said defiantly, edging away from the ungodly trio before her. Try as she might, she couldn’t hide the surprise of seeing Annex alongside her family. Had they really sunk so low as to align themselves with a man who’d put hundreds of lives at risk? Would they really stoop to such villainous levels? Apparently so, and Brie’s stomach churned at the thought of being related to either one of them.

“My daughter—you’re hysterical,” said Serena, her arms open wide to offer a hug. Once upon a time, those hugs had righted every wrong in the world. Now, the mere thought of embracing this woman was sickening. “Come, let Mother heal you.”

“I don’t need anything from you,” Brie replied, her bottom lip quivering and her eyes welling with tears. She’d hold them in. She wouldn’t let them see her suffering. Really, after Neil’s attack, the only place Brie wanted to go was to her mom. A hug on the sofa and a mug of hot cocoa may not have made things better, but they’d have helped. God, they’d have helped. But greed and ambition had stolen the mother Brie had once known and warped her into some caricature of Cruella Deville, sans the dalmatians.

“How about a drink with your uncle?” Nathan stepped forward, his chin held high and hands cupped in front of him. “C’mon, sport. Remember how I used to sneak you sips of beer when you were an ankle-biter? Come home. Everyone misses you.”

Brie had no idea if that sentence were true or a lie, but she didn’t quite believe it. In fact, she’d not heard a word from James since leaving Marble, nor anyone else for that matter. Whatever Nathan and Serena had done to the family, it wouldn’t have been good. It wouldn’t have been right. 

“I am home,” said Brie. “What do you want? And why are you with him?” She nodded her head at Annex, bile clawing up her throat. “He’s a monster.”

“He’s a weapon,” said Serena. “Little more.”

Nathan nodded and squeezed Seran’s shoulder. “One we regret needing to use.”

“I am a warrior of the Rinkleman empire,” said Annex, “I am nobody's gun for hire.”

“Of course, of course!” Nathan patted Annex on the back before returning his gaze to Brie and saying, “He’s a little experiment your mother and I cooked up. A direct descendant of our family’s greatest enemy, Antax Rinkleman. A shaving of his great-great-ad infinitum grandfather’s rib cage implanted directly into the palm gives him his powers, making him the anti-Ancestor if you will.” 

“Why?” asked Brie. She couldn’t understand why they’d do something so vile and reckless. Let alone, why they’d tell her. 

Together, Nathan and Serena laughed wistfully, heads thrown back as they gripped each other for support.

“Why?” Nathan parroted.

“Because who else could stand up to Ancestor?” said Serena. “He is the answer to an age-old question our family has been plagued with: how to break the chain.”

“Not everyone’s delighted at the idea of fighting in Xerxun’s great war, Brianna. There are those of us who’d rather spend our afterlives resting.”

“And those of us,” said Serena, “who question the side we’re fighting for.”

Nathan nodded. “Search your convictions, child, we all know this is not the fate you wanted for yourself. And it doesn’t need to be. You can go back to who you were. You can come home, forget this place, and be with your family again. We don’t want to fight you. We don’t want to kill you, Brie. Think us monsters if you must but we’re family. No one wants this.”

“Please, Brianna,” said Serena. “Come home. Relinquish the skull and all will be forgiven. You don’t have to hide away like an animal, hunted, living in squalor. You’re a Brooke, for pity’s sake! Make the right choice, I’m begging you. Don’t force our hand.”

Force their hand? Brie looked between the trio and truly saw them. One an old woman with no power of her own, another a spoilt brat who hides in the dark, and the last a cheap imitation: a man who stole his greatness from others. What did she really have to fear in these people? And, if they truly were a threat to her, why not attack her now? They were three and she but one, surely if their hand were ‘forced’ they’d be able to defeat her now.

No. They couldn’t. Even when she was without the skull, they feared her. Otherwise, Nathan would have already tried to kill her in her sleep or something equally as sinister. They didn’t want to fight her because they knew they couldn’t. They knew she’d win.

“Some of us don’t get to choose,” said Brie as she looked down at the skull in her hands. Orange smoke puffed from the eye sockets and she felt, acutely, Xerxun’s gaze lingering over her. “Some of us learn to be strong.” She took a deep breath and turned her eyes back to Nathan, Serena, and Annex. “If you fight for Entropy then you are my enemy. I will not be bullied or threatened or manipulated. I am Ancestor.”

A snaking wind punctuated Brie’s words, whipping her dress around her and playing with her wing’s feathers. Below, the city was coming to life. Commuters heading to work, night staff journeying home, office lights flickering on in the early morning sun. But as that sun climbed, the shadows of night were being chased away, giving Nathan and his dark powers less and less room to move in. 

“Your father was just as stubborn,” said Serena as she, Nathan, and Annex retreated back into the shadows. “Return home and surrender the skull within twenty-four hours, Brianna, or you’ll get the suffering you crave.”

“Twenty-four hours,” Nathan reiterated, his body dissolving into the dissipating shadow, taking Annex and Serena with him. “One day to see sense. One day to die.”
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It was gone 8am when Kayla stumbled through the front door, still dressed in the same clothes as last night, the stench of booze and sweat following her in. She walked into the TV, cursing under her breath and shushing the inanimate object for her clumsiness. At the fridge, she rummaged around, knocking cartons onto the floor, sniffing takeout boxes, and humming some tune Brie half recognized.

Brie hadn’t been home all too long herself, but at least she’d been out doing something other than partying and sleeping with a rapist’s best friend. The shock and sorrow that had weighed heavy on Brie’s chest all night had solidified into a ball of lead and dropped into her stomach, where it infected her, seeping into her veins and making her head turn and turn and turn with thoughts of Kayla, Marcus, and Neil.

Mostly the thoughts focused on Kayla. Kayla as she’d vanished through the crowd. Kayla as she’d pounced on Marcus, leaving Brie to fend off Neil alone. Kayla who’d acted like nothing but a selfish, love-struck teenager since they’d arrived in Temple. Brie would’ve never even met Neil if it wasn’t for Kayla.

Once finished at the fridge, Kayla clomped over to the mattress and flopped into it, sighing as she spilled cold curry sauce on the sheets. “Whoops,” she said, half giggling as she smeared the curry with her fingers, not even bothering to find a napkin. She leaned forward to grab a runaway piece of tofu, tilted the takeaway box, and dropped half the tub all over Brie.

“What the hell!” Brie yelled as she jumped to her feet, yellow curry sauce running down her arms and dripping onto her pajama shorts. 

“Shit,” said Kayla, squinting up at Brie and failing to hide a giggle. “I spilled a little.”

“It’s all over me, Kayla!”

“It’s just a little sauce, calm your tits.”

“You’re joking, right?” Brie huffed and marched for the kitchen, where she wiped herself down with a cloth. “Are you—I don’t know—sorry?”

“It was an accident,” Kayla said in a tone that implied Brie was ridiculous for expecting an apology.

“Yeah, and we say we’re sorry when we cause an accident!”

“Whatever, Ancestor, don’t break my arm over it.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I saw what you did to Neil. Pretty messed up, Brie. He’s in hospital, by the way. Alive, not that you asked.”

An icicle traced Brie’s spine, leaving a cooling path from the nape of her neck to the small of her back. Inside she was a raging inferno, the lead ball in her stomach melting into magma and sending liquid visceral into her veins.

“Fuck. You,” Brie said, trembling as the words left her mouth. “FUCK. YOU.” She threw the curry-damp cloth at Kayla, storming around the kitchen counter and looming above her drunk friend. “You abandoned me, Kayla! You ran off to suck Marcus’s dick and left me alone with a stranger who—by the way—tried to rape me!”

“Tried to—yeah right. You’re Ancestor how can he rape you?”

“I didn’t have the skull, OK? He cornered me and I froze and he… Stonemancer saved me. And even if she hadn’t, even if I was the one who’d done that to him, so goddamn what? He deserved it. He deserved it and I can’t believe you’d trust someone you don’t even know over me.”

“I know Marcus, he—”

Brie screamed and snatched the skull off the bed. She transformed, her antlers smashing the living room lightbulb, but Brie didn’t notice or care as glass rained down around her. “You’ve known him for two seconds, Kayla!” She felt like pulling her hair out. She could hardly believe she was having this conversation. “I’m your best friend. Your sister. And I needed you last night. I needed you. I could have… he could have… I don’t know who you are right now. I don’t know you. I don’t...”

Kayla opened her mouth to reply but Brie shook her head and turned away.

Her shift was starting in an hour’s time, but Brie couldn’t face the coffee shop. She couldn’t face Marcus or Kayla or even Carl. So instead of work, she’d go to the only place in the entire city where she actually felt safe. The only place in the entire world where she knew she was welcome and protected and wanted. 

She slammed the door behind her as she headed out of the building, the Skull of Xerxun clutched in her hands. Two mighty flaps of her wings later, and she was in the sky, floating high above the bustling city, and headed out, towards the lake. Towards Ashley.
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AN UNDENIABLE URGE
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Soaring over Lake Erie, mist and water spray rising up and washing over her face, Brie allowed herself a primal, stomach-rending scream. It echoed out from the water, carried away on the wind and taken to places far afield, hauling Brie’s frustrations and pain with it. She screamed again, and the lead pulsing through her veins eased somewhat. The anger she’d felt—the raw power of it—was terrifying. Enough to weaken her knees and make her want to tear, maim, even kill. 

The goat horns flashed in her mind. Burgundy skin, flaming eyes, leather wings. Red Ancestor. She wouldn’t become that monster, she swore. Never would she let the anger overwhelm her so completely. At least, she hoped she wouldn’t.

Soon she was approaching a small cluster of rocks poking from the lake, a waterfall cascading from the top of what looked like a crude rendering of a fist. The same fist found on Stonemancer’s costumed chest. The island would appear on no map because it wasn’t a naturally occurring clump of land. Ashley had erected her own ‘fortress of solitude’ when she grew tired of life in the city. Nowadays she spent her time lying about her cave, waiting for crime to warrant her attention.

Brie slowed her flying as she approached the waterfall and slipped through the water. It was icy against her skin, soaking her clothes through and dampening her feathers. On the reverse, she found the room she’d been expecting. It was exactly the same as it’d been when last she’d visited, though somewhat messier, with clothes, Twinkie packages, and dirty dishes strew over every surface. She shook her hair dry, aware of her damp clothes but not bothered by them.

A growling screech stole Brie’s attention and she turned to see the stone griffin Ashley traveled around on. The creature swished its grey neck and snapped a rocky beak at Brie, stomping forward on stone paws and spreading its wings wide.

“I’m a friend,” Brie said to the living statue, her hands spread open. “I’m Ashley’s friend. Is she here?”

The griffin screeched and took another step closer.

“Please, I don’t want to damage you. She’d love that, wouldn’t she?”

With a hiss, the griffin pounced, its paws kicking forward as its beak jutted for Brie’s throat. It froze an inch away, the spark of life in its grey eyes disappearing as though it’d been merely snuffed out of existence. The griffin remained in its attacking pounce; a fearsome and beautiful sight. 

“Sorry,” Ashley said, her head poking up from over the sofa’s back. “She was in guard-bird mode.” Clearing her throat, Ashley stood, smoothed her hair down, and tightened the belt on her dressing gown. “I didn’t—um—I wasn’t expecting…”

“No, yeah, sorry. I just wanted to come by and thank you for—”

“Thank me? I almost killed a guy. That’s not the sort of thing you thank someone for.”

“I’m thanking you for saving me.” Brie wandered into the cave and over to the kitchen, where she placed the Skull of Xerxun on a tabletop and sighed. Her wings retracted and she shrank, her muscles deflating as her antlers vanished into her forehead and her skin turned from golden to russet. Once more, she was Brie Brooke, not the all-powerful Ancestor. “I owe you more than my thanks. If it weren’t for you, I… I don’t want to think about what might have happened.”

Ashley nodded and slid out from behind the sofa. “You’re soaked. Let me get you a towel.” She plodded out of the room, returning a few minutes later with a hoodie. “Sorry. Apparently I don’t have clean towels.” She handed Brie the hoodie, who slipped it over her head and sighed at the fuzzy, cosiness of it.

“You know, when I was at Hero Academy,” said Ashley, “some dick-stain grabbed my ass. I floored him and got a day in the hot box, but it was worth it. The fact that you’re a hero doesn’t make you invulnerable. In fact, we fall into this trap where we assume nothing bad’s going to happen to us because of what we can do, and that makes us overconfident. I’m not saying it’s your fault, I just mean… we let our guards down around the regulars because we assume they can’t hurt us. Diamond skin doesn’t bleed, right? The sad truth is, they can. Not always physically, but mentally. Emotionally. We’re every bit as human as the rest of them and if we forget that… game over.”

Brie stared at Ashley, taking in the fall of her hair, the curve of her lips, the point of her chin, and the width of her nose. Heart in her throat, Brie moved further into the kitchen and leaned against a cupboard, fingers tapping and dancing along the marble countertop.

“I didn’t want to be there,” she said quietly. “With him, I mean.”

Ashley swallowed. “Is he… OK?”

“Kayla told me he’s in hospital. Alive.”

“Good.” She nodded viciously and rubbed her forehead. “I, um, fuck. I saw red and I just… I almost did it again.”

“Again?”

Ashley nodded, her eyes welling with tears. She perched on the back of the sofa and stared out of the waterfall. “I’ve always had anger issues. When your dad turns out to be a psychotic murderer you tend to overcompensate, you get it. When I left the Academy I went hard on crime, man. Like… too hard. Killed a… um... I used to kill all the time. I figured the system was a joke, prison didn’t work, and the only thing these people responded to was violence. So, you know, I gave ’em it. 

“But it doesn’t have a lid. When you justify taking a life you can justify anything. It leads to a lot of darkness. A lot of suffering. And—eventually—you take the wrong life. Eventually, you kill a kid.” Ashley mopped at her eyes and let out a long breath. “When you wield the sort of power you and I have, you need boundaries. You need a line in the sand. This is how far you go. No further. No matter what. Otherwise… well. Otherwise, what’s the point? You become the monster you hate, right? Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

Brie sat beside Ashley and sighed. “You’ve gotta think about how many kids you’ve saved though.”

“Sure, but it’s not a scale. It’s not like counting calories. You don’t kill a kid and make it right by adopting an entire orphanage. That’s the sort of shit that stains your soul.”

“Then you make it right by ensuring it never happens again.”

“Preaching to the choir. Which is why I started gaming. Playing GTA and killing Nazis with a rocket launcher won’t get me in trouble with the big guy upstairs.”     

Brie laughed, and almost fell in love with the sound coming from her lips. The fact that she could laugh after the events of last night was a miracle in and of itself. A miracle Ashley had performed just by being there. Just by talking. There was something about her that Brie just didn’t understand. A magnetism she couldn’t resist. A charm equally disarming and comforting. When Ashley looked at you, when she spoke to you, it was like you were the only person who mattered. The only creature she was interested in. When she looked at you, it was just you and her in the room. No, the world.

“Talking of games, d’you fancy playing a few rounds of something and grabbing a pizza? My treat.” Ashley held up a pair of Playstation controllers, grinning as she wiggled her eyebrows.

Even if she wanted to say no, Brie doubted she could have resisted such a display of impressive eyebrow control. She strolled over to the sofa and fell in next to Ashley, accepting a controller whilst Ashley flicked through a folder of discs.

“Miguel,” Ashley said whilst browsing her games, “go get us an extra-large veggie supreme from Giovanni’s.” She turned to Brie. “You cool with a veggie supreme? I don’t eat meat.”

“It’s pizza at 9 am, putting vegetables on it doesn’t make it any more socially acceptable.”

“You’re right. Miguel, make it a volcanic veggie supreme.”

Miguel the gargoyle dropped from the ceiling, squawked, and took off, through the waterfall.

“So, where does your electricity come from?” Brie asked, surprised she hadn’t thought of it until now.

Ashley shrugged. “Got a military-grade generator in the basement.” She settled on Timespilters 2 and stuffed the disc into the machine.  

“OK. Next question: how do you afford all of this? Like, do you have a job? Rich parents? A sugar daddy? The city doesn’t pay you to police it, right?”

“Pfft. In my dreams. No, I’m a…” she cleared her throat, shook her head, and spun on the sofa to face Brie head-on. “Don’t laugh. You have to promise me you won’t laugh.”

“Ooooh, I don’t know if I can do that.”

Ashley took Brie’s hands in her own and dropped to her knees. “I’m begging you not to laugh. My fragile ego couldn’t handle it.”

“OK, OK—fine! I swear I won’t laugh.”

“I’m an artist.”

“And that’s funny because…?”

“Well, because, look at me! I live in a cave and swear like a sailor. Artists are precious snowflakes with paint-stained overalls and French lovers called Adelie. I’m a goblin woman who beats up muggers at night.”

“You’re not a goblin woman. You’re a mole lady.”

It was Ashley’s turn to laugh. And what a musical sound it was, all throaty and genuine, a little hint of a snort that she attempted to hide with a poorly timed hiccup. “Is that my new superhero name? Can we be a duo? Mole Lady and Moose-Girl.”

“Now that’s a comic book I’d buy.” Brie rested her head on her hand as she leaned against the sofa, smiling at Ashley. “Seriously though, what art do you make?”

“Really? You have to ask?” Ashley stood, marched to the wall beside the TV, and pulled a lump of rock straight out of it as though it were putty. She worked the rock, twisting it and molding it, occasionally glancing at Brie and smiling to herself. When she was done, she presented Brie with a small bust. It was a perfect likeness, resembling Brie right down to the chicken-pox scar above her lips.

“Wow,” Brie breathed as she turned the bust over in her hands. “This is amazing.”

“I make two or three life-sized sculptures a year, sell ’em off to rich dicks for a few million, and spend the rest of my time fighting crime.”

“I’m sorry—a few million?” Brie blinked. “Why’d you think I’d laugh at you? This is seriously impressive!”

“It’s not that impressive. I cheat. They take me like ten minutes max. Sometimes twelve if I accidentally put genitals on their heads. It’s hard not to though; my clients are literal dickheads.” She bit her lip, clearly holding something back and battling with herself. There was more to the sculpting than Ashley was giving on. The real reason for her bashfulness hadn’t yet been revealed.

“I won’t laugh,” Brie said reassuringly. She reached for Ashley’s hand and squeezed it. “I promise.”

“Alright. Yeah. I trust you.”

They stood, and Ashley led Brie deeper into the cave, past random doors and impressive wall carvings aplenty, down a flight of spiral stairs, and over a stone bridge spanning a private lagoon. They were still holding hands when they arrived in an expansive chamber, and Brie suspected they’d traveled below the lake itself. Here, huge stalagmites reached from the ceiling and melded into the ground, creating rows of pillars that appeared natural, but were anything but. Between the pillars were brazers of fire illuminating a crooked, moss-covered path leading to a raised dais and a halo of natural light. Droplets and the stray curtain of water cascaded from a hole in the faraway ceiling as waves above crashed into what must have been a tiny island peaking through the lake. On the dais was a half chiseled lump of rock, which itself was encircled by statues of varying detail. One—a half-man, half-goat creature—held his hands to the sky in a frozen plea, his horns bent backward and twisting around like rams, his face a picture of anguished horror. Another, a woman, seemed to be trying to cover her nakedness but appeared joyous in doing so. Her bashfulness was erotic in a playful way, and the curves of her body were intricate and clearly labored over.

The one that held Brie’s gaze, however, was the one still being carved. It had relatively few features yet, though one antler was clearly recognizable through the stone. A wing too. And the delicate curves of what was undeniably a woman. Undeniably Brie. The pose Ashley was carving her in was one of striking confidence, her head held high, her legs apart, fists clenched at her side. Within the middle of the chest were the beginnings of a skull. It consumed her almost entirely, making the piece almost more about the skull than anything else.

“It’s called ‘Fate’,” said Ashley, a hint of a tremor in her voice. “I started it after that tour I took you on. It was just, er, something you said that stayed with me. ‘Destiny isn’t always something we can choose.’ I used my powers to get the shape how I wanted it and chiseled the rest out by hand. It’ll take me another few months to finish but it’s going—”

“I love it,” Brie said, grinning from ear to ear. She’d never inspired art before. Not to her knowledge, at least. “I love all of them, they’re just… wow, Ashley. I can’t believe you can do this!”

“You… you like them? Seriously?” Ashley spun a chisel in her hand and gingerly picked up a hammer. “It’s just something I do, you know? I don’t sell these ones. They’re for me. And the lake. I drop them in the lake. I’m babbling. Let’s go back up and play some games.”

But Brie didn’t want to play games, not anymore. She wanted to stare at the sculptures and have Ashley show her how it was done. She wanted to watch as these intricate, beautiful works of art were birthed into the world. Wanted to witness the creation of something new. Wanted to be Ashley’s muse; to become immortalized in stone.

“D’you want me to pose for you?” Brie said with a smirk as she trailed around Fate. “I can stand still for like five minutes if that helps?”

“Five minutes? That’s almost too long. Plus, I don’t believe it for a second, you’re always on the move.”

“I am?”

Ashley’s eyes widened and her cheeks turned red rapidly. “I assume, anyway. You’re Ancestor, right? Can’t be sat still for all too long. And you’re only twenty-two, everyone your age is rushing around, doing whatever.”

It was true, though, Brie wasn’t the sort of girl who sat around waiting for things to happen; she went out and made them happen. If she wasn’t working, she was either patrolling as Ancestor or sleeping. But how did Ashley know that? Come to think of it, how had Ashley known Brie was in trouble the night before? She’d appeared at exactly the right moment, swooping out of the night to save her in the nick of time. Almost as though she’d been nearby. Almost as though she’d been following Brie.

“Are you stalking me?” Brie asked, her voice meek and heart thundering in her chest.

“What?”

“Are you following me? You know where I live, where I work, how active I am, how old I am. You showed up exactly when I needed you. So, are you following me?” 

“Um.” Dropping the hammer and chisel, Ashley picked at her fingers and slumped her shoulders, looking anywhere but at Brie. She edged around the half-finished sculpture, shuffling to the edge of the dais. “No?”

“Oh my God. Why? How long? What the hell?”

“Well, you didn’t seem to mind with Miguel so I thought—”

“That’d you’d stalk me?”

“No! It’s not like that, I just—” Ashley put her hands on her head and finally looked up at Brie, her eyes swimming with tears. “You’re not… you’re not the first new hero to come to Temple. I’ve seen almost a dozen fresh capes pop up over the years. All of them as wide-eyed and innocent as you. All of them just as clueless and—”

“So I’m clueless?”

“Yes!” She stepped closer to Brie and put her hands on Brie’s shoulders. “You are, alright? You just are. It’s a fact. They were clueless, inexperienced, and looking to make names for themselves. And they all died. Every one of them. Overconfident, under-prepared, under-trained, sloppy; they’re bad traits for regular folk but for us, they’re fatal. So when a new hero shows up I try to scare them off. If that doesn’t work I befriend them and I look out for them. Because you need protection. You do. And I won’t—I can’t—let what happened to them happen to you, because you’re… because you… because I… fuck it.” Ashley lurched forward, put her hands on Brie’s cheeks, and pulled her in. Their lips came together and, at the same moment, Brie’s mind went blank. Two words bounced around in her head, no more, no less.

So soft. 

Everything—from Ashley’s palms on her cheeks, to her nose, to her lips—was soft. All softer, gentler, more delicate than anything Brie had known before. And the taste... Like cherry mixed with smoke; both sweet and bitter simultaneously. Despite herself, Brie found she was returning the kiss; her hands connecting to Ashley’s hips like magnets to a refrigerator, her body reacting on nothing more than instinct and unrealized desire. Because this is what she’d wanted. This was the reason she couldn’t get Ashley out of her head. This was why the idea of guys—the idea of anyone else—filled her with boredom. It was Ashley. Ashley and an urge Brie had been repressing from the moment she’d laid eyes on this woman.

An urge she wasn’t yet willing to fully realize.

“No,” Brie said, breaking the kiss and gently pushing Ashley away. “I’m not… I like men. I don’t—” she covered her mouth, turned on her heel, and ran down the dais. She was halfway across the path before she heard Ashley calling after her. Crossing the bridge and climbing the stairway before she fully appreciated what had just happened. She’d kissed another woman. Well, another woman had kissed her, but she’d liked it. She’d wanted it. What was happening to her? Just a month ago everything had been normal—or as normal as life in the Brooke family could be. Now she was running from her uncle and her mother, trying to become Ancestor, fighting with Kayla, and locking lips with a girl she’d met only a few short weeks ago.

This wasn’t her. None of this was her!

Snatching the Skull of Xerxun from the kitchen counter, Brie rapidly transformed into the protective body of Ancestor, and burst out of the waterfall, wings flapping as she soared out into the mid-morning sky. As she flew, she heard Ashley calling her name. But she wouldn’t look back. She couldn’t look back. No matter how much she wanted to.
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“I’m not into women,” Brie said as she hovered above Temple, staring down at the bustling city and the stoic buildings, the happily running monorail, and the endless streams of morning joggers. “Is Ashley attractive? Sure! Did I want to make out with her? Maybe? Am I attracted to her? Yes! I mean, no. I mean—shit!”

“Your time’s obsession with sexuality grows tiresome,” said Xerxun. “Love knows nothing but love. What do you fear of this Ashley woman?”

“Nothing! I’m not scared of her.”

“This is why you ran from her?”

“I ran from her because she kissed me without my consent after admitting to stalking me.” Brie sighed. “It doesn’t matter if I’m attracted to her. She violated my trust.”

“By keeping you safe?”

“By invading my privacy.”

“To keepth you safe.”

“It doesn’t matter why. It only matters that she did it.”

“Why? Had she not acted as she didth, terror may have befallen you.”

“That’s not the point. Just because it paid off, doesn’t make it right. It’s like torturing someone to get information. It might work, but the cost is too great.”

Xerxun was silent for a time, mulling Brie’s words over. Eventually, he said, “But this is not a hypothetical question. Your lives are real, your experiences real. Her actions may have been unacceptable to you, but from my point of view—as someone who loves you dearly—she is a hero. And a mate I approve of.”

“She’s not my mate!” Brie’s cheeks flushed as her mind drifted back to the kiss and the tingling it sent through her body; the hairs it raised on her arms; the chills it created down her spine; the arousal it ignited within her core. “I’m a straight woman. I like men. Penises are great. They’re really—they’re awesome. I love how they’re so… penis-shaped.”

“Tis one of the best features of a penis, aye, but even I can seeth thou art lying to thyself and mine own eyes rotted long ago.”

“Brie!” Ashley appeared, flying through the sky on the back of her stone griffin, Stonemancer’s rock armor surrounding her and covering her face. “Brie, we need to talk!”

“I’m not interested in hearing from you!” Brie shouted back. She turned and flew away, heading over to the Duel Swords, where she wove a figure 8 around the buildings. Much to her chagrin, Ashley followed, shouting after her but being drowned out by the rushing of the wind. So long as Brie didn’t slow, she wouldn’t have to listen. And if she didn’t listen, she wouldn’t have to confront a growing truth about herself. One she refused to acknowledge. One she refused to even nurse.

And it would have worked if Ashley hadn't created a giant hand from one of the buildings as Brie flew around it. The hand burst out of the concrete and wrapped around Brie, holding her firmly, but without crushing or hurting her.

“Now you’re physically restraining me,” said Brie. “You know I can burst out of this, right?”

“Just listen!” Ashley shouted over the rushing wind. Black clouds were rolling in overhead, bringing with them the pattering of light rain and the low rumble of thunder. “I’m sorry!” Ashley continued. “I shouldn’t have followed you, I shouldn’t have kissed you, I shouldn’t have injected myself into your life. I’m a piece of shit. A lonely piece of shit who’s watched too many idealists die. A piece of shit who couldn’t sit back and let another brilliant woman be held down by an awful, awful world. A piece of shit who did exactly what she swore she wouldn’t.” The stone hand lessened its grip, allowing Brie to flutter away, into the sky like a freed butterfly. “You won’t see me again,” Ashley said. “I’ll leave you alone. I just wanted to apologize.”

“I’m not gay,” Brie said as Ashley turned her griffin to leave. “I’m sorry if you misinterpreted my friendliness but I’m straight. I’m not gay.”

Ashley only nodded, the ghost of a speculative smile tugging on her lips.

“I’m not!” Brie shouted.

“I didn’t say you were.”

“You gave me a look.”

Ashley held up her hands and shook her head. “It’s your life, Brie. If you want me in it, you know where to find me. We can be friends if that’s what you want. Or we can be more… if that’s what you want.”

“I don’t…” Brie blinked back tears, her heart thundering in her chest and her stomach flipping like a washing machine. “I don’t know what I want.”

“Only you can work that out,” Ashley said with a shrug. “But, whatever you decide, I want to be in your life. Even if you don’t feel the way about me as I feel about—” A boulder slammed into Ashley from below, knocking her from her griffin, which shattered into a thousand pieces.

“Ashley!” Brie screamed, her heart lurching as she searched the sky for any sign of Stonemancer. A hand gripped around her ankle and suddenly she was plummeting to the ground. She slammed into the sidewalk with enough force to create a crater. Head spinning, Brie groped at the cracked pavement, aware of water spraying on her face but not knowing why or where from. When her vision cleared, she saw that a fire hydrant had busted nearby and a stream of water was launching into the sky, raining down on her and filling the crater rapidly.

A man appeared at the edge of the crater, his trench coat billowing around his legs, his gas mask staring down at Brie with apathy. Annex cocked his head and wheezed. “The skull,” he demanded, pointing to the Skull of Xerxun with his leather-wrapped hands.

In answer, Brie kicked off the ground and slammed her first into his jaw. The force launched him into the sky, where Brie followed, slamming her elbow into his gut and twisting her body to catch him in the ribs with her foot. He grunted, spiraling away from Brie, where he collided with the side of the northern tower and skimmed into the water.

But Brie didn’t let up. She rushed after him, snatching him before he could sink, and throwing him high into the sky, where he was consumed by a black cloud. She followed, wings flapping, anger coursing through her veins.

Thunder rolled through the sky as Annex’s fist caught Brie in the chin. She spun, grunting. Another fist found her stomach and she doubled over. The rage brought her back. The rage kept her going. It held her in place, boosting her like nothing else. Another fist came lurching through the clouds and Brie caught it head-on. A flash of lightning illuminated the black and Brie saw Annex floating opposite her, his gas-mask face unreadable, his arm shaking as he tried to shove her away.

Not this time. Not now that she knew what Annex was. Who he worked for. What he’d done. Serena had called him the answer to the age-old question of how to break the chain. How to eliminate Ancestor once and for all and use the skull for a new purpose. A darker purpose.

Screaming, Brie shoved the villain away, her teeth grinding as she allowed the fire within her chest to consume her. She allowed the past few weeks to catch her up, to wash over her, to drown her in their shit. Screw Kayla and her priorities. Screw Carl and his inappropriateness. Screw Marcus and his attitude. Screw Neil and his harassment. Screw Temple and its criminals. Screw Serena and her schemes. Screw Nathan and his greed. Screw Ashley and her stupid soft lips. Screw Annex the most.

Screw everything!

She screamed, wrapping her hands around her antlers and gripping them tightly. They were wrong; they weren’t what Brie needed. She didn’t want to be a hero anymore—she wanted to be Red.

The antlers snapped away and Brie tossed them aside, cringing at the throbbing pain of her forehead where the antlers had been. In their place, a pair of pointed goats horns grew. She sighed, rolling her head to accommodate the different weight of it all. Her skin was still golden, she saw, and her wings were feathered not leather, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was the rage. The hatred burning within her as she stared at Annex floating across from her. Already she could feel the strength of a Red Ancestor. Her muscles—already swollen and impressive—pulsed and throbbed, tittering on the edge of growth. Such strength at her fingertips. She needed only to reach out and grasp it. 

Yet something was holding her back. A voice in the back of her head prevented her from transforming entirely. Prevented her from embracing the full extent of Red Ancestor’s power. 

“This is what you want?” Brie lifted Xerxun’s skull, showing it off to Annex. “Then come and goddamn take it.”

Which is exactly what he tried to do. He closed the gap between them in under a second, both fists slamming into Brie’s chest and throwing her down, through the clouds, and back into the city. Below, a crowd of people gathered to watch the fight, and a police car blocked off access to the crater.

Brie got control of herself before hitting the ground again, swooping up and flying out and away from the crowds, luring Annex back into the sky, where he followed gleefully. Brie stopped her flight, turned, and kicked Annex straight in the face. He grunted, his gas mask bursting open along the right side to reveal a bloodshot, blue eye, and a twisted, cruel sliver of pale skin. He held the mask in place, breathing heavily through its filter and staring at Brie with hatred.

But Brie didn’t care; she’d had enough. The heat within her was begging to be released, so she forced it up through her body, pooling it in her chest before drawing it into her head. Her eyes glowed orange and smoke puffed from her nostrils and mouth as the energy within her built and built and built.

“This has been but a taster of what’s to come,” Annex said, seemingly unfazed by Brie’s amassing power. “Disobey us and pay in blood.” 

Brie screamed, releasing her rage in a beam of intense orange light that burst from her eyes and mouth. It arched across the sky, bending as it traveled, and slammed into Annex’s chest. He absorbed it, twisting it with his hands, before shoving it away from himself and redirecting it out, into the city. It cut into the northern Sword, slicing through the building in a rush of heat and light.

“No!” Brie shouted, the heat evaporating from her chest and replaced with an intense chill. Annex said nothing as he drifted away, smoke billowing from his hands and chest. 

The northern Sword shook, molten rock and metal dribbling away from a hole in its twentieth floor. It wobbled, then lurched as the twentieth floor gave way in a sickening screech of twisting metal and collapsing concrete. The top half of the building toppled forward, gravity calling it home, where it would fall into the lake, crushing anyone in its path and killing everyone inside. 

Without thinking, Brie rushed over to the building and caught it, her hands gripping two steel beams as, inside, frightened office workers clutched onto their desks. Their world had turned vertical in the blink of an eye and those lucky enough to have something to cling to were doing so for dear life. Others were pressed against the windows, their bodies creating a pressure too great for most glass to withstand. Cracks appeared, and people screamed, fumbling over one another to find something else to hold on to, little realizing they were making it worse.

Brie held on, her arms quivering with the weight of the building, wing beats labored as she tried—and failed—to right the tower. Slowly she was losing ground, falling closer and closer to the park. The building was too long to lay flat, too cumbersome to put back, too damaged for Brie to fix alone. Worse of all, it was too heavy. The crushing weight of it pressed Brie lower and lower and would no doubt grind her into the ground where she belonged. Grind her into nothing just as she deserved. 

“No, no, no!” she clenched her teeth as her arms burned and the weight became too great. A clashing grind followed by a thousand gasps and screams sounded as the tip of the northern Sword sliced into an apartment building across from the central park. The Sword’s radio tower bucked and detached, draping itself over half a dozen buildings like a deflated hot air balloon. Another inch dropped and the apartment building groaned dangerously under the sheer mass of the Sword. 

“Please,” Brie begged to no one in particular. She wanted to let go. She couldn’t hold on. It was too much, too heavy, too overwhelming. But how many would die if she did? How many would be crushed or fall to their deaths because of her? Because of her rage, her anger, her stupidity. “I can’t.”

“You must,” said Xerxun. “You are not yet Red, Brianna. You can hold it.”

“It’s too heavy!”

“Nothing is too heavy for Ancestor.”

Chunks of stone crumbled away from the buildings as they pressed together and, below, desperate tenants rushed out of their homes to find safety elsewhere. Inside the Sword, more and more people were losing their grips and falling to swat against the windows, or landing on their colleagues already pressed against the glass. Cracks ran along the glass, threatening to shatter at any moment. But what to do? How to save everyone? Lower the Sword and crush the apartments. Keep the Sword held aloft and eventually, people would fall to their deaths. Or, worse of all, give up. Let the Sword crush her, killing everyone inside and demolishing the apartments.

A sound like ice giving way reached Brie’s ears and her heart shot into her throat. A way aways, shards of glass burst into the sky, followed by two dozen screaming men and women as they fell, flailing, to their doom. Brie watched, her sight clouded by tears, as the people plummeted to the city a hundred meters below. She was still watching when a net of clay launched from the ground, snagging the free-falling civilians and securing them on a pillar of stone. The net transformed into a flat slab of stone, connecting to the pillar, which soon became a flight of stairs.

Stonemancer rushed past the now safe workers riding atop a disfigured griffin. She circled Brie, taking in the sight of the Sword and the damaged section, before falling to the city level and planting her hands into the ground. Moments later, dozens of rocky pillars shot from the ground, wedging against the Sword and alleviating the weight.

Brie sighed, feeling the bulk of the mass leaving her arms and transferring to the pillars.

“I’m gone for five minutes, huh?” Ashley said as she returned. “Digging the horns, by the way.”

“Shut up and get this thing off me!”

“Yup. Smart idea. Very smart.” Ashley waved her hands, lifting them gradually upward, and the pillars grew, easing the Sword slowly upward. Another window smashed, but Ashley’s nets were there to catch the fallers. When pillars crumbled, unable to withstand the weight of the building, Ashley erected new ones, flying between them all and bolstering where she had to. Meanwhile, Brie pushed. With the pillars supporting the bulk of the Sword, Brie was able to control its ascent, guiding it into place until, at least, it was aligned with the first nineteen floors.

As Brie and tens of stone pillars held the Sword in place, Ashley worked her magic. She soared around the building’s gaping, smoldering hole, creating supports to anchor the two halves together. Next, she dropped to the ground, where she gathered a thick suit of rocky armor around herself before aiming her arms at the hole and shooting two massive streams of stone and asphalt. Brie watched as the hole was gradually filled, rocks melding together and molding into whatever shape Ashley commanded. She just so happened to command the shape of a building. As the walls filled in, stone windows appeared, then fell away, revealing a barren interior with nothing but a flight of stairs connecting the nineteenth and twenty-first floors. 

One by one the safety pillars fell away, and the northern Sword remained in place, solid and standing once more, much to the delight of the crowds below who cheered, whooped, and chanted Stonemancer’s name. 

The city was safe, so why couldn’t Brie let go? She stayed, anchored to the walls of the Sword, watching as the workers collected themselves and rushed to the stairwells. Their climb would be long and rushed without the use of the elevators, but Brie would hold onto the tower until everyone was safely out. She wouldn’t let it go. No one else would die today. Not because of her.

“Hey,” Ashley said as she and her griffin hovered beside Brie. “You can let go now. I fixed it.”

“No,” said Brie, her lower lip quivering. “Not until everyone’s out.”

“But it won’t fall, I—”

“I can’t let go. Don’t make me.”

“OK,” said Ashley. “We’ll wait until everyone’s out. I’ll be right here, backing you up.”
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Four hours later and the northern Sword was evacuated, save for the teams of firefighters scouring each floor for anyone injured or worse. News helicopters came and went, shining their lights and pointing their cameras at Brie as she hugged the building, Ashley by her side. What the newspaper headlines would be, Brie dread to think. She’d not be looking at them either way. 

Dusk was settling in by the time Brie unpeeled herself from the steel beams and accepted a ride on the back of Ashley’s griffin. She’d spent the best part of the entire day flying and her wings felt as stone-like as the bird beneath Brie’s thighs. She gripped hold of Ashley’s hips as they soared through the city, a fluttering coziness filling her as Ashley’s protective, orbiting rocks expanded to encompass Brie too. 

Before long they were landing a block away from Brie’s apartment, nestling onto the roof of some hardware store. Brie could see her building, even her window. Kayla was probably home. She couldn’t face the inevitable confrontation. Not yet. Not whilst she was exhausted.

“Can we go to your cave?” Brie asked meekly. “Please.”

“Yeah. Sure. Of course,” Ashley replied, and moments later they were flying once more.

Brie tightened her grip on Ashley’s waist and rested her head against her back, watching as the world passed her by below. Flying without the effort of flapping your own wings was a novelty; much more exciting than doing it yourself. Soon, the city vanished, replaced by Lake Erie and the rapidly approaching stone fist of Ashley’s hideout.

They landed and Brie slipped off the back of the griffin. She wandered over to the kitchen, where Miguel sat holding an open pizza box. The pizza was cold but Brie helped herself to a slice all the same, chewing slowly as she stared at nothing, a black hole taking shape within her stomach where, mere hours ago, an insatiable rage had dwelled. She remembered tearing her antlers away and having a pair of horns growing instantaneously. They were still there, sticking through her head like a grizzly reminder of the suffering she’d caused.

Suddenly, the Skull of Xerxun in her hands felt wrong. Too heavy. Too alien. Too drenched in blood. She dropped it, feeling little more than nausea when she looked at the object. It sat on the kitchen table, thin strips of smoke drifting through the eye sockets.

As herself once more, Brie left the kitchen and fell onto the sofa, where Ashley was busy tidying up her dressing gown, a bowl of soggy Lucky Charms, and a pair of nail clippers.

“You’re welcome to stay the night,” Ashley said. “If you want, I mean. I can make you a bedroom like that.” She snapped her fingers and a new stalagmite grew out the ceiling, though, curiously, it was shaped like an index finger. “Shit.” Ashley snapped her fingers again and the stalagmite retracted back into the ceiling. Grew again. And retracted. It repeated the process three more times, Ashley growing pinker and snapping her fingers with abandon as the giant stone finger hammered away at the ceiling. Eventually, she reached her hands forward and tore the whole thing off the ceiling with her powers, launching it out, past the waterfall, and into the lake.

“Sorry,” she said, failing to look Brie in the eyes.

“So,” Brie said as she sunk deeper into the sofa, “how do your powers work, exactly?”

The nervous laugh Ashley gave was equal parts adorable and endearing. “You’re gonna ask that now? After that display?”

“Well, that display is what made me curious.”

Sighing, Ashley plonked herself onto the sofa and ran her hands through her hair. The stone armor she usually wrapped herself in was long gone, leaving her in that skin-tight, black catsuit, stone fist imprinted on her chest. “You read many comic books?” she asked.

“A few,” Brie replied.

“Know how Green Lantern works?”

“A magic ring and a lot of imagination.”

“It’s kinda like that without the ring. Add a mixture of Magneto’s metal manipulation, but replace metal with anything vaguely related to stones, and you’ve got me.”

“Neat.” Brie wiggled into the sofa and cupped her hands over her stomach. “You just imagined a big ol’ finger banging the ceiling, then?”

Ashley’s silence was telling enough, but her glowing red cheeks pushed her all the way into the realm of guilt. “Certain… subconscious thoughts… or conscious feelings… manifest in interesting ways sometimes. It’s never an exact science. Who really knows what happens in our brains anyway? I always crave finger foods after being out and about, it could have been that. It was probably that. It was definitely that.”

“Definitely,” Brie echoed, stared ahead into the black TV screen. In its standby state, the TV worked as a bad mirror, showing Brie and Ashley lounging side-by-side; so close yet separated by an invisible barrier that Brie couldn’t—or wouldn’t—cross.

“So, I—” they both said together, laughing awkwardly and gesturing for the other to continue.

Brie spoke first. “So, I never told you why I came to you this morning. Apart from saying thanks, at least.” She took a deep breath and told Ashley all about Annex and her meeting with Serena and Nathan that morning. She unleashed everything: from Kayla’s fight, to the Ward’s betrayal, to Annex’s creation. When she was done, a weight had been lifted from her shoulders; one she didn’t realize she’d been carrying.

“So if I don’t give them the skull by 7am tomorrow… they’ll kill me.”

“They can try,” said Ashley. “I’m not just an Asian bombshell in a rock-powered suit of armor, OK? I’m a world-class hero and you, Ms. Brooke, are officially under my overt protection. That’s right, I’m upgrading you from covert protection. You’ll live here if you want, and we can organize a strict three-foot distance policy at all times, just so I don’t go kissing you again.”

“Three-foot?” Brie glanced at the current distance between them. “We’re already breaking that rule.”

“That’s true… but, I mean… it is my sofa, so…”

They turned their heads simultaneously, their faces so close, Brie could feel Ashley’s hot breath on her cheeks, see every perfect imperfection on her skin, almost taste the cherry and smoke flavor of her lips. Brie’s mouth filled with hot saliva as flashes of that morning’s kiss popped in and out of her mind. Ashley’s hands on her cheeks, their lips interlocking, their bodies pressed together. Brie yearned to feel that again. Yearned to drag Ashley into her and never let go.

For once, Brie thought, she was going to make the first move.

“Fuck it,” she said, closing the gap between them and kissing Ashley on the mouth. Sparks exploded behind Brie’s eyes as Ashley’s surprise melted into lust and they sunk into each other. Their limbs entangled almost instantly as Brie rolled herself onto Ashley’s lap, hands pressed against her cheeks as she rocked her hips by instinct, not really knowing if grinding on another girl's lap really achieved the same thing as it did with guys.

She was overthinking it. Or was she? She didn’t know how to pleasure a girl! Jesus, sometimes she barely knew how to pleasure herself. Do you grab breasts or just play with the nipples? What the hell was she doing?

Brie broke the kiss and pushed away from Ashley, her face scrunched into a ball as she held her arms up to her chest. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not gay. I don’t know what I’m doing or why I’m doing it. But, God, you’re pretty. Why are you so pretty? Can I kiss you again? I’m gonna kiss you again.” She plunged forward once more, leaning heavily into her next kiss and even sucking Ashley’s bottom lip into her mouth. When their tongues met, swirling and wrestling in the space between their mouths, Brie’s doubts vanished. In fact, her entire mind vanished; all conscious thought chased away and replaced with nothing but her primal urges, her raw, sexual need to give and receive.

She gasped as Ashley lifted her off the sofa, her slender arms wrapped around Brie’s waist, hands gripping her ass. Likewise, Brie locked her ankles and clung to Ashley’s neck, unwilling to break their kiss for even a second. Before she knew it, Brie was dropped onto the kitchen counter and Ashley’s mouth was wrongly torn away from hers. A trail of kisses working down her neck was enough to satisfy Brie’s needs. She arched her back, hands gripping the countertop as Ashley sucked on Brie’s neck, making her wince with a rich combination of pleasure and pain.

Ashley continued downward, tugging at Brie’s shirt to get to her collar bone. Pouncing forward, Brie lifted Ashely’s face and sucked her tongue into her mouth as she pawed at her shirt, pulling it over her head and sighing when Ashley’s lips trailed down to her newly exposed breasts. She’d stopped wearing bras—the wings were destroying too many of them—a fact Ashley lavished as she delved into Brie’s flesh.

The act itself wasn’t new to Brie but the experience was. Her heart thumped, sending quakes throughout her entire body as adrenaline made her limbs shake and lust made her soul ache. An ache that only deepened the more Ashley worked her tongue. An ache that traveled from her heart through her stomach and arrived firmly between her legs. An ache that wouldn’t be satisfied with foreplay alone.

Shoving Ashely back, Brie slid off the counter without breaking eye contact. She didn’t know if she was being sexy. She hoped she was. Do girls find suggestive eye-contact erotic? She hoped so. God, she was doing it again. Trapped in her brain whilst her body fought for control. Apparently her brain only shut down when Ashley touched her. So she let Ashley touch her. And she touched Ashley back; hands exploring every inch of this powerful woman’s body. Every bump and curve, every mound, and every delicate inch of her skin.

They were back on the sofa before Brie knew it, Ashley laying on top with her costume all but forgotten. She was wearing a sports bra and a Calvin Klein thong, her body toned and hardened from years of fighting, scars and bullet wounds littering her skin from collar to shin, but not detracting from her allure. If anything, Brie wanted to kiss each and every scar; to heal them retroactively, to let Ashley know she’d be safe in Brie’s hands. That her scars were as beautiful as she was.

Soon, all their clothes were gone and they were writhing together on the sofa, hands groping and grabbing at each other’s flesh as their lips refused to stay separated for longer than a heartbeat. Even if Brie tried, she couldn’t stay away. Like magnets, they found each other. Like junkies, they were trapped by one another.

Brie brushed her fingers along Ashley’s inner thigh, climbing until she felt Stonemancer’s wetness. The worry and doubt came flooding back all at once. What if she wasn’t good enough? What if she did it wrong? What if she damaged something or hurt Ashley? Touching yourself and touching someone else couldn’t be the same, surely? 

As it turns out, it was more or less the exact same, given some communication and enthusiastic practice. As it turns out, Brie wasn’t half bad at giving Ashley multiple, crashing orgasms. And Ashely was all too eager to return the favor.
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WHO AM I?
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Hours later, Brie lay in Ashley’s bed, her lover’s arm draped across her chest as she stared at the ceiling. Ashley’s bedroom was at the top of the hideout, an open sky view with a retractable roof. The retractable roof being operated by Ashely’s powers, of course. Now, in her post-orgasm glow, Brie felt her head was clearer than it’d been in weeks—perhaps even months. She stared at the twinkling stars above, the moon waxing and far afield, a sliver of silver hanging in the breezy night. 

Despite the chill and the open roof, Brie was far from cold. Two thick duvet covers provided comfort whilst Ashley’s naked body radiated enough heat to fuel a forge. It made sense, given how goddamn hot she was. Brie smiled to herself with the thought, allowing her mind to drift back to every naughty act she’d just committed; allowing her body to quiver and her sex to throb with the memory of every moaning gasp, every laugh bitten back, every scream stifled by a kiss, and every dirty word uttered. 

She’d received oral from a woman. She’d performed oral on a woman. On a list of things she never thought she’d do, both of those were pretty high up there. They’d done more; things Brie didn’t have names for; things Brie was desperate to do again. None of it mattered individually. It was all sex. Sex with a woman. Sex with Ashley.

“Oh no...” Brie said, a sinking feeling opening up within her stomach. “Am I lesbian?” 

One thing was for certain: she wasn’t straight. That realization, that undeniable truth, sent her spiraling. Her chest tightened, her heart thumping like thunder in her chest. She had to leave. Had to escape and fly and think. She threw the covers off and snatched Ashley’s dressing gown from the floor. It was fluffy and smelt of her; all lemongrass and granite. God, why did that smell make her stomach do somersaults? Why did she have to feel this way? It wasn’t fair. She didn’t want this; she didn’t want to have to deal with life as a gay woman or even a bisexual woman. Reality was already punishing enough, she didn’t need another reason to be hated and discriminated against. Women of color had enough to deal with without the added stigma of homosexuality.

She could already hear the catcalls and the slurs ringing in her ears. Dyke Pocahontas, exotic lesbo, Indian muff diver; the list was endless. It was ammunition in the gun of prejudice and Brie couldn’t handle it. The world didn’t want her to be herself, so she’d hide. She’d find a boy who was good enough. Live in a house that was nice enough. Have a life that was fine enough. Because a comfortable enough existence was better than an unending slog of hate. Better than being unemployed because a company doesn’t agree with your ‘lifestyle choice’. Better than being disowned by friends and family who think you’re just ‘going through a phase’. Better than being spat on by strangers for having the audacity to hold your lover’s hand. 

It took strength to endure a world that hated you for merely existing. Already, Brie had shouldered the hate of being a woman. Shouldered the hate of not being white. Unfortunately, she wasn’t strong enough to shoulder the hate of being something other than straight—whatever that may be. 

In the main cave, Brie found her clothes strewn across the sofa and kitchen. She pulled them on and snatched the Skull of Xerxun from the countertop. Moments later and she was back in the nighttime sky, wings flapping as she bee-lined for home.
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Brie stepped into her apartment and collapsed face-down onto the mattress, relieved that Kayla wasn’t there. She allowed the skull to roll out of her hands and sighed as her body returned to its normal shape and size. One thing she’d noticed, though, was the return of her antlers. The horns she’d grown yesterday appeared to be temporary. At least, she hoped they were. The anger she’d felt had threatened to tear her apart, and had caused an awful lot of damage. She didn’t want to know how many people had died in the destruction of the twentieth floor of the northern Sword. Was she being blamed for it? It was Annex who’d directed the beam, but Brie who’d fired it. She should have known better than to unleash Ancestor’s strongest ability in a heavily populated city.

She should have known better than to get involved with someone like Ashley. 

Ashley. Soft, gorgeous, titillating Ashley. If only Brie were back in bed with her. If only she were brave enough to confront her feelings and accept herself. If only she hadn’t picked up the skull. She should’ve let Nathan and Serena have the damn thing. If she had, she’d have never fled to Temple, never met Ashley, never fallen out with Kayla, never been faced with such a burden. Such a choice. 

Surrender the skull or keep it.

Surrender the skull or suffer. But who would be suffering? Kayla and Ashley? Cousin James? Grandpa Arthur? Choices were harder when you couldn’t fully appreciate the stakes. How many lives were acceptable collateral damage when weighed against something as powerful as the Skull of Xerxun? In the wrong hands, the skull’s power could wreak untold destruction. In fact, the popular depiction of Satan derived from a Red Ancestor. Such was the lasting horror of Ancestor’s potential. Such was the significance of the decision presented to Brie now.

“You’re unusually quiet, Xerxun,” Brie said, her voice muffled by the pillow. “Could use some advice.”

“Mine own words would not be appreciated, I fear,” Xerxun said quietly.

“You’ve not steered me wrong yet.”

“Perhaps. But I feel thy resentment toward me. For the curse I have lain at thy feet. A thousand apologies would never be enough. I have stolen from thou a life free of torture and doom, sealed thy fate from thy first breath to thy last, and even then I am not sated. Even then I demand servitude in the life thereafter.

“I can only beg of thou a forgiveness I do not deserve. 

“I can only renew what has been told to thou countless times.

“Entropy is coming. When it arrives, there must be an Ancestor to lead the Forebears. It is clear thy mother and uncle wish me ill. They themselves admit to flirting with Entropy’s forces. If they were to find themselves in the possession of mine own skull, I can but fear the worst.”

“Then what do I do?” Brie rolled onto her back, stared at the ceiling, and checked her cell phone. It was five am, which meant she only had two hours until her time was up and she’d have to face Annex, Nathan, and Serena once more. Not to mention the start of her shift at the coffee shop in an hour’s time. But screw that, she wasn’t going to work. A part of her felt like she had to, if only to distract herself from the possibly world-ending choice she was yet to make.

“I cannot make that choice for thee, Brianna. But, I can tell thee a story.” Xerxun cleared his throat, a strange thing for a ghost, and spoke gently. “Millenia past, before the birth of thy civilization, my people were at war. Not with the Rinkleman Empire, they came later. No, these were our neighbors. The Tennem people were a hardy brood, a people of horses and of song. 

“I am not proud to admit I was the aggressor in our conflict. I forged my crown by uniting the tribes of Mentica in the name of expansion and the blanket of security. Tennem was the tribe to resist me. They would later become a fierce ally, but in my youth, there was no foe I hated more bitterly than they.

“We were warring for two years before peace. The turning point came at the battle of Two Rivers when I and a young Tennem General named Gentol Is The Way locked in bitter combat. I was without complete command of all my otherworldly gifts before then and he was as skilled a warrior as any I’d ever faced. 

“Our private battle led us into the rivers and we were swept away, into a wilderness far less forgiving than the tamed forests and jungles that inhabit the world now. For miles we were taken, still battling, until lost were we. Totally and without hope of rescue, Gentol and I had no choice but to lay our differences aside and work together as one to ensure our salvation.

“That man changed me. Saved me.”

Brie rolled her eyes. “This isn’t a story that’s going to help with my choice, is it?”

Xerxun continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “That man was everything I needed and more. He was the moon to my sun, the boat to my sea, the answer to every question I’d ever asked about the world. And the first time I accepted him into me—”

“Jesus, do we have to? We’re related, c’mon.”

“I was more whole than I’d ever been before, both in body and in soul. I was lucky enough to follow my heart. I was lucky enough to spend a lifetime exploring him and he exploring me. When my task here is done I shall be returning to him, of that I am promised. But thou do not need to wait to be reunited with thy love. Thou do not need to spend the rest of thy life searching for a placebo to fill the void in thine heart.

“She is but a short flight away, sleeping still and not yet aware of thy departure. She need never be aware of thy departure. Thou need never be alone again.”

“I can’t,” Brie said. She battled with her lower lip to stop it quivering. Battled with her eyes to stop them welling with tears. Battled with herself to stop from tearing out the door and racing, hell-or-highwater, back into Ashley’s embrace. “I’m not that person. I can’t be that person. And, besides, I have to be Ancestor. I don’t have time for emotional nonsense.”

“Brianna Brooke, I can release thou of thine servitude at a moment’s notice. I ask only that thou deliver mine own skull into the hands of a worthy heir. Annex cannot be allowed to possess mine own power, thou must understand.”

“What?” Brie sat up. “You’d drop me just like that? What about all that champion crap?”

“Thou art a champion, and thou always will be, but I would rather see thou accept thyself and find love than carry the torch of my legacy when it brings thou nothing but pain. There is no shame in shelving the sword and taking up a farmer’s plow instead.”

Brie could have her life back. She could return to being an ordinary twenty-two-year-old woman. Maybe she could even go home? Not to the Brooke mansion but to Marble, or even just Iowa. Hang up the wings, break off the antlers, and pass on the skull. She could give it to James. Or anyone else in the family, for that matter. And then what? Work in a coffee shop for the rest of her life? Watch the news and see second-hand all of Ancestor’s daring feats?

Despite everything, the threats, the relationship woes, the pressure; despite it all, she truly did love being Ancestor. The feeling of the air on her face as she flew through the city, the power of knowing she could lift entire buildings, the way people looked at her with admiration and just a hint of jealousy… It was all intoxicating.

“Oh my God, why can’t one decision in my life be easy?” Brie fell back in the bed and covered her face with a pillow. She frowned, remembering her fight with Kayla earlier that night. She’d grown into Ancestor and shattered the living room bulb. But the light was on, and there wasn’t any glass on the floor.

Sitting up, Brie swallowed a limp in her throat and stood. Light was still flooding out of the door to the second bedroom, and the flashlights were still fine. She turned her head to see the door to the first bedroom. It was shut, but Brie could already see the darkness beneath the frame.

“Kayla, you didn’t…” She jumped to her feet and rushed over to the first bedroom. Inside was pitch black, the bulb removed from the middle light fixture in the middle of the room. She slammed the door shut, already feeling the terrible, intruding gaze of Nathan descending over her.

Kayla would be with Marcus, of course she would be... but Brie had to go out looking for her. She had to warn her about Nathan, Annex, and Serena, had to apologize for their argument, or demand an apology? She didn’t know anymore. She just wanted her friend to be safe. 

With the skull in one hand and her cell phone in the other, Brie rushed out the apartment door, shooting off a quick text to Kayla before hitting the dial button. 

It rang once. Twice. Three times. Then went to voicemail.

“Hey! It’s Kayla,” came Kayla’s bubbly voice. “Sorry, I’m on a date with Milo Ventimiglia right now. You know what to do at the beep.”

“You’re in danger, Kayla. Stay out of shadows, don’t go anywhere with anyone you don’t trust. And call me back. Please. I love you.” Brie hung up, rushed outside, and flew into the air. Kayla was out there, somewhere. And Brie was going to find her.
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“I made you this.” Carl held out a bracelet with a wolf-shaped talisman for Brie to take. It was woven with beads and string, the wolf impressively accurate and carved from stone. “It’s a male alpha,” he said, pointing to the wolf as Brie accepted the gift. “I’m wearing a female alpha. That way we’ll always remember each other when we look at them. We can howl, actually. If you like.” He started howling, but Brie put a hand on his wrist and shook her head.

“There’re customers, Carl,” she said, smiling at a line of men and women waiting to be served their morning fix of caffeine. “But, thank you. It’s really lovely.” She stuffed the bracelet into her pocket and got to work serving the queue. 

She’d spent the last hour scouring the city for Kayla, looking everywhere she could think to look. Soon, the most likely place Kayla would be was the coffee shop, so that’s where Brie waited, her heart sinking with every passing minute.  

Carl hadn’t even reprimanded her for bailing all of yesterday, he’d just been delighted to see her that morning. He rushed around, grinning as he served customers and constantly attempting to make eye-contact with Brie, but she wasn’t in the mood. She was too worried about Kayla 

Whilst Carl’s actions were still deeply inappropriate, Brie at least felt safe around him. In a weird sort of way, she felt safer with him now having survived the ordeal with Neil than she did before. Maybe because the idea of Carl becoming physical was so absurd it was funny. Maybe because Brie knew what she’d do if she were ever in that situation again. Strange how seeing the depths of your vulnerability hardened a person. 

Because Brie knew that if Neil, Carl, or anyone else tried to force themselves on her again, she wouldn’t freeze. She didn’t need the Skull of Xerxun to destroy the likes of Carl. If he gave her a reason, he’d soon learn just how alpha she could be.

Customers came and went, a sea of faces either too awake or still sleeping. The start of the day was when one saw how stark the divide between early birds and night owls truly was. The cheery morning people smiling and tipping generously, genuinely happy to be facing a fresh new day, versus the barely functional zombies, shuffling in search of their liquid energy. Their ‘wake-up’ juice. 

Brie herself was operating on a shot of espresso every ten minutes. If she didn’t keep it up, she feared she’d drop to sleep where she stood. With the excitement of yesterday, the encounter with Ashley and their passionate late-night escapades, Brie supposed she’d only had a total of three hours sleep. The last time she’d actually climbed into her own bed for longer than a few hours was two days ago, before the ordeal with Neil. Her eyelids were leaden, her chest hollowed, her feet like numb clumps of clumsy meat glued to her legs with gum and elastic bands. Better this than face her dreams though.

Better to stay awake than close her eyes and be tortured by images of Ashley.

At ten past six, Marcus showed up. He took one look at Brie, rolled his eyes, and attempted to vanish into the back rooms, but Brie blocked his path.

“Where’s Kayla? Her shift started ten minutes ago,” Brie asked, little caring for the queue of customers waiting for their coffee.

“What do I know? She’s your girlfriend,” Marcus said, attempting to barge past Brie.

Ashley’s face burst into Brie’s mind and her chest tightened. “I don’t have a girlfriend,” she said much too quickly. 

“But she wishes she did,” said Xerxun.

“Shut up,” Brie snarled.

Marcus shrugged and again tried to get around Brie. “Well, she loves you more than me. Whatever. You’re welcome to each other. Fucking dykes.”

“What are you talking about? What happened?”

“What happened? Like you don’t know. She calls me at midnight telling me all these lies about what Neil supposedly did to you and tells me we’re through. Yeah right. Bitches are always trying to blame my boy, when in reality you were probably sucking him off and that bitch Stonemancer—who Neil’s suing, by the way—saw you, and you wanted to save face in front of your super-girly-powered lady-boner-hero, so you lied about not wanting it—when you actually did—and she believed you because ‘girl power’ or whatever. Sluts, man. You’re all the goddamn same. You just do—”

Marcus’s nose made a satisfying crunch as Brie’s fist collided with it. The squeal of surprise bursting from his lips was almost as perfect as the noises Ashley had made last night. It was certainly no more masculine. A cocktail of shock and fear washed over Marcus’s face as he stumbled away from Brie, tripped over a box of coffee granules, and flopped to the floor. Blood gushed from his nose, pouring through his fingers and staining his uniform. 

“Crazy bitch!” he said nasally. “You broke my—Carl! Carl, she broke my fucking nose!”

Carl, who’d been watching from behind the counter—as he always was—glanced between Marcus laying sprawled on the floor, and Brie, who stood with her fists clenched and her chest rising and falling. He nodded at Brie, lifting his thumb towards her in a universal sign of approval.

“Alpha wolf,” he declared as he lifted both hands into the air and strolled out the front door, howling all the while.

“Clean right hook, Moose, I’ve taught you well.”

Oh, God. That voice. That tantalizing, seducing voice. As rigid as the statues in Stonemancer’s cave, Brie turned to face her one-time-lover. Ashley wore her big fur coat, hair straightened and make-up perfect. She looked absolutely fantastic. Obviously she’d done it on purpose; probably planning to throw Brie into a fit of wild arousal. Brie hated that it was working.

“Hi,” was all Brie could say as she stared deeply into Ashley’s bottomless, dark-brown eyes.

“That it?” Ashley asked with a shrug. “I wake up and you’re gone. No note, no text. I was… I was worried, man.”

“I don’t, um… I don’t have your number,” Brie said lamely. “So I couldn’t text.”

“Do you, maybe, want it?”

Yes. Of course she wanted it. She wanted to etch it on her skin and call it every day and listen to Ashley’s voice until the sun exploded or Entropy arrived. “OK.”

“Do you have a pen?”

“No.”

“Right.” Ashley sighed, scratched her head, and bit her lip. There were things she clearly wanted to say. Brie knew the feeling. “So, can we talk about us? Last night was—”

“So, um, now’s not really a great time,” said Brie. “I’ve gotta find Kayla. Do you want to hear today’s specials?” Why did she say that? Jesus, who said that to someone they slept with the night before? Her cheeks were on fire, her stomach twisted in knots as she attempted, and failed, to meet Ashley’s eyes.

“Nah,” Ashley said eventually. “I don’t think so, Moose.” She tapped the counter thrice, shook her head, and backed away, towards the door. “I’ll cya around, yeah? Maybe at the next burning building.”

Brie watched, her eyes swimming, as Ashley wandered away, her hands stuffed in her pockets. She didn’t look back as she crossed the street, holding up a middle finger to a pissed driver honking his horn. Then she was gone. Vanished behind an SUV and forever out of Brie’s life. 

So that was that, then. One problem fixed. One less thing to worry about and obsess over. Now she could focus on being straight. Boys. Yay... 

If it was fixed, why did she feel so awful? Why was her stomach in freefall and her heart aching as though it’d been punched by Mike Tyson? 

“Oh my God,” said Marcus, pulling himself off the floor. “You actually are a dyke, aren’t you? Like, for real, real.” He laughed, wincing at the pain of it, and went in search of a paper towel. “This makes so much sense! No wonder you’re a psycho. Must be hard wishing you were a man all the time, huh? Was that your girlfriend? She was hot. Mad props to you. Neil’s gonna laugh so hard, you don’t even know.”

Something snapped in Brie’s head. Or rather, something fell into place. Something clicked and—just like that—she knew who she was. She knew who she wanted. She dug into her pocket and held the wolf bracelet Carl had made. Time to be an alpha. The bracelet slid over her wrist and gave her strength. Turning on her heel, she marched over to Marcus and put her hands on his shoulders, relishing only slightly in his flinching at her touch.

“Lesbian, gay, dyke or whatever, you don’t get to tell me what my sexuality is, you piece of shit gremlin,” she said, then she kneed him in the testicles and shoved him into a wall, where he groaned and clutched at his bruising genitalia. “I’m not a man or a psycho. I’m a lesbian. Maybe. Or I’m bisexual. I don’t know! Who fucking cares? But you’re right about one thing, Marcus: hell yeah, that was my girlfriend.”

Brie snatched her backpack and vaulted over the counter, knocking past an arriving customer, and bursting out into the street. She spotted Ashley turning a corner across the road, her fur coat trailing behind her, a hand covering her mouth and nose. Without thinking, Brie raced into the road, dodged a honking truck, and slid over a parked car’s hood. She sprinted faster than ever before, little caring for the pedestrians she was whipping past, her mind entirely consumed with Ashley.

Turning the corner, she was confronted by a long line of video billboards and flashing lights. Here was Temple’s ever-bustling Theatre Row, offering such Broadway hits as The Ghost of the Concert, Hair Gel, and Mamma Maybe! Brie ignored the flashing lights and the costumed street performers as she swam upstream, through tourists, actors, and commuters alike. There were too many people and she was too short to see past them. Too small to keep her head above water as she was forcibly dragged away from Ashley. Now and again she saw the fur coat vanishing through the crowds. Every time it resurfaced, it was further away.

Brie’s stomach flipped. This was her chance and she was missing it. Ashley was slipping through her fingers and she couldn't handle it. Couldn’t take it any longer.

“Screw this!” she dove into her handbag and grabbed the Skull of Xerxun. Orange smoke encompassed her, hiding her transformation from the oppressive crowds, who collectively gasped and formed a ring around Brie. Theatrics were expected on Theatre Row, after all.

Ancestor shot from the center of the smoke, wings beating as she took to the sky, where she lingered above the flashing lights and gawping, applauding crowds.

“Stonemancer!” Brie bellowed, pouring all her anguish, fear, and hope into that one word. Tears were already dampening her cheeks as she scanned the crowds below her, searching, praying, waiting. Waiting. Her heart thumped, her limbs quaking as her mind raced with every possibility. What if she wasn’t there? What if she was there? What if she rejected her? What if—

“Have faith, Brianna,” said Xerxun, the excitement in his voice obvious. “Thou art a champion.”

Brie was ready to call Stonemancer’s name again when a woman wrapped in rocks wandered into the road. She stared up at Brie, her stone mask hiding her eyes but the slight curve of her lips betraying her joy.

“You’ve gotta come down,” Ashley said. “My griffin’s parked a few blocks away.”

“I don’t think I can,” replied Brie, and it was the truth. Her legs were jellied, shaking so viciously the crowds must have thought she was desperate for a pee. If she tried to stand on them, she was sure she’d fall.

“One sec.” Ashley aimed her hands at the ground and the earth rumbled. A pillar of asphalt shot upward, carrying Ashley into the sky until she was face-to-face with Brie. “Hey,” she said, smiling.

“Hey,” said Brie. “So, um, I found a pen to give you my number. But it’s in my handbag and I left that on the street. Which probably wasn’t all too smart.” She grinned nervously, staring into Ashley’s half-covered face and wishing she could see all of it. The lips were enough for now. 

As if Ashley could read Brie’s mind, two holes appeared in the helmet, opening up to show her too-perfect eyes. “Tell me yours, I have a good memory.”

“I’m sorry,” Brie said as she reached forward and laced her fingers in Ashley’s. “I shouldn’t have run away. I was scared and confused. I still am. I don’t know what I am or what this is between us, but I know that I want to explore it. I know that I… I love you.”

Ashley’s open mouth and sparkling eyes turned quickly into the broadest, smuggest grin Brie had ever seen. “You love me?” Ashley said, her grip tightening around Brie’s hands.

“I think so?” Was it love when you couldn’t get someone out of your head? Was it love when looking at them made your heart hurt? Was it love when the idea of missing even a single day by their side filled you with ice and made your vision misty with tears? Whatever it was, Brie felt it. She felt it and she was tired of denying that basic truth about herself.

Ashley lunged forward, leaping off her asphalt tower and wrapping her arms around Brie’s neck. Brie caught her, holding her aloft effortlessly as their faces drew together and their lips entangled once more. Brie spun in the air, aware of the crowds gawking beneath her but not caring about them. The only thing that mattered—the only person Brie wanted to be with in that moment—was Ashley. Ashley who was quivering in Brie’s arms, her hands viciously gripping the back of Brie’s head as she kissed more forcefully than Brie had ever been kissed. Because it wasn’t just a kiss: it was a chapter title. A leaping off point. A start of something unbreakable.

The kiss finally ended and the two women stared into each other’s eyes, foreheads pressed together as they smiled and laughed and held each other. 

Ashley laced her hand into Brie’s, kissed her on the cheek, and said, “I lov—”

A woman screamed and the sound of bursting static washed over Theatre Row. Lights flickered off one by one as every TV billboard shut down, plunging the street into the early-morning darkness of late fall. The billboards booted up once more, displaying only a blue screen and a single tone of noise. Brie watched with Ashley still in her arms, a weight settling into her stomach as, out of the solid blue, the shape of a man materialized.

“Your deadline’s upon you, Ancestor,” Annex said, his voice reverberating like an old, war-time speech as the billboard displays lagged behind each other. His gas mask—now fixed following their last encounter—took up the entirety of the screens, that rasping, Darth Vader-style wheeze disturbing Brie to her core.

“It’s time,” he continued, “to suffer.” Annex stood aside, revealing a flood-light-lit quarry and a bloodied woman tied to a chair. It was Kayla, a gag in her mouth, tears and mascara streaming down her cheeks. “She dies in ten minutes.”

The screen went black. A countdown appeared.

00:10:00.

00:09:59.

00:09:58.

It continued counting down, ticking Kayla’s life away. Brie felt every lost second in her soul, the joyous tears dampening her cheeks one moment now little more than liquid pain turning icy in the bitter morning cold.

“I know where she is,” said Ashley, who brought her fingers to her mouth and blew a sharp whistle. “That’s the quarry south of town. Follow me and we’ll be there in three minutes, I promise.” When her griffin arrived, Ashley clambered on and looked Brie in the eye. “She’s going to be fine, OK? We’re gonna save her.”

“Yeah,” Brie replied, her tongue like cotton in her mouth. “She’ll be OK.” If only she believed those words. If only she could force them to be true.

“Hey,” Ashley put a hand on Brie’s cheek and kissed her gently on the lips. “We can do this. Together. We can beat him.” With that, Ashley directed her griffin away from Theatre Row and into the sky. Brie watched her go, a numbness spreading from her chest. Try as she might, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was going to die.




 

 

 

[image: ]

THE QUARRY
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True to her word, Ashley guided Brie out of Temple and to a quarry on the city’s limits. At least forty-feet deep, the quarry featured a winding path leading all the way around the edge and traveling deeper into the pit. The path was wide enough for diggers and other heavy machinery but appeared to have been long abandoned. Steps in the sides of the walls showed where each level of the quarry had been dug out, and a minor pond of murky water sat in the very center of the otherwise rocky hole.

A convoy of jeeps had set up around the pond, and a camera sat on a tripod, pointed at an empty chair. Kayla was gone, and Brie couldn’t see where. Dozens of armed men watched the skies, all holding rifles and trailing them on Brie and Ashley. Surely they knew guns wouldn’t work? Maybe it was a comfort thing? Even if you were facing a tank, you'd feel better with something to fight it with. They wore the same camo gear as the men from the train; the goons who’d been helping Annex before Brie even knew who he was. That felt like a lifetime ago. So much had changed since then. Most noticeable, her relationship with Ashley.

The rapid rap-tatt of gunfire filled the sky and a bullet ricocheted off Brie’s shoulder. She ducked and wove, avoiding the bullets where possible, and soaking them up when she couldn’t. Beside her, Ashley did the same, directing her griffin to swoop and dive as she shifted her rock armor into a protective shell surrounding her.

Together, they plummeted to the earth, vanishing past the lip of the quarry and fast approaching Annex’s men. Brie landed first, the ground exploding around her in a shockwave as she slammed into the rock. Men screamed as they stumbled to their knees, yet plenty more maintained their onslaught. At a quick count, Brie estimated sixty or more men. They were cannon fodder, she knew it, they knew it, Annex knew it. But if she meant to save Kayla, Brie had no choice but to incapacitate these soldiers. The real task would be doing so without killing them. Ashley’s words about death and going down a dark path rang in Brie’s head. Now, more than ever, she needed to heed those words. Now, more than ever, she’d be susceptible to allowing her emotions to consume her and awaken Red Ancestor, like she’d done at the Duel Swords. 

Ashley arrived moments later. She kicked off her griffin—which slammed into the ground and smashed into a thousand tiny pieces—and flew through the air, a wave of rocky shrapnel bursting from her body in all directions and swatting into unsuspecting goons. She plunged into the ground, allowing it to swallow her like water. A beat later, she emerged entirely covered in stone. But she wasn’t alone. Tens of golems clambered out of the ground in various heights and widths, dragging themselves up from the earth like zombies clawing their way from the grave. The griffin re-built, too, growing to thrice its original size and screeching angrily as it beat its wings and swatted two men aside with a flick of its mighty talons.

As Ashley raised her stone army, Brie was busy disarming the goons. She spun and kicked through Annex’s soldiers, holding back on her true strength as she snatched guns and snapped them in half. She almost felt sorry for them as she lifted a man above her head and launched him into three charging goons. They fell like pins, limbs tangled together as they groaned on the dusty ground. 

A bullet slammed into the back of Brie’s head and sparks of hot light flashed behind her eyes. Another bullet took her in the cheek and her head jerked as though it’d been punched. She faced her assaulter—a man wearing a black bulletproof vest with a skull printed on it—and dodged as another of the hard-hitting bullets tore from the boomstick of a gun he was carrying. It was some futuristic weapon with dials and multiple barrels. No doubt some anti-Ancestor toy concocted by Serena and Nathan. Researched, designed, and built using Brooke family money. The thought made Brie’s skin crawl and her stomach churn. She ran for the man, taking bullets to her chest and shrugging them off despite the pain. Despite the damage. 

The soldier’s cruel grin warped into a desperate grimace when he realized his weapon wasn’t working. Hurriedly he fiddled with the dial and re-aimed, but it was too late. Ancestor was upon him. She tore the gun away, ripped it in half, and dropped it at the man’s feet. He shook his head, mouth moving silently as he attempted to back away.

Brie didn’t let him leave. She pulled back her fist and punched him square in the chest, watching as he flew through the air and landed on the hood of a jeep, which burst into life, screaming at the attack. 

“Duck!” Ashley cried, and Brie dropped to her knees. Her hair whipped past her face as a boulder soared over her head, colliding with three men holding more of the new weapons. The boulder rolled, broke apart, and became two golems who proceeded to tear into the goons’ ranks. Their attack was short-lived, however, as the soldiers focused their fire on the rock-beasts, ripping holes through their bodies and reducing them to rubble. 

It didn’t matter, though. Ashley was there, her hands against the ground. A rumbling spread from her fingertips, gripping the entire quarry in a dangerous quaking. Men trembled, grabbing a hold of one another for support, but tumbling to the ground regardless. And when they hit the ground was when Ashley truly struck. Hands burst from the earth, gripping around those unfortunate enough to not be standing, and dragged them under. Nothing but their faces remained above the rock, where they screamed and begged for release.

“How stupid is this guy?” Ashley said as she observed her handiwork. “Luring us to a quarry… I mean, I’m Stonemancer. It’s in the goddamn name.” She grinned like a schoolgirl as her constructs wandered through the carnage. Those goons who hadn’t been sucked below the earth were holding their guns up in surrender. They knew when they were beaten.

But still no Kayla. No Annex.

Why bring them to a quarry? Brie thought. Of course he knew what Ashley could do; her powers had bested him once before. Then she remembered their last encounter and how Annex had effortlessly removed Ashley from the fight with a single throw of a rock. She’d assumed Annex had tossed the rock, but that wasn’t true. Annex was a mime. He hadn’t thrown the rock, he’d—

Ashley vanished. Swallowed by the earth she’d so arrogantly assumed was her ally. Simultaneously the ground trembled once more, though bigger this time. Worse than Ashely had ever made it quake. The jeeps all roared in anger as the few remaining soldiers turned tail and ran. The ones in the ground screamed, begging to be set free. There was nothing Brie could do for them. She could only watch as the earth grew. A hill rose out of the quarry, stone and dust crumbling away from it as it climbed and climbed and climbed. A pair of arms came next, fingers breaking through the rock-crust like ten pillars, grabbing and curling in on themselves as they gripped the ground and pulled. A torso followed, wide and built by shifting plates of rock and stone, most of it sandstone, plenty of it granite and bedrock.

Brie backed away as Ashley’s golems were sucked into the thing clawing its way out of the earth. They became a part of it, consumed by its ever-climbing stature. Those soldiers who’d been buried were a part of it too. They were on the hill-top—which Brie now saw was a head—screaming into the open air as they climbed higher and higher against their will.

Was Ashley with them? Kayla? Were they safe? Protected? How was Annex doing this? Brie didn’t even know if Ashley was capable of creating a golem quite so big. And truly, it was a giant. Like every Kaiju to ever demolish Tokyo. It stood, now at its full height, level with the Duel Swords and every skyscraper in Temple. How did you fight something like that? How did you win against such pure power?

A crack appeared in the giant’s shin. It grew, bursting open like a volcano and spewing the blood of the earth. Only lava didn’t escape the giant, Ashley did. She roared as she scrambled away from the thing, stripped entirely of every ounce of stone on her. Her mask was gone, her armor too; she didn’t have a solitary rock. Not even a pebble.

Without thinking, Brie flew towards her, scooped her into her arms, and looped through the creature’s legs to fly out of the quarry and onto the nearby dirt road. From there, they watched as the giant righted itself, wobbling uneasily on its massive legs.

“Thanks,” Ashley said as she stared at the giant. It was like a caricature of a person; all uneven limbs and round, bulbous body. The head, Brie now saw from afar, was more of a dome sat upon the torso, with no neck to speak of and—in lieu of eyes or any other facial features—had a gaping maw. Much like a cave, in fact. Within that cave was Annex, his hands and legs coated in stone as he controlled his goliath creation. Beside him, cast in a stalagmite up to her neck, was Kayla.

“Are you hurt?” Brie asked as she set Ashley on the ground and crouched to inspect her body. The black catsuit was torn in places along the abdomen and arms, a few fresh and bloody gashes poking through, but nothing that looked too serious.

“I’ll be fine.” Ashley forced herself to stand and flicked her wrists. Rocks climbed out of the ground and entangled her, building the suit of armor Brie had come to expect and admire. Another flick of her wrists and Ashley had summoned a hammer out of the earth. It was long and crude but looked finely suited for smashing rocks. One last flick of both her wrists and a familiar beak burst from the ground. The griffin dragged itself free of its earthly prison, squawking as it shook dust and pebbles from its flanks.

“You sure he won’t just take them from you again?” Brie asked, unable to tear her eyes from the monster before them. Annex had sapped Ashely of her powers, siphoning them away as he’d done to Brie on the train. Distance and time would return Ashely’s powers, but it was a trap they couldn’t allow themselves to fall into. 

“He’s not out-Stonemancering Stonemancer twice,” Ashley said, a raw determination on her face that was both arousing and admirable. If Kayla weren’t in mortal danger, Brie wouldn’t have been able to stop herself making-out with Ashley there and then.

“I’m going for Annex,” Brie said.

“I’ll take out the big boy.” Ashley nodded, smacked Brie on the ass, and hopped onto the griffin’s back. She was in the sky a moment later, throwing herself back into the fray without hesitation, and Brie was following close behind.

They split apart, Ashley going low, aiming for the giant’s legs, whilst Brie went high, bee-lining for Annex within the cave entrance. Ashley arrived first, leaping from the back of the griffin with her stone-hammer held above her head, screaming as she aimed for one of the giant’s legs. She made contact, knocking a huge chunk from the giant’s shin. It buckled, a screeching cry like an avalanche bellowing from its chest as one of its hands swept at Ashley.

She dove away, dodging the monster’s pummeling fists and swatting at its fingers with her hammer.

The hair on Brie’s neck stood on end and her eyes were drawn away from Ashley towards the mouth of the cave. Red smoke billowed from within as a sinister glow amassed from behind the gas mask. Annex reached upward and removed the mask but before Brie could see his face, a beam of intense red energy lanced through the sky, missing Brie by a hair’s breadth. Its heat washed over her, its raw power almost too much for her to take. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that if that thing were to hit her, she’d be dead. 

Another beam came and Brie rolled under it, narrowly avoiding a flung boulder and breaking through a small asteroid belt of floating stones. The giant, still occupied with Ashley, flailed its arms in frustration, and Brie found herself navigating a shifting web of twisted, rocky bridges. She slammed through a boulder, grabbed another, and flung it at Annex, who shot a second beam of energy from his face.

Without time to avoid the beam, Brie grabbed an asteroid and used it to deflect the blow. The asteroid burst and the beam clipped one of Brie’s wings, singing it. She cried out, wincing with every beat of the blackened wing. Knocked off course, Brie spiraled out of the sky and landed on one of the giant’s arms.

A hammer came hurtling through the sky, Ashley following behind it on a pillar of rock. The hammer slammed into the giant’s chest and burst out the other side, creating a jagged hole that Ashley launched herself into. From there, Ashley tore the giant apart. She moved her hands in a rhythmic dance and the stones reacted to her every movement. Piece by piece the giant crumbled, its chest caving inwards as Ashley dismantled it one rock at a time.

Again that landslide-cry, and the Brie found herself moving. The arm she was sat on was twisting in on itself, a fist rushing towards Ashley to stop her onslaught.

“Reach within me,” Xerxun said urgently.

“What?” asked Brie, the gap rapidly closing between Ashley and the fist.

“Within me rests Ancestor’s final power. Only the best of my kin can summon it. Do so now, Brianna! Bring forth the Sword of Judgement!” 

Brie held the Skull of Xerxun in front of her, staring into the smokey orange eyes.

Ashley reached out with her hands, slowing the giant’s fist but not stopping it.

Lifting the skull, Brie reached within the hollow dome, and her fist closed around a hilt. She pulled, screaming all the while, and a star-pommel, black-bladed sword steadily drew from within Xerxun’s skull. It sang out as Brie pulled the tip free, a metallic echo vibrating the air and traveling throughout the entire quarry.

Wasting no time, Brie twisted the blade in her hand and sliced in a brutal, downward arch. Metal bit through stone, tearing it asunder, as Brie leaped off the arm and dragged the sword downward until it burst through the other side, dust and debris following. The arm fell away, plummeting to the earth where it landed with a thunderous crash, shattering into a thousand lumpy pieces.

“Did you just pull a fucking sword out of a skull?” Ashley shouted from her perch in the giant’s chest.

Brie, who was hoovering unstably, shrugged as she studied the blade. “I think so?” Of course, she’d seen her father with the Sword of Judgement, and the Ancestors before him, but she had no idea it lived inside Xerxun’s skull.

“Jesus, you’re so goddamn cool.” Ashley went back to tearing the giant apart whilst the beast lifted its new stump up for inspection. “I love how badass you are. Gah, I can’t even stand it! You know when you love someone so much you just wanna eat them? Or blow up a Godzilla-sized walking statue? That’s what you do to me, man!” To prove it, Ashley smashed her fists into the giant, burrowing downward, through its chest and into its round stomach, where she continued to dig until she burst through its crotch, effectively severing it in twine from the chest onward.

“I’m going for Annex,” Brie said again, turning her sights once more on the cave and the man within it. His gas mask was again in place, and his hands had slotted back into the stone surrounding him. Despite its missing arm and hole-littered torso, the giant seemed none too phased. Maybe because it was made of stone. Maybe because Annex was controlling it once more.

Regardless, Brie was going after him. She set her sights on the cave and the giant’s domed head, the Sword of Judgement pointed ahead of her, Skull of Xerxun clutched to her chest. She beat her wings, fighting through the pain of the laser burn, and wove through the flung boulders, the twisting asteroid belt, and the swatting arms. She sliced rocks as they came her way, used the sword to deflect blows from the giant, and gradually drew ever closer to Annex.

So close now, Brie could practically hear Annex’s wheezing. Kayla hung to the wall of the cave—not longer encased entirely in stalagmite—her mouth covered in stone and her hands and ankles melded into the wall. She was crying still and thrashing against her binds. She’d be free soon, Brie could feel it. With the Sword of Judgement in her hands and Ashley at her back, there was no way Annex could win. No way he could turn the—

A cry of pain from below froze Brie’s heart. She spun in time to see Ashley again consumed by the giant. A heartbeat later she emerged within the cave, stripped of her stone armor, her hands bound and melded into the ceiling where she hung, jerking this way and that, battling to be free.

“Enough!” Annex roared, removing himself from the giant’s controls and standing between Ashley and Kayla. “This is what you expected, is it not? A clash of heroes? A final battle to settle our differences?” He pulled a pair of knives from his hips and spread his arms, holding one knife at Kayla’s throat and the other at Ashley’s. “There is no battle that I cannot win. No hope for you. Only what there always was... a choice.

“The skull or their lives.”
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Brie fell, landing with a thud on the hard ground. Above her, the apple tree swayed with a passing breeze and she watched Kayla’s legs kicking as she attempted to climb down the tree. They’d been climbing in the orchard, helping Mr. and Mrs. Perez harvest apples to be processed into apple juice for adults. Cider, Kayla called it. Brie wasn’t allowed to drink it, but she enjoyed picking the apples.

“I’m coming!” Kayla shouted, grunting with the effort of clambering out the tree. “Don’t worry! I’ll fix you! Don’t cry!”

Brie wasn’t crying, she was used to falling down. Training with her dad wasn’t easy and, in her eight years of living, she’d only cried once. Well, probably more than once, but to her short memory, it’d only been the once. Yet, she didn’t want to move. Watching Kayla struggling out of the tree just to get to her side, just to help her, was touching. Brie’s mom wouldn’t have been so considerate. Her dad would just tell her to get up.

“Brookes don’t break,” he’d bark. “Brookes can’t break. On your feet, soldier.”

And so she’d stand, chase away the pain, and get ready to fall again. All her life she’d been training to fall.

“Where does it hurt?” Kayla said as she dropped to her knees and inspected Brie like she was a doctor or something. “Here?” Kayla jabbed a finger in Brie’s side and haphazardly felt around.

“I’m OK,” Brie said with a smile. She sat up, wiped her hands on her shorts, and picked up the apple she’d been reaching for before falling. It was a glorious thing, as big as her face and an impossibly deep crimson color. Mr. Perez would like that one. He’d give Brie a hug and call her sport. Brie liked hugs. She didn’t get enough of them at home.

“Well, next time you’re gonna fall you better tell me, OK?” said Kayla. “That way I can fall first and you can land on me. I’m a good cushion.”

“I’m not gonna land on you,” Brie said. That was ridiculous. Brookes didn’t put people in danger. Brookes prevented danger. “How about we fall together? That way if one of us learns to fly, we’ll both be saved.”

“Hmmmm,” Kayla thought aloud, finger tapping her lips. “Nah! I’ll fall first. I’m two full months older than you, after all. That means I gotta protect you.” She fell back onto the grass, grinning to herself, and Brie stared at her friend. Her best friend in the entire world. That’s when she knew she’d do anything to protect Kayla Perez. 

That’s when she knew they’d be friends for life.
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Annex twisted his dual knives, tracing thin red lines across both Kayla and Ashley’s throats. He’d drained Ashley of her powers again, taking away her ability to manipulate the stones holding her in place. 

“Let them go,” Brie said through clenched teeth, venom pumping through her veins as a wave of familiar anger resurfaced. “Please. Let them go.”

“You knew our terms,” Annex replied in a simple monotone. “The skull or suffering, those were your options.” 

If she gave up the skull, unknown horrors could befall Temple. Not just Temple, the entire United States. Maybe even the world. But if she didn’t… The thought was too hard to even finish. The stakes too high to properly consider. So she said nothing. She hovered at the face of a frozen giant, staring into its mouth and seeing nothing but death. Nothing but anguish.

“Do you need more incentive?” Annex growled, clearly growing impatient. “Fine. Your hesitance has already forfeited one of their lives, but which?” He turned his head to Kayla. “The best friend. The loyal companion. The one person you confided in for over a decade.” He switched his gaze to Ashley. “Or the superhero lover. The woman who made you realize who you actually were. The woman you claim to love.”

Brie lurched forward but Annex’s gaze stopped her dead in her tracks.

“You’re quick, Ancestor, but you’re not quick enough, I guarantee it.” He shuffled his weight and lifted his chin, the chrome-plates of his gas mask eyes flashing in the rising sun. 

“You have five seconds to choose or I shall do so for you.”

“No,” Brie shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “Please, don’t!”

“Five.”

“I’m begging you!”

“Four.”

Brie swallowed. The skull weighed heavy in her hand. She could just give it up. Hand it to Annex and be done with it all. Would he spare them, though? Was there a version of reality where surrendering the Skull of Xerxun to Annex, Nathan, and Serena didn’t end in the deaths of Brie and everyone she loved? Let alone the rest of the world.

“Pick me,” Ashley said. “I love you, Moose, but it has to be me—you know it does. You hear that, Annex? Kill me, you sick motherfucker! Kill me!”

“Three.” Annex kept his face locked on Brie, no hint of weakness or mercy within him.

“No,” Brie shook her head. She’d only just found Ashley, she couldn’t lose her now. Not like this. She couldn't go through the rest of her life knowing she could have saved the woman she loved, but didn’t. Likewise, she couldn’t live with herself if Kayla died because of her. The only reason Kayla was even here, in Temple, was because of Brie.

She didn’t have a choice. The decision was impossible and the only way to win was to not choose. The only way to win was to lose.

“Two.”

Brie held out the Skull of Xerxun as she drifted towards Annex and the cave mouth. She was surrendering. Handing over the most powerful artifact in the history of the world for the chance—the mere hope—that it would save her loved ones.

Annex cocked his head, his shoulders slumping in what Brie could only describe as disappointment. “Unfortunately for you,” he said raspily, “I’m in a killing mood.” He plunged his dagger. 

Brie’s stomach dropped out of her body where it was swallowed by a black hole. She watched, tears in her eyes, as Kayla came clambering out of that apple tree just to see if she was OK. 

Blood pumped from a gash in Kayla’s throat, her eyes wide and panicked, the stone-gag preventing her from making any sound as she thrashed. Stilled. And died.

“K-Kayla?” Brie said, staring into the still open eyes of her best friend. She couldn’t feel the tears trailing down her cheek, but she knew they were there. Couldn’t feel the beating of her heart but she knew it was there. Couldn’t feel anything despite the hole devouring her from within.

“Kayla?” she said again, the tiniest of fading hopes still alive within her. Maybe it was a trick. A scheme planted by Annex to rob her of the skull. But she was already giving Annex the skull. She’d surrendered. She’d let him win. She’d done what he asked!

And he’d murdered her...

He’d murdered her.

He’d murdered Kayla.

Annex was admiring his handiwork, busy wiping Kayla’s blood onto his trench coat and no doubt grinning beneath that infernal mask. Brie hated him. Wanted to annihilate him. Wanted to tear him apart sinew by sinew and force-feed him his own spine. She’d make him hurt. Make him pay. Make him dead. 

Dusting his hands, Annex turned back to face Brie. “And now you know I’m—” He grunted, Brie’s shoulder taking him in the stomach and carrying the both of them through the back of the cave and out the other side, where they fell together. They clipped against the side of the quarry, launching debris and stone into the air, flipping in a wrestling ball until they came to a stop two hundred meters from the giant.

They parted, Brie kicking Annex away and watching as he slammed into a boulder. Her hands were red, she saw, and a trail of white feathers littered the ground behind them. When she shook her head, the antlers fell away but she could still feel the weight of something on her head.

Not something. Goat’s horns.

She spread her black leather wings, relishing in the stretch of bone and skin. Red Ancestor wasn’t something to fear, she realized then. Red Ancestor was a weapon. Raw strength personified. A tool. And like any tool, it was only used when needed. Because sometimes good wasn’t enough. Sometimes a bully only responded to a bully.

Sometimes you needed a sprinkle of bad.

Brie charged, head down, and slammed into Annex’s gut. He groaned, Brie’s horns impaling him, and wrapped his hands around her waist. In a vicious tug, Annex pulled Brie free and tossed her aside. 

She recovered, brandishing the Sword of Judgement and coming again. This time Annex was ready. He dodged her swipes, stepped into her guard, and wrapped his arm around her sword hand. The slightest of twists bent Brie’s arm upward and her hand popped open against her will. The sword clattered to the ground and Annex kicked it away, then twisted his free hand and directed a chunk of earth out of the ground. The rock slammed against the side of Brie’s head, but it didn’t faze her. She thrashed against Annex’s grip, teeth gnashing and arms flailing as she fought to be free.

In a moment of clarity, she spread her new, bat-like wings and whipped Annex in the face with them. He staggered and Brie took the opportunity to break free. But not for long. She was back, pummelling him with her fists, her onslaught akin to that of a wild animal. All pent-up anger and aggression released in a vicious flurry of blows.

Grunting, Annex put up as best a defense as he could, though the rock walls he was erecting did little to deter Brie. And, when a strike would land, blood followed. A particularly heavy right hook saw Annex stumble onto the ground, where he groped and crawled away, before rolling and covering himself in a suit of rock armor. 

Brie followed, beating her powerful wings as she hopped into the sky and came crashing down onto Annex’s back. His armor cracked, so Brie again leaped into the sky and brought all her weight down on the villain. He grunted with her landing, attempting to stand but failing to find a respite.

“If my mother wants a skull, I’ll give her yours,” Brie sneered as she placed her foot on Annex’s head. She pressed down, feeling the rock crack and give way beneath her pressure. “Or whatever’s left of it.”

She increased her pressure, delighting as the stones fell away to reveal a gas mask within and a blood-soaked tuft of sandy-blonde hair. A little harder and he’d be gone forever. A little more and Kayla would be avenged.

“Brie stop!” It was Ashley. She’d broken free of her binds and was racing across the rocky flats, stone surrounding her but not in the usual way. Instead of a suit of armor, she wore a cradle strapped to her back with Kayla’s body inside.

“He has to die!” Brie screamed, her foot still on Annex’s head. “For what he’s done. For what he’s planning to do. I have to kill him!”

“No you don’t,” said Ashley, her eyes swimming as she stopped a few feet away. She gently eased Kayla onto the ground and placed a pair of stones over her eyes. The movies are wrong when it came to closing a dead person’s eyes. They don’t stay shut. You needed to weigh them down with something. You needed to keep them closed because otherwise… otherwise whenever you look back at the body, you’ll trick yourself into thinking they’re still alive.

“He killed her,” Brie sobbed, the reality of Kayla’s death crashing down on her like an avalanche, burying her under a thousand tonnes of grief. “He killed her!”

“I know.” Ashley edged closer. “I know, Brie. And I know you’re hurting, and I’m sorry. If I could take the pain I would, but murdering him won’t bring Kayla back. Murdering him only makes you like him. There’s no end to it, remember? No coming back. I never came back, not completely. I lost a part of my soul when I started killing and it was replaced by nightmares and guilt. Every single time I’m out there, helping people, fighting crime, I have to referee myself because I don’t trust that I won’t go too far. It turned me into a monster, Moose. Someone with your powers can’t become like that and you know it.”

“So what?” she spat. “If it means he doesn’t kill anyone again, it’ll be worth it.”

“Champions don’t kill in cold blood,” said Xerxun. “There’s no honor in destroying a defeated foe. Mercy is a trait I learned much too late. Ashley is correct. Mercy does not only spare our enemies, it spares us too.” 

“No—shut up! SHUT UP! You don’t get to talk, Xerxun. You don’t get to tell me what I am, OK? This is all because of you!”

“This is because of him,” Ashley pointed to Annex, “and he needs to be punished. But not murder. Never murder.”

“I just…” Brie wanted so badly to force her foot downward, through Annex’s skull, and to end it all. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. She had to. She wouldn’t. She wanted to scream and cry simultaneously. Wanted to hurt Annex and curl into a ball on the ground. Her gaze drifted to Kayla and with the sight of her—blood-drenched and paling—Brie broke. “She can’t be gone,” Brie wept. “She can’t be—”

Ashley closed the gap between them and scooped Brie into an all-encompassing hug. Ashley didn’t care if Brie was Red Ancestor, she didn’t care what color her skin was or whether her wings were feathered or leathery; she was just there, in the moment, letting Brie cry.

“I’ve got you,” Ashley was saying. “I’ve got you.”

When Brie thrashed—her anger, her primal need to destroy, overwhelming her—Ashley refused to let go. She held firm, weathering the storm as she whispered soothing words into Brie’s ear until the episode passed. Until her skin brightened from red to pink, and her wings sprouted tiny grey feathers.

The ground rumbled and the women broke their hug. Though he still lay bloodied on the ground, Annex had erected a stone monolith that towered above them at least thirty feet tall. It cast a long, rectangular shadow in the morning sun and Brie’s heart skipped a beat.

“Aid me,” Annex muttered. “She is too strong. I cannot consume her powers alone. I cannot fight her alone. Aid me!”

“No...” said Brie, who snatched Ashely’s hand and attempted to drag her out of the shadows. They ran, the safety of the light only a few steps away but much too far simultaneously.

“What’s happening?” Ashley asked. “Why are we—” She whipped backward, torn from Brie’s grip as a dozen twisting, shadowy tendrils wrapped around her body and held her within the darkness. A pair of eyes appeared, followed by a gruel grin and the vague shape of Nathan Ward.

“Pathetic,” Nathan said, his gaze locked on Annex. “What use are underlings who cannot perform a simple task?” A rock sailed through Nathan’s head, which split in a ghostly mist, only to reform moments later. He turned and stared up at Ashley. “I don’t believe you’ve had the pleasure of making my acquaintance. I’ve certainly seen you, Ms. Vang. Quite a lot of you, in fact. Nice of you to make a woman of my niece; Lord knows she needed to blow off a little steam.”

Ashley strained against the tendrils, her teeth grit as she thrashed. “And you’re, who? Shadowman? Darkboy? The Pervert?”

“Nathan Ward. My uncle,” Brie snarled, one eye on Nathan, the other on Annex as he recovered. She had to get out of there. Even if she could defeat Nathan and Annex together, she wouldn’t risk Ashley. One dead loved one was far too many.

“Oh, I’m a little more than a mere uncle,” said Nathan. “I’m Xerxun’s true heir. Pure of blood, body, and soul. I am the only legitimate Ancestor and I will claim my prize!”

A tendril whipped for Brie and, at the same time, Annex leapt off the ground and charged. Brie jumped back, landing in the sunlight and spinning to kick Annex in the face. Next, she shot outwards, aiming for the monolith Annex had erected. If she could tear it down, Nathan would be powerless.

She was a few feet away when Annex hit her in the face with a flung boulder, knocking her off-course, where she swatted against the ground. He was upon her in a heartbeat, ghoulish, bone-embedded palm outstretched towards her. A gusting wind sucked towards the palm and the bone shard within throbbed red. Weakness overcame Brie as her powers were siphoned away, drank heartily by the foul creature who’d murdered Kayla.

“Yes,” Annex said lustily. “I feel it. I feel the power!” 

“Feel this!” Brie reached forward, grabbed Annex’s wrist, and twisted until it popped. His hand went limp, flopping uselessly at a sickening angle. Screaming followed, and Annex stumbled backward, cradling his limp wrist. A protective shell of stone encompassed him, and his screaming became muffled but didn’t go away completely.

Without wasting a beat, Brie turned to set her eyes on Nathan’s shadows. Inside, Ashley was free of the tendrils and busy avoiding Nathan’s attacks. He vanished whenever she was close enough to strike, reappearing somewhere else within the shadows with fresh tendrils and reaching hands to subdue and assault Stonemancer. She couldn’t win, Brie saw. Ashley’s powers were fundamentally useless against a creature like Nathan who, if he so wished, could have no physical form. How do you fight something you can’t hit?

“The Light of Creu,” said Xerxun, “Your entire purpose is to battle Entropy, Brianna. Use the Light of Creu to chase away darkness in all its forms.”

“I thought only Forebears could wield the Light of Creu?”

“Nay. That ability comes from Ancestor.”

Brie’s grandfather had glowed a brilliant white to chase away Nathan’s shadows in the sanctum. Brie could do the same. She searched within her, finding the light and channeling it. Heat overwhelmed her, but not the same heat as the face lasers; something different. Something ethereal and raw, as though she were accessing the very heat that fuelled her. But not just her. It was the same heat that gave life to all things. A heat that lived in the tiniest of microscopic microbes up to the most massive of blue whales and everything in between. She worked that heat through her body, into her fingers, where it tingled and congealed, collecting and amassing and begging to be released.

“What’re you doing?” Ashley yelled as she attempted to escape the shadows, only to be dragged back in by a tendril around her ankle. “Help me!”

“I am!” Brie shouted back. She almost had it. A little push and the light would escape her.

“Destroy the damn monolith!” Ashley shouted. 

Brie almost kicked herself. Of course destroying the monolith would have been the quickest way to get rid of Nathan, Ashley was right. Brie forgot about the light buzzing within her and charged for the stone construct, slamming into its base. It crumbled, collapsing in on itself. Sunlight pierced through the stone, chasing away the shadows and Nathan Ward with it.

Before Brie could celebrate, a second monolith erected beside the first, twice as tall and three times as wide. Another appeared, and another, another. In a blink, they were encased in stone, shadows returning from all angles and dozens of tendrils with them.

Annex’s protective shell burst open revealing the hunched over brute. Blood covered the villain’s cloak where he’d torn his own hand away and clutched it against his chest like a grizzly trophy. Much like how Ancestor gained her abilities, Annex now grasped his own hand—the source of his power—and with it, came strength.                

“We have to leave,” Brie said to Ashley as they stood back to back in the only halo of light they could reach. She couldn’t win this; they couldn’t win this. Already her heart was broken from Kayla’s murder. Annex had knocked whatever fight remained from her and stolen a lot of strength alongside it. And if she stayed—if she fought her uncle and his gruesome pet—Brie knew she’d take it too far. She knew she’d kill them.

You couldn’t stop a monster by becoming one, she knew that now. There was only one choice.  “We take the skull away. Get as far from here as we can.”

“I’m with you,” said Ashley, who held her fists ready.

Brie crouched before Kayla. Beautiful, innocent Kayla. She’d only wanted to support her friend. She’d only ever wanted what was best for Brie, deep down. She wasn’t always the best of friends—few people are ever so perfect—but Brie still loved her deeply. And she always would.

“This can’t be real,” Brie said as she brushed the hair out of Kayla’s face, tears misting her vision and grief sapping her of her energy. “She can’t be gone.”

“Her and a thousand more if you don’t give me what I want,” said Nathan. “Run and we’ll find you. Wherever the skull goes, we’ll be there. We’ll have it, Brianna! One way or another. It’ll be ours.”

The morning sun crept ever higher in the east, creating only the barest of safe islands in a vast pool of shadow. It shone down on a city that had no clue of what had transpired on its borders. A city that would look south and see a frozen stone giant, battle-worn and crumbling, and have no knowledge of the life that had been snuffed out within its sinister maw.

“Never,” Brie said as she wiped her nose on her sleeve and stood. Annex paced within the dark, his stump cauterized already, no doubt with his own face lasers. He’d attack again, and soon. Brie could feel his intentions, somehow, as though when he’d siphoned her powers he’d connected them both. Brie couldn’t fight Nathan and Annex, not anymore; not with Kayla dead. So she didn’t. With Ashley by her side, Brie scooped Kayla’s body into her arms and drifted into the sky, where she was joined by Ashley riding upon a stone griffin moments later.

Annex drifted upward with them, and so too did a dozen tendrils from Nathan. They wrapped around Ashley’s griffin, anchoring her. They even attempted to snatch at Brie’s legs but something chased them away. As though she were too scolding to touch.  

“You can’t escape me,” Annex wheezed. “No matter where you go, I’ll be there.”

Brie said nothing as she turned to Annex and again searched within herself. She found the Light of Creu ready and waiting. It rushed into her fingertips and, as naturally as switching on a lamp, burst out of her in a blinding explosion of color and light. Nathan cried out, his shadows entirely chased away and he, himself, forced out of Temple and back to whatever sinister den he was hiding within. Annex cowered, covering his eyes to shield them from a light that rivaled the morning sun.

When it faded, Brie and Ashely were gone. Soaring through the skies away from Annex and Nathan, heading back to where it’d all started. Back to where Brie had been wrongfully selected as Ancestor. Back to Marble, Iowa.
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ANCESTOR NO MORE
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This was the end, Brie could feel it. And it ended exactly how it began; a girl fleeing with a magic skull, still scared, still confused, still running for her life. At least, in the beginning, Brie had Kayla. She’d still had the thrill of the unknown ahead of her and the taste of adventure in her mouth, even if it was soured somewhat by the betrayal of her uncle and mother. 

Now, that sourness had warped into bitter hatred and she was escaping Temple with the corpse of her best friend cradled against her chest. Ashley had offered to place Kayla’s limp body across the back of her griffin but Brie refused. This was her burden to bear. Her punishment.

She never should have fled with the Skull of Xerxun, she saw that now. What was she thinking standing up to Nathan and Serena alone? She’d put herself at risk, put her friends at risk, put the whole of humanity at risk. There was only one way to make everything right again; only one person who Brie could trust to protect the skull and carry on the mantle of Ancestor.

James Smith.

James was meant to be Ancestor anyway. He was by far the most qualified, the most committed, the best candidate there could possibly be. If anyone was to hold the line against Annex, Nathan, and Serena, it would be James. 

So that’s where they were headed. Back to Marble, Iowa where Brie hoped beyond hope that she’d find her family safe. With any luck, the Wards and Serena had been chased away. With any luck, Brie could hand over the skull and be gone again a moment later. With her father dead, Kayla dead, and her mother an evil bitch, there was nothing left for Brie in Marble. She and Ashley could go somewhere else, somewhere free of Annex and Xerxun and Ancestor. Somewhere Brie could mourn for Kayla.

Annex was following her, she could feel him. Chasing her across the country in search of the skull. It was like a throbbing in the back of her head, a twisting in her gut, a bullseye painted on her back. Annex would never stop hunting Brie for so long as she possessed the Skull of Xerxun. Death would be her only respite. His or hers.

“He’s getting closer,” Brie shouted over the rush of wind. “We need to hurry.”

They were somewhere over Illinois, four hours into what Brie predicted would be a six-hour flight. Her wings ached and her brow beaded with sweat, but she dare not stop. Stop and Annex would catch them. Something had changed within him, Brie could sense it. A hatred fuelled by pain and the awakening of new powers; powers gifted to him when Brie had transformed into Red Ancestor. 

She didn’t want to face the man he’d become. Couldn’t bear to look into his eyes and see herself reflected in them. Her pain, her suffering, her hatred, her anger. She’d unleashed it all in those moments following Kayla’s murder and would have destroyed Annex given the chance. Ashley had stopped her, saved her, held her tight, and pulled her back from the edge. Without Ashley, Brie would’ve done something she’d have regretted for the rest of her life. 

They swooped through clouds, past flocks of birds, over cities, towns, open fields, and forests, all the while the sun was traveling across the sky above them. A storm threw them off course, and a passenger jet gave them a scare, but they were soon arriving in the rolling green hills of Iowa. Stretching blocks of farmland absorbed the horizon, along with swaying forests, lazy streams, and clusters of small towns. The capital city, Fort Raccoon—often referred to as Fortoon—emerged in the distance; growing out of the ground in a cluster of reaching spires shrouded in a cloud of smog. Marble was just beyond it, nestled within a sleepy, dew-blanketed valley.

Eyes turned to the sky as Brie and Ashley flew over Fort Raccoon. Many cheered the return of Ancestor, Fort Raccoon’s resident hero. The last they’d seen of Ancestor, he’d been doing battle with a mysterious foe. A mysterious foe Brie now knew was Annex. A battle that had cost her father his life. She tried not to look down at the many buildings and streets she knew so well. Her home, once a place of safety and love, had been tainted by betrayal and death. It was her fondest hope to be able to find refuge somewhere far away from here. Somewhere with Ashley.

They were soon passing over Marble and—before returning home—Brie made a beeline for the place she was dreading the most. The Perez Farm.
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The wails of Mr. and Mrs. Perez would stay with Brie for the rest of her life. They clutched their daughter’s body close, tears flowing as freely as a river, as they begged and pleaded with an apathetic God to bring their little girl back to them. She was too cold to come back. Too dead to ever return.

Brie wanted to stay, to comfort the people she considered more parents than her own, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. A stabbing in her heart told her she wasn’t welcome. The tears staining her cheeks were tainted with guilt. If she’d tried, Brie could have saved Kayla; of that she was certain. No amount of reason, reassurance, or denial would change that truth in her mind.

So she flew away with Ashley behind her, leaving the Perez family a member short. Leaving the Perez family to pick up the pieces of their shattered world.
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The Brooke mansion was dark. Crunchy brown leaves littered the porch, the front door swung wide open, inviting any and all vagabonds to wander inside, and several front-facing windows had been shattered from the inside out. Fire damage crept up the east wall but went no further, whilst a splattering of blood covered the pillars either side of the front entrance. A general air of decay and decline hung over the mansion, transforming what had once been a family home into a haunted house; crooked and sinister in every regard. 

Perhaps it had always been that way, Brie thought. Perhaps she was just too naive to see it.

“You lived here, Moose?” Ashley said as she dismounted her griffin and slipped her hand into Brie’s. “Didn’t realize I was dating a rich girl.”

“I’ve not forgotten the stalking, Ash, you knew my family was wealthy. And you’re literally a millionaire, so shut up.”

“Ash? That’s new.”

“Don’t like it?”

Ashley shrugged. “Makes me feel like a Pokemon Trainer. Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

“Alright, well, let’s go catch ourselves a cousin.” Brie tugged Ashley along as they wandered into the abandoned mansion. Inside was ransacked and demolished, with graffiti covering most walls and blood splatters on the floor. Tables were upturned, photographs smashed, and the beaten corpse of a man Brie knew lay draped upside down on the stairs. He was a second cousin, George Ward. In her entire life, Brie didn’t think she’d said more than two words to the man. 

They continued through the house, glass and shattered wood crunching beneath their feet, until they arrived at the entrance to the sanctum. The secret door—a rotating fireplace—was open, revealing a spiraling set of stone stairs and flame-lit torches heading downward. Hushed voices drifted from below, barely audible above the rushing of the waterfall beyond. Someone was inside.

“This could be a fight,” Brie said, glancing at Ashley. 

To show her readiness, Ashley covered herself in her protective suit of stone armor and nodded at Brie. Together, they ventured onto the stairs, taking them one at a time and eventually arriving within the expansive sanctuary chamber. It was just as Brie had left it: cantle lit, with a raised stone altar and rows of stalls to sit upon. The waterfall threw up clouds of mist that washed over the sanctum in a cooling spray of tiny water droplets.

At the center of the sanctum, bent over a stack of tomes and artifacts, was James Smith and Brie’s grandfather, Arthur. They had their backs to the stairwell and were muttering to one another hurriedly. A trunk set beside James, overflowing with family heirlooms and trinkets from Ancestor’s past. They were preserving what they could of the family legacy before abandoning it. Things truly were dire.

“Hello?” Brie called out, her stomach twisting in knots and her legs knocking together against her will.

James and Arthur turned in unison, a cocktail of surprise and fear mixing on their faces. When they spotted Brie, neither the surprise nor the fear vanished. Instead, James recoiled, throwing up his hands in defense. Likewise, Arthur glowed a blistering white, his fingers trained on Brie and Ashley like guns.

“Red Ancestor,” Arthur spat. “I expected better of you, Brianna.”

“It’s why I’m here,” Brie said, crossing the gap between them, her heart breaking as her grandfather refused to lower his fingers, which were glowing a myriad of colors. “I need help. I need—”

“Help?” James spat the word, a disbelieving laugh following. “After what you did? We needed you, Brie!” He shook his head. “The Wards. Your mother. That… creature of theirs… there’s only a handful of us left! Where were you?”

“I was protecting the skull,” Brie said meekly. “But they found me. And they… they…” the words caught in her throat and fresh tears filled her eyes. She still couldn’t say it aloud. Couldn’t admit to herself that Kayla truly was gone.

“They did some terrible things,” Ashley said in Brie’s stead. “But it would’ve been worse if Brie hadn’t acted as she did. She’s a hero.”

“And more,” said Xerxun, the skull glowing in Brie’s hands. The voice hadn’t vibrated around Brie’s skull as it usually did, though. Instead, it tickled at her ears and echoed somewhat. He was speaking aloud.

Ashley and James jumped, both staring around the chamber, whilst Arthur smiled broadly, as though finally rekindling with a long lost friend after a lifetime of searching.

“Xerxun,” Arthur said heartily. “My word, you sound every bit the same as you always did.”

“And age hath served thee well, Forebear.”

“How are you speaking out loud?” Brie asked. “I thought—”

“This sanctum is a special place. Tis why we built our base above it two centuries gone. Here, the immaterial and material realms doth merge. Here, Ancestors are made and spirits do linger.”

“Ancestors are made?” Ashley shivered. “Does that mean what I think it means?” To illustrate her point, she made a circle with one hand and directed the index finger on her other hand into it. “Sex?”

“Who are you?” Arthur said as he looked Ashley from toe to crown. He shrugged. “What do I care? Children conceived in the sanctum experience a stronger bond with Xerxun, it is true. Brie’s father was conceived and birthed here. As were Brie and James.”

“Gross,” Brie and James said simultaneously.

Brie shook her head and held out the skull to James. “There’s not enough time. You need to take this, James. I can’t be Ancestor anymore.”

James’s eyes bulged out of their sockets as he considered the skull. “Why?” he asked.

“Why? Look at me! I’m Red! I can’t control myself. I can’t fight them. I’m not strong enough, OK? Grandpa, you were wrong to choose me. Xerxun, too. I’ve screwed everything up and I can’t do it anymore. So please, take it. I don’t want it. I never did.”

“This is a mistake,” said Xerxun, “but I shall not stop it.”

“It’s not a mistake!” Brie clenched her jaw and steadied herself. The lead ball in her stomach had grown spikes and was swinging from side to side like a pendulum, fueling her anger and hatred. “Annex knows who I am, where I am. He knows everything and I can’t face him again without going too far. I’ll lose myself if I fight him, I know it.”

“Be rid of me for now, Brianna Brooke, and heal thy fractured soul, but one day our paths shall cross again. One day, thou shall hold mine own skull once more, and together we will face Entropy’s armies. You will be this world’s champion. I see thou, a golden god, stemming the flow of annihilation.” Xerxun sighed, orange smoke spilling through his nostrils and eye sockets. “Creation awards me precious few visions into the future. This is one of them. Once upon a time, I thought it was I who’d lead us. I who’d stand, alone, against the tide. But no. Tis not I. It never was. Tis thee who I see, Brianna... tis thou who will save us. And for that, thou have my eternal pity.”

Her hands shaking, Brie blinked back tears as Xerxun’s words crashed over her. She’d never be free of him, she realized then. Xerxun and his crusade were branded into her soul forevermore. She couldn’t run from it, couldn’t fight it, couldn’t trade her destiny or even escape it with death. When the time came, she’d rise like every other Ancestor before her, and fight.

“Take it,” she whispered, tears clouding her vision as she held the skull out for James to take. And he did. Greedily, James lunged forward and planted his hand on top of the skull. He lifted it out of Brie’s hand, inspecting it with wonderment. As it’d done with Brie, a beam of light shot out of the skull and consumed James’s face. He struggled, stumbling to his knees and thrashing to be free of it, but there was no escape. No way out of the contract. In forty-eight hours, James’s transformation into Ancestor would be complete. In forty-eight hours, James’s soul would be another added to the Forebear army. Another sword against the unending wave of Entropy.

“Go,” Brie said once James’s bonding was complete. He got to his feet with the help of Arthur, smoke drifting from every orifice on his face. “Annex is coming,” Brie continued, “and he’ll take the skull when he gets here, so go! Go far away! Hide if you must but don’t let him find you. Keep Xerxun safe.”

“I will,” said James with a nod as he and Arthur went back to their trunk to close it and carry it away. “Brianna,” he said at the steps to the sanctum. “Thank you… for coming back.”

Brie watched them go, Ashley at her side, mist pooling around their ankles and dampening their hair. So that was that. The Skull of Xerxun was officially no longer her problem. Not for a while, at least. Annex, Nathan, and Serena could float in the wind, trying to find the skull, but hopefully—if James was smart—he’d take Brie’s warnings seriously. He’d fade away, letting the mantle of Ancestor gather dust somewhere forgotten. Letting himself become a custodian of power, not a keeper of peace or a warrior for justice. That was the only way to keep the skull hidden and, more importantly, Xerxun’s powers locked down.

“Thy art a Forebear now, Brianna,” came Xerxun’s voice in Brie’s head. It was a faded echo, growing fainter with every passing second. “Though mine own powers are no longer yours to command, you still possess within thee dominion over the Light of Creu. Those abilities displayed by thy grandfather, Arthur, are at thy beck and call. Train with them. Use them. For they will serve thee against Entropy’s minions, of which there are legion.” He paused, his voice now barely a whisper. When it returned, it was filled with emotion and gratitude. “Thank you, granddaughter, for protecting me. There have been few as worthy as thou to hold mine own skull. And none whom I have been more elated—more proud—to name my Ancestor.”
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TWO YEARS LATER

[image: ]

 

The tulips smelt like apples as Brie fussed over their arrangement. The mild fall sun hung low in the sky and warmed Brie’s back, casting a long shadow over Kayla’s grave. It sat on a mound overlooking the Perez farm, an orchard behind it, swaying cornfields ahead. A beautiful spot for such a terrible thing.

Mr. Perez had carved the headstone himself, cutting away at a slab of black marble and fashioning it into a heart. That heart, now embedded in the ground, had a fire flicking beside it—licking out from a pot of oil—and flowers enough to drown in. Brie’s own contribution seemed poultry in comparison, but she laid them across the grave all the same. The inscription was etched into the headstone by Mrs. Perez in a flowing hand and read:

 

Kayla Mariana Perez

1980 - 2002

Here lies our heart. 

Here lies our hopes. 

Here lies our dreams.

Here lies our daughter.

 

Brie ran her thumb over Kayla’s name and swallowed the lump forming in her throat. Tears always found her here. They always would.

“Hey, bitch,” she said as she crossed her legs and pulled at the rubbery grass beneath her. “Giving me the silent treatment, huh? Just because you’re dead doesn’t mean you can’t pick up the phone every once in a while. I feel like I’m doing all the work here and it’s not really fair—” a sob choked her words and her lower lip trembled. Her eyes were burning, tears breaking over the shores of her eyelids like a bathtub on the verge of overflowing. She took a deep breath and looked out at the swaying Perez farm fields. The sight stilled her thumping heart and quieted the roaring thunder in her head. Even now, two years later, the anger Brie had felt at the quarry still overwhelmed her from time to time. Still threatened to turn her back into that vicious animal who’d almost taken a life.

“Ashley would have come but she’s busy being Stonemancer. You know her. Well… you sort of know her. I wish you two had spent more time together, Kayla. I’ve never known someone like Ash. Never loved anyone the way I love her. I’d ask her to marry me if it were legal. But, it’s not so, there you go. 

“Oh, yeah. So, you’re gonna be an aunt. We’re adopting a little boy. He’s called Liam. He’s five. He’s a little terror. Ash found him after bringing down this cult who worshiped some alien god called Didenti. They were going around murdering parents and taking their children to power a machine that would summon him so he could consume the world… something like that. Super weird stuff. Anyway, they lucked out with Liam because he’s like a human battery. That’s right. Another superhuman. We figured, what better parents could he have than two superhero moms? He’ll be moving in with us at the end of the month. 

“It’s weird but exciting. Mostly weird. Everything’s weird without you… Quieter. A lot quieter. And worse. God, I miss you. I miss you more than I thought I could ever miss something.” Brie pulled her knees up to her chest and rocked gently as she stared at Kayla’s name. If she tried hard enough, she could still hear childish laughter on the wind as Brie and Kayla ran through the cornfields as children. She could see them rummaging around in the barn for spare parts to help build their 5th-grade science project. Could even smell the burnt hair when they’d first learned of and tried out straightening irons. Torturous of all, Brie could still feel the ghost of Kayla’s arms wrapped around her. Those strong, loving arms that gave the best hugs imaginable. The sort of hug that fixed everything. The sort of hug you never wanted to break.

Their memories together went well beyond the Perez farm, too. From going to prom together, to falling out over boys, to reconciling in teary-displays of platonic love. They shared lipstick as readily as cutlery, spoke their dreams and fears into each others’ ears, and confided in almost every secret. At school, they’d been inseparable. If one had detention, the other would too, and more times than not teachers would mistake them for sisters.

Because, in truth, it wasn’t a mistake. 

They were sisters in every sense barring the literal. 

Which was why Kayla’s death would forever remain a bleeding wound across Brie’s heart. And it’s why Xerxun was wrong. Brie would never again hold that terrible skull. Never again wield those awful powers. Never again would she put herself in a situation that threatened the lives of those she cared about. The pain was too great. Let that burden fall on shoulders stronger than hers. Let that life belong to those who could carry the weight of remorse and death. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t.

A lesson learned at a cost much too high.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, guilt overwhelming her. If she’d only found Kayla before Annex and Nathan. If only they hadn’t fought, maybe Kayla would still be here. Maybe not. One thing’s for sure, Brie would never be rid of the guilt. It’d be with her for the rest of her life. 
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Hours later, Brie finally stood, said a reluctant farewell to Kayla’s grave, gave Tank the Mastiff one last scratch behind the ear, and climbed atop a stone griffin she’d named Gary. Gary was identical to every other griffin Ashley conjured, but Brie liked Gary better than the rest. And, despite dismantling them every day, Ashley did cycle through the same dozen or so griffins without realizing. Brie had been the one to notice. There was something about them individually; subtle differences in personality and appearance. Gary, for example, had a crack on the top half of his beak, one that snaked all the way up to his right nostril. Furthermore, Gary was more playful than his counterparts and loved the odd belly rub.

In the skies above Iowa, Gary took Brie on a journey northward into Minnesota, past the red-leafed city of St. Sisters, and into a northern town called Moose Lake. Ashley had selected the location, making Brie agree to move there before telling her what it was called. Moosehead Lake was the name of the actual lake, whilst the bordering town was called Moose Lake. Original. Very creative. Brie could still hear Ashley’s laughter as they landed on the shore of the lake.

“Get it?” she’d said, his eyes sparkling with joy. 

“Get what? This isn’t a joke. You just found a town with the word ‘moose’ in it.”

“Which is what makes it funny. You’re a Moose in Moose (lake).”

Brie had wandered past Ashley, her arms folded across her chest, and she stared out into the rippling water, taking in the fresh scent of northern air. “But I’m not Moose anymore. No skull, no antlers.” No horns, either, thankfully. Forty-eight hours after handing the skull to James, Brie’s Red Ancestor appearance had melted away, returning her to regular old Brie Brooke. 

Brie’s lack of antlers hadn’t stopped them staying in Moose Lake. Ashley had wandered into the Moose Lake City Park and erected a home from the ground up. It was a lavish hideaway, mostly underground but with a few unsuspecting rocks on the surface to mark its location and to act as funnels for natural light. 

As Brie arrived, she allowed Gary to direct himself into the hideout, passing through a hidden cave maw and descending down a long, natural-appearing but Stonemancer-made tunnel. At the bottom of the tunnel, Gary landed on a pad and crumbled away, returning to the rocks from whence he’d come. Brie went to a door carved into the cave wall and used a key to open it up. Inside, she was greeted with an exact replica of Ashley’s home back in Temple. Complete with kitchen, living room, bedroom, and more. 

Predictably, Ashley was lounging on the sofa, marathoning episodes of Pimp My Ride on MTV, and devouring copious amounts of Cheetos. Upon hearing the door, Ashley hopped off the sofa and dusted her hands off.

“I’ve done work,” she said defensively. “Loads of it.”

Brie said nothing, she merely shot across the room and buried herself in Ashley’s neck. “I love you,” she said quietly, eyes closed as she relished the feeling of another human close to her. But not just any human. Ashley. Ashley who’d protected and saved her. Ashley who’d held her and supported her for the last two years. Who’d wake up in the night just to spoon Brie when she was weeping. Who didn’t shame Brie when the weight of the world was too much to bear and bed was the only thing she wanted. Ashley who refused to give up on Brie. Who challenged her every day, who made her laugh, who made her snort, who made her scream in pleasure. 

Ashley, who made her feel like home.

She was the one and only thing that made Brie look back fondly on Temple. In that city, that damnable, beautiful, terrible, amazing city, Brie had lost so much; and found everything she’d ever needed. She’d not only found the love of her life, but herself too. What’s more, she’d found the strength to accept who she was. She’d found the tools to weather bigotry and hate, and even the resolve to combat the misconceptions she’d held. The same misconceptions she saw reflected in the eyes of everyone they passed on the streets.

People stared. People whispered. People spat. People questioned. People judged. 

People could go screw themselves.

Because, when she was wrapped in Ashley’s embrace, Brie was happy. Brie was content. Brie was where she was meant to be.

“Breaking news,” the TV jingled, a news broadcast interrupting the reveal of a particularly garish looking truck and an overjoyed owner. Pimp My Ride was replaced with a sour-looking old man and a perky woman with shoulder-length blonde hair who both sat behind a desk, the words ‘NEWS NIGHT 9’ plastered behind them over the backdrop of an artificially lit city. 

“Hero alert,” said the old man, his jowls shaking like a Bulldog’s cheeks. “Thought to have vanished nearly two years ago, Fort Raccoon’s resident winged-vigilante, Ancestor has been sighted in Bedrock City, Oregon.”

“Shit,” Brie said, her breath caught in her throat.

“That’s right,” said the woman, her mouth stretched in a terrifyingly fake smile, her eyes all but void of emotion. “Amateur flip-phone footage caught the terrifying moment on camera when the horned-hero stepped in-between a kidnapper and a mother protecting her child. Take a look.”

The footage was shaky and filmed vertically, looking down into a dank alley. A white van was at the end of the street, its side-door opened, and a masked man was attempting to bundle a screaming little boy into the vehicle. His mother, bleeding from a gash on her head, tried desperately to stop the kidnapping but could do little against the man’s strength. She was screaming, begging for help, whilst the woman filming could only gasp and exclaim, “Why isn’t anybody helping her?” Apparently struggling to see the irony in her own words.

When the kidnapper and child were only a few short feet from the van, a golden blur descended from the sky. He slammed into the roof of the van, crushing it beneath his weight, and stared down at the kidnapper with glowing orange eyes. 

The camera shook violently, the operator screaming in surprised delight, whilst below, in the alley, the kidnapper stumbled, then froze. He shoved the boy away, threw his hands into the air, and sprinted. 

Ancestor flapped his wings thrice, landed in front of the kidnapper, and knocked him to the ground with barely a touch.

“Truly an exciting display of heroics,” said the female anchor as the TV cut back to the studio. “But Ancestor hasn’t been seen since briefly operating in Temple, Ohio, and was rumored to be a woman. What we saw today was clearly a man.”

“It was, you’re right,” said the old man. “And, in this humble reporters opinion, a much-needed return to the status quo.”

“Oh, screw you, gramps,” said Ashley as she reached for the remote and turned the TV off. “Go jizz some dust into a golddigger.”

Head spinning, Brie clutched at the sofa and propped herself against it. James had made himself known. For good reason or not, he’d sacrificed the anonymity Brie had awarded him and now… now Annex would be back. Now Nathan and Serena would know where to go. James wasn’t safe, Bedrock City wasn’t safe, the Skull of Xerxun wasn’t safe. She couldn’t breathe; her chest clamped shut, her ribs made of iron and refusing to bend for her lungs to expand.

“They’re gonna kill him,” Brie said, her hands groping for Ashley. She needed something to hold on to lest she float away. Lest she plummet through the ground and burn up at the center of the earth. “They’re gonna take the skull. They’re gonna destroy everything. They’re gonna—”

“Hey, hey, shhh.” Ashley pulled Brie into her chest and smoothed down her hair. “It’s OK, Moose. James is a big boy, he can handle himself. He’s Ancestor, right? And, as you said, he was trained for this. He’ll protect the skull, you’ve just gotta trust him.”

Ashley was right, Brie knew she was… but she wouldn’t stop worrying. She never could. Nathan and Serena were out there, plotting, Annex at their heel. And now they knew exactly where to go and who to target.

They’d be headed for Bedrock City.

And Ancestor had better be ready for them.
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“What’ll it be, sir?” the squeaky-voiced adolescent said over the drive-through intercom, and Annex rolled his eyes. Why this same song and dance every time, he didn’t know, nor appreciate. Still, he played along. He did what Ward and Brooke told him. For now… for now…

“The special,” Annex rasped in reply, impatiently tapping on the steering wheel of his inconspicuous hatchback with his dead hand. After tearing it from his arm, Annex had had the limb reattached by world-class surgeons, only to find it rotting away regardless. Now it was little more than a skeletal mess, yet it still functioned. Still siphoned and made him strong. So he kept it as a grizzly reminder. A memento of his greatest loss. 

“Collection window four,” came a much older voice, one Annex recognized as a member of Nathan Ward’s personal security. Soon he’d have the skull and all of this nonsense would be over. When the power of his enemies flowed through Annex’s veins, he’d return to this accursed place and burn it to the ground. Nathan and Serena inside.

These meetings had become all the rarer over the last few years, but Annex supposed that would end now. Ancestor was back, after all. Though it wasn’t Brie Brooke. No, this was someone else; a member of Xerxun’s lineage Annex hadn’t managed to destroy. It was both a pity and a blessing. 

Pulling his car into collection window four, Annex didn’t even turn his head to look at the restaurant. Instead, he waited, eyes set forward, as the ground beneath his car trembled and sunk away. He was lowering steadily into the ground, being consumed by a sinkhole. A metal, oil smudged shaft greeted him as he descended, and an asphalt lid slid shut above him, taking with it the silver light of a full moon and the world beyond; sealing Annex beneath the ground in the nest of those who shared the blood of his enemy.

It didn’t matter that Nathan Ward and his collection of loyal freaks were working against Xerxun. All that mattered was the traitorous blood in their veins. A good Rinkleman soldier would never trust anyone related to Xerxun. Still, he’d use them to acquire the skull. Let them think he was their puppet to direct. Let them believe they were in control when really they were little more than Annex’s playthings. Pawns of the grand Rinkleman Empire.

The car elevator shuddered to a stop and Annex stepped out into a vast, empty chamber. A light blinked into existence above his head, surrounding him in a halo against the darkness. Ahead, a sinister red glow pulsed, silhouetting two people.

“You’ve heard, we assume?” asked Nathan Ward, his voice attacking Annex from all angles. Shadows were synonymous with Nathan, he could travel through them, speak through them, see through them, command them, and more. Annex was used to hearing Nathan’s voice echo and repeat itself from all angles when shadows were involved.

“Ancestor resurfaces,” said Annex with a nod of the head. He toyed with a bracelet on his wrist, thoughts drifting back to Brie Brooke. The Ancestor from the news report was male. What had happened to Brie?

“Then you know what is expected of you,” said Serena, who’s voice didn’t echo or surround Annex. Yet that didn’t make it any less sinister. Serena had a sharpness to her, equal parts lethal and alluring. Just like any sword, she was a force to behold, but not one you wanted swinging for your head.

“The Skull of Xerxun shall be ours,” said Annex. Let them think he was doing it for them. Let them think he’d surrender such a precious artifact of the old world. “I swear it on Entropy.”

“Entropy doesn’t care for your meager oaths,” Nathan sneered. “Our master cares only for results. You’ve failed him and us in the past. See that it doesn’t happen again.”

Again Annex’s hand went to the bracelet on his wrist, fingers tracing over the wolf carving there. It was a female alpha, missing its male counterpart. He’d given that particular trinket away; allowed his personal feelings to interfere with his mission. Allowed Brie Brooke to soften his heart and lowered his defenses. He’d leaned too heavily into his role as the bumbling Coffee Shop manager and allowed Carl to lead him astray. Carl, that sweet man-child, was dead now. Annex had stolen his face and used his pathetic life to covertly monitor and scheme. Because one didn’t go up against a threat like Ancestor without field work. Without identifying a weakness. A weakness well found.

Emotion. Push enough buttons and Ancestor becomes erratic. He knew that now. He could use that in the future. Now, when he went up against this new pretender wielding the Skull of Xerxun, he’d know what to do.

There’d be no ploys nor tricks nor spying, only the hard-earned spoils of a battle well won.

“It shall be done,” Annex said, and he meant it this time. What was an alpha wolf if not a hunter? A fighter? A killer? And, make no mistake, Annex was an alpha wolf. He always had been. Like any wolf, he’d track his prey, pouncing when they least expected it, and taking what was rightfully his. 

To Bedrock City then.

To Ancestor and the Skull of Xerxun.

To the rise of the New Rinkleman Empire. 
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“I don’t think you should be doing that,” said Griffin.

“You’re such a pussy.” Ryder punched his brother on the arm and went back to slipping fake quarters into the arcade’s claw machine. It buzzed to life, so Ryder shoved Griffin aside and snatched the control stick. He knew it’d work. The arcade’s owner was some old pedophile who never checked up on the kids or updated his machines. None of them were protected against counterfeiting. None of them. Ryder knew; he’d tried them all. The idiot owner had even put a brand new iPhone 4 in the claw machine but hadn’t raised the price of the game in a decade. If you asked Ryder, this wasn’t thievery. It was natural selection.

Griffin shuffled from toe to toe and constantly glanced over his shoulder. “Seriously, Ryder, we could get in so much—”

“Oh my God, you’re the wimpiest senior in high-school history. I can’t believe we’re twins,” said Ryder as he directed the claw above the iPhone. “Seriously, why don’t you just start wearing skirts, find yourself a good-looking boy, and fuck off.”

“Sexist, homophobic, and rude.”

“Gay, gay, and gay.”

“Good retort.”

“Good retort,” Ryder mimicked in a voice nothing like his brother’s.

Griffin sighed and shook his head. “Why are you always such a dick?”

“I may be a dick,” said Ryder, watching as the claw closed around the iPhone box and lifted it into the air, “but I’m a dick with an iPhone.”

The machine buzzed as cogs twirled and pistons pumped, moving the mechanical arm to the prize chute.

“And because you doubted me,” Ryder boasted, “you don’t get to use it.”

A rumble in the arcade’s floor knocked Ryder and Griffin off balance. Games buzzed and dinged and kids screamed as the ground shook and trembled. The shaking loosened the claw and the iPhone dropped, bounced off the edge of the prize chute, and fell back into the machine-proper. 

“What the hell?!” Ryder smashed his fists against the glass and stared at the iPhone. “That’s bullshit!”

“No, that’s karma,” said Griffin.

Ryder rounded on him, fully intending to punch Griffin in the gut, but another quake sent him stumbling. More machines dinged and buzzed as quarters were sifted inside of them. The sound of sparking electricity found Ryder’s ears and was followed by the stench of melting plastic. Smoke drifted to the ceilings as, one by one, games failed and died. Finally the quaking stopped. Ryder got to his feet and squinted into the distance. Kids wandered, confused and sacred, while a woman was desperately rushing to the entrance of the arcade. Ryder watched her go, somehow knowing she was going the wrong way.

The moment she got to the arcade’s entrance, a deafening boom rocked the building, and a pile of falling debris and glass crushed and entombed the woman. 

“Jesus!” Ryder exclaimed, shielding his face from an inflood of dust. He knew he should run. He knew he needed to get out of the arcade before the whole thing fell down around him. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t force himself to move no matter how hard he tried.

When the dust cleared from the arcade’s entrance, Ryder saw a man untangling himself from the rubble. The man stood shakily, a gash on his head leaking blood.

“Ancestor,” Griffin said breathlessly. 

Draped in a white and green leotard, Ancestor was built like a brick house, had a pair of white-feathered wings sprouting from his back, pure golden skin, and massive stag antlers sprouting from his head. With his right hand, he clutched the Sword of Judgement—a long blade of reflective metal with a golden handle and a pommel shaped like a star. In his left hand, he held the Skull of Xerxun. The skull was the source of Ancestor’s powers, everyone in Bedrock City knew. It was passed down from heir to heir, infusing any who held it with the powers of Xerxun, an ancient warrior of legendary renown.

“I slipped a disk,” Ancestor said through gritted teeth as he stumbled into the arcade and slumped against a Ms. Pac-Man machine. “Ah geez. Ah dang. Ah golly. That smites. Ho-boy, that’s a bad one.”

“We have to help him,” said Griffin, who went to the injured hero’s aid. 

Ryder caught his brother’s arm. “Hell no. Where there’s a superfreak, there’s a villainous superfreak. We’re getting out of here right now.”

“We’re not all as selfish as you, Ryder.” Griffin tugged his arm free and jogged away, where he fell at Ancestor’s side and inspected his wounds.

Ryder didn’t know how he knew, call it bully’s intuition, but something terrible was coming. Something so much worse than a collapsed ceiling. A cold chill was seeping into the arcade, curling itself around Ryder’s body and raising the fine hairs on the back of his neck. He shivered, instinctively rubbing his arms as he watched more and more bystanders crowding round to get a look at Ancestor. They snapped photographs and took selfies with the hurt hero; some people even asked for autographs as Griffin dug his knee into Ancestor’s back to crack the slipped disk into place.

The chill grew worse and soon Ryder was shivering. He wanted to call out to Griffin, to tell his brother to get out of there, but he didn’t. Instead, he shuffled away, moving deeper into the arcade in search of a back exit or a fire-escape. 

No sooner had he arrived at a bowling alley towards the rear of the arcade, was there a deafening boom and the screech of terrified children. The building shook once more as the ceiling collapsed further and a great plume of dust blanketed the blinking, colorful machines. The next thing Ryder knew was stampeding feet and terrified screams as bloodied, dust-covered hordes rushed towards the back of the arcade. 

Behind them, Ryder saw two towering silhouettes trading lighting fast blows. Then the silhouettes were getting bigger. Coming straight for him.

Ryder hit the floor as a vicious whoosh passed an inch above him.

Another violent crash followed and Ryder rolled to avoid a flying bowling ball. A bowling pin cracked against his forehead and he cried out, then covered his head. He opened his eyes to hazard a look; there was fresh sunlight flooding into the arcade and the distant, muted sounds of destruction.

“Ryder!” came Griffin’s faraway voice, and Ryder was surprised to find himself being pulled to his feet. Despite Griffin sounding distant, he was actually right next to Ryder. A persistent ringing invaded Ryder’s head, rattling around his skull and making the world seem… fuzzy. He blinked and he was stumbling towards the giant hole in the arcade’s wall. Then he was falling through it into a world of light and screams.

Glass rained down from above, snapping Ryder out of his stupor. The mall was on fire. Literally. Smoke billowed out of a crumpled escalator, while a clothing store across the way was entirely ablaze. Debris, bodies, and abandoned shopping littered the floor, while a half-destroyed water-fountain leaked a growing puddle onto the ground.

“They’re coming back!” someone screamed in the distance moments before another violent explosion rocked the mall and two blurry figures zoomed past Ryder’s eyes. They crashed through the wall of a cinema, then came bounding right back out again.

Ancestor was bloodied, his costume ripped, sword gone, and the feathers on one of his wings were mostly burnt away, leaving singed, pink and blackened flesh behind. He hovered level with the first floor, his wings flapping as he studied his rival.

It was Annex, Ryder saw; Ancestor’s arch-nemesis. A ruthless villain with world domination on his very short to-do list, Annex didn’t bother with costumes or any gimmicks besides an old, battle-worn gas mask that covered his entire face. Oftentimes he accompanied it with a black trench-coat and today was no exception.

Annex floated too, though without the aid of wings. His powers were a mystery as far as Ryder and the rest of Bedrock City were concerned. Some had speculated that he was a mimic, meaning he could mirror any ability used against him. If it were true, then he was as powerful as Ancestor in every regard.

“This is your end, Ancestor,” said Annex in a cold, gravely voice. “The Skull of Xerxun will be mine.”

Ancestor folded his arms across his chest and laughed. “I doubt that very much, Annex. Possession is three-fourths of the law!”

“C’mon!” Griffin shouted, tugging on Ryder’s arm as Ancestor and Annex clashed once more. They traded insanely fast blows, punching and kicking with such intensity that tiny ripples of energy pulsed away from them and pressed against bystanders, forcing them into walls and onto the ground.

Ryder allowed Griffin to drag him away, further down the mall’s central strip, the exit not far away. Annex crashed into the ground ahead of them but was on his feet in the blink of an eye. Ryder shoved Griffin aside and they both fell in time to avoid Annex’s super-powered lurch forward.

Ryder pulled Griffin to his feet and they continued to hobble for the exit. Another quake rocked the floor and a collapsing bridge overhead came hurtling to the ground. Cowering, Ryder covered his head and clamped his eyes shut but, when nothing smeared him into a fine red paste, he opened his eyes and saw Ancestor looming above him. He’d caught the bridge, aimed it, and launched it at Annex, catching the villain head-on and squashing him against a distant wall.

“Thanks,” Ryder breathed, but Ancestor was already gone, charging at Annex as the villain shook his head and struggled to his feet. They clashed again, and a group of fleeing people screamed as Ancestor was knocked out of the sky and landed on them with a sickening crunch. 

As Ancestor got to his feet, Annex came down on him, pummeling him into the floor. Annex’s fists fell fast and heavy, creating tiny tremors in the earth with each hit. The ground cracked and cratered around Ancestor’s body, creating an ever-deepening indent until only rubble and a deep bowl remained.

As the pummeling continued, the mall shook and quaked. Beams fell from the ceiling, followed by glass and the collapsing upper levels of the mall. Ryder and Griffin turned to race for the doors but found they were gone, blocked by rubble and debris.

With the mall collapsing around them, Ryder grabbed Griffin by the scruff of his shirt and shoved him toward the back to the building and a pair of double doors behind the escalators. Beyond the double doors were refuge entrances leading to the rear of the building, and tunnels that wound deep underground to a basement level. Ryder knew because he and his friends had broken in a few times over the summer and spent the night ransacking and raiding every shop they could wrangle their way inside of.

Together, Ryder and Griffin raced past Annex and Ancestor, waded through the fountain water, and slipped past the smoking escalators. Other shoppers had the same idea, and soon great hordes of desperate survivors were stampeding for the doors. The brothers arrived at the doors and Griffin tugged himself free of Ryder’s grip, looking back at Ancestor and Annex. 

Ancestor was on his feet now, wrestling with Annex, but losing. His face was a bloodied mess, his costume torn almost entirely. He still gripped the Skull of Xerxun in desperate hands, but Annex was pawing for the grizzly totem and Ryder wasn’t convinced Ancestor could keep a hold of it.

More to the point, he didn’t care.

“Griffin, c’mon!” Ryder screamed over the throng of the crying shoppers and the raging battle. 

“He needs help!” Griffin shouted back, pointing at Ancestor. 

“Don’t be a fucking idiot!”

Griffin fixed Ryder a hard stare, turned on his heel, and raced back into the mall.

“Griffin!” Ryder cried after him, helpless as his brother closed the gap to Annex and Ancestor in no time. He grabbed a discarded pole and held it over his head as he charged forward. 

“What are you doing?” Ryder seethed as Griffin bought the pole down on Annex’s head. Annex froze, glanced at Griffin through a sideways eye, and swatted him aside like a ragdoll. And just like a ragdoll, Griffin flew through the air and crashed into a pillar. He slid down to the floor, head slumped and eyes closed.

“Griffin!” Ryder cried as he battled through the evacuating masses to get to his brother. 

Annex slammed a definitive fist into Ancestor’s face and stood slowly. He savored his victory as he reached for the Skull of Xerxun. At the same time, Ryder fell in next to Griffin. Griffin was alive, though his breathing was shallow.

“At long last,” Annex said. “My forebears will be avenged. The Skull of Xerxun will serve the Rinkleman Empire as it was always meant to!”

“Never,” whispered Ancestor as he labored his life away. He began glowing, a smoking orange mist creeping out of the Skull of Xerxun and igniting Ancestor’s eyes with a blinding light. “I join my ancestors now. But I take you with me!”

A pulsing beam of orange light shot from Ancestor’s face, bursting through Annex’s right side and ripping his arm away. The rest of the beam hit Annex in the chest, but he absorbed it, struggling against it as his legs slipped along the marble floor. 

“No,” the villain seethed. “No! NO!” he screamed as he was swept away. Launched up, through the mall’s crumpled ceiling and far, far away.

The light faded and Ryder had to blink spots out of his vision. He sat with Griffin cradled on his lap, the last dregs of the shoppers’ cries echoing from beyond the double doors, and the groaning, creaking building surrounding him.

Ancestor lay propped up against a fallen piece of wall, blood dribbling from his mouth and his face swelling with bruises. He coughed and closed his eyes, his lips moving silently as his breathing shallowed.

“Boy,” Ancestor wheezed, “come here.”

Ryder looked at Griffin in his lap and back at Ancestor. “My brother’s hurt. He—”

“Come here, boy!” Ancestor demanded in a booming voice, and Ryder did as he was told, shuffling through the destruction, blood, and death. He crouched beside the bloodied hero. Ancestor snatched his hand and stared into his eyes. “I’m dying, boy,” he said.

“I can call an ambulance if you—”

“No. It wouldn’t matter. This is my end, but it cannot be Ancestor’s. The Skull of Xerxun must have an heir. You rushed to my aid. Twice, in fact. Clearly you have a hero’s heart and a warrior’s resolve.”

Ryder blinked. It wasn’t the first time he’d been mistaken for his gentle-souled brother, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. To his knowledge, Ryder could think of no case of mistaken identity as severe as this one.

A good person would correct the mistake.

A good person would direct Ancestor to Griffin.

Ryder was not a good person.

“Yes,” said Ryder. “I have those things. Hero’s heart. Warrior’s resolve. Sounds just like me.”

Ancestor wet his lips and lifted a shaking hand to Ryder. Within his palm was the fabled skull of legend. Orange smoke twisted through the skull’s empty sockets and its forehead was slick with Ancestor’s blood. A thumping drum beat within Ryder’s head as he stared at the Skull of Xerxun. He was being dragged into the skull’s empty eyes, seeing back through time as a thousand generations of heirs had wielded the skull and, with it, ultimate power.

Armies had risen against the wielder and fallen at his feet.

Kings had held it on their thrones and been assassinated for its allure. 

Heroes, bold and brave, had carried it into battle and used it to defend the innocent.

Xerxun himself stood there within Ryder’s waking vision. A towering giant wrapped in metal, the Sword of Judgment rested across his shoulder as he stared deep into Ryder’s soul and judged him. Xerxun turned away, his head shaking, and Ryder was back in the crumbling mall, Ancestor before him, unbridled power ahead.

“Take my place,” Ancestor said. “Become this city’s protector.”

“I will,” said Ryder.

“Be bold, boy. Be true and good. Be a hero.”

“I promise. I’ll carry your legacy, Ancestor.”

“Then take it. Take my burden and become my heir.”

Ryder reached forward with a swift hand and lifted the Skull of Xerxun from Ancestor’s palm. The smoke spilling from the skull vanished. Nothing happened.

Ryder frowned. “Am I meant to feel—”

A brilliant beam of orange light burst from the skull’s empty sockets and linked with Ryder’s eyes. Heat worked into his body, filling him from the jagged edge of his longest toenail to the finest point of his frost-tipped-hair. The heat began to burn and Ryder could smell singeing hair. He wanted to scream but when he tried, no noise escaped his lips. He thrashed, trying to let go of the skull, but it was glued to his hand. 

It knew. It knew he wasn’t worthy. It knew he was a spiteful piece of shit and now it was punishing him.

“Ryder, Son of Jax,” came a deep, distant voice echoing within Ryder’s head and, somehow, he knew it belonged to Xerxun. “Mine own powers become yours. Our souls entangle and become one. Once passed have two suns, shall our union be cemented.”

And just like that, the heat was gone and Ryder could see again. He collapsed forward, orange smoke drifting from his nostrils as he groaned and groped at the floor. 

“It is done,” Ancestor said, his breathing growing shallow. “Hero. You are… Ancestor. Protect. Innocents…” Ancestor died then. He sighed one last breath and was forever still.

“I will,” said Ryder as he eased Ancestor onto the floor and closed the dead hero’s eyes. “I’ll make you proud. I promise.”
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