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				Drynn
By Steve Vera

				Book
					one
					of
					Last
					of
					the
					Shardyn

				Montana police chief Skip Walkins is hot on the trail of a
					murder suspect when he witnesses a drifter free the Lord of the Underworld.
					Seventeen years ago, five knights from Earth’s magical twin, Theia, entombed
					Asmodeous the Pale, Lord of the Drynn, in Skip’s town. Now that the dark god is
					free again, he’s anxious to get back home and finish the war he began…to enslave
					all life. It begins with killing the knights who trapped him.

				Deprived of their magic, the knights fight back using
					whatever they can get their hands on, from samurai swords to assault rifles.
					Skip gets reluctantly drawn in to their struggle while Donovan Smith, the
					demi-god murderer whom Skip was after in the first place, plots to find the Lord
					of the Underworld and butcher him on his own.

				Together, these unlikely heroes might just save the world. If
					they don’t kill each other first.

				91,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				This February, we decided that we would do something a little
					different for the month that usually celebrates Valentine’s Day. Not everything
					always needs to be hearts and roses—sometimes it can be swords, mayhem and
					spaceships as well—so we’re using this month to not only debut new science
					fiction and fantasy authors and series, but also to reintroduce some returning
					authors in these genres. And, of course, since we’re a publisher of variety, we
					have even more genres on offer this month.

				Debut author Steve Vera brings us Drynn, book one in his Last of the Shardyn urban fantasy trilogy.
					The heroes of two worlds reluctantly join forces to fight the Lord of the
					Underworld. Joining Steve in the urban fantasy category is David Bridger,
					returning with his sequel to Quarter
					Square. Golden
					Triangle is the story of a golden man, werewolf
					bikers and two nemeses.

				How
					Beauty
					Saved
					the
					Beast is the second book in Jax Garren’s continuing
					science fiction romance trilogy, and the sexual tension is ramping up! A
					burlesque dancer and a scarred soldier defend a colony of anarchists as friends
					and fellow agents, but when a new weapon threatens to rip them apart, sparks fly
					as the dancer must take the lead in a fight for the soldier’s life. Don’t miss
					the trilogy’s conclusion in May.

				Returning authors Stacy Gail, Inez Kelley, Shona Husk and
					Christopher Beats all deliver their respective book twos this month, all in four
					different genres. Don’t miss paranormal romance Savage
					Angel, fantasy romance Time
					Dancer, Western fantasy romance Dark
					Secrets and steampunk mystery Vacant
					Graves.

				Also in February, author Shawna Thomas launches her newest
					fantasy series with Journey
					of
					Awakening. Trained from birth for one purpose, Sara
					must reunite three ancient stones to restore balance to the land, but one of the
					stone keepers has other plans.

				Longing for a heroine who’s not your typical heroine? Have an
					interest in a unique fairy tale retelling? Tia Nevitt delivers both in her
					latest Accidental Enchantments offering, The
					Magic
					Mirror
					and
					the
					Seventh
					Dwarf, a Snow
					White retelling where the seventh dwarf is a young
					woman who walks into adventure with a runaway princess, a prince cursed by a
					magic mirror, and a romance of her own.

				Last, but definitely not least, are our February offerings
					for those of you who want to read outside of science fiction, fantasy and
					paranormal. Mystery author Monique Domovitch joins Carina Press with Getting
					Skinny, the first in her Chef Landry Mystery series.
					Charlie Cochrane delivers another heart-wrenching tale of love in male/male
					historical Promises
					Made
					Under
					Fire. And cool Southern belle Althea Grant’s subdued
					life as an art gallery owner burns out of control when a seductive bad-boy metal
					sculptor pushes her to explore her deepest, most thrilling desires in Platinum, Jeffe Kennedy’s newest BDSM erotic romance
					book.

				We’re pleased to introduce debut author Darcy Daniel with her
					contemporary romance Playing
					the
					Part. Famous actress Anthea Cane meets her match
					when she encounters an enigmatic blind farmer…but has she also met the man of
					her dreams?

				And despite my claim that not everything has to be hearts and
					roses, I’m still a die-hard romantic, so I hope all of you discover an amazing
					happily ever after this Valentine’s Day, whether between the pages of a Carina
					Press book or channel surfing on the couch next to you.

				We love to hear from
					readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com.
					You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter
					stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				Chapter One

				The man was an outsider, a visitor, and he wasn’t
					welcome. It took only a moment for Emma to realize there was something unnatural
					about him, something different. The rush of cold air that scuttled in after him
					refused to surrender to the smoky warmth of her tavern, even after the stranger
					closed the door. Instead, it seemed to coalesce around him, as if feeding off
					his very presence.

				“We’re closed,” Emma called from behind a worn but well-kept
					wooden bar. She glanced nervously at Rufus and his two burly brothers as they
					glared with unconcealed hostility at the stranger.

				Massaging the two-day stubble sprouting from his face, Rufus
					muttered something to his brothers and they all snickered.

				For a moment the stranger stood in the doorway and passed his
					gaze over the tavern, impervious to the hostile stares and low mutterings he
					received from the three. His long, sandy-blond hair hung limply to his
					shoulders, weighed down by melting snow. Crystals of ice not yet melted on his
					black overcoat reflected light cast by the fire burning in the center
					fireplace.

				Emma couldn’t see his eyes. Despite the fact that it was ten
					o’clock at night and a snowstorm had begun outside, the stranger wore a pair of
					red sunglasses too dark for her to see through. His attention seemed fixed on
					the sixteen-point trophy buck adorning the wall above her fireplace, and for a
					moment Emma feared he might be some PETA wacko come to give her grief about
					hunting animals.

				“I said we’re closed,” she called out again, her voice loud and
					cold. She could hear Rufus cracking his knuckles.

				The man in the doorway turned, as if noticing her for the first
					time. He entered, his movements as fluid as a haunting spirit.

				Emma couldn’t remember ever meeting a man so good-looking. His
					features were smooth and finely chiseled, almost angelic in their beauty.
					Suddenly Emma felt old, plump and gray and every bit the thirty years she had on
					the kid.

				He reached into his left pocket and laid two hundred-dollar
					bills on the bar. “For dinner and drinks,” he said in a soft, eerie rasp that
					sent the graying hairs on her arm vertical. There was something unfriendly, even
					sinister about him that his youth and perfect features couldn’t mask, and though
					Emma couldn’t actually see his eyes, she could feel them burning into her.
					Leaving her naked.

				Possessing no desire to tangle stares, she looked down to his
					neck and found the edges of a pale, smooth scar smiling across his throat within
					the depths of his coat. There was only one sort of injury Emma could think of
					that would leave that kind of scar. Aware that she was staring, she looked back
					up into the lenses concealing his expression. She picked up the bills, folded
					them neatly and slid them into the apron strapped around her ample hips.

				“It’ll take a couple minutes to warm up the grill.” Emma’s
					voice, strong and brisk just moments before, now wavered.

				He nodded and then took a seat in the back corner by the
					window, gliding into it like a hawk’s shadow.

				“What the hell?” Rufus demanded, thunking his near-empty mug on
					her oak-top table.

				“You hush up, Rufus,” Emma snapped, relieved to hear the
					customary gruffness back in her voice. “You give me two hundred dollars for
					dinner and I’ll start up the grill for you too.”

				Rufus growled out a curse and swallowed a mouthful of brew.

				“Jessica, how about a hand, hey?” Emma waved the bar towel at
					the only other woman in the bar, a buxom bottle-blonde whose glazed-over
					expression bordered on awe.

				Damn
					fool
					girl. Emma knotted the end of the towel and thwacked
					it against Jessica’s backside.

				Jessica sprang back to life with a squeak.

				“A hand, please?”

				“Oh yeah, right,” Jessica mumbled, straightening while rubbing
					the back of her jeans. She refused to break eye contact with the young stranger
					until Emma hooked a finger into her belt loop and guided her, starry-eyed, back
					into the kitchen.

				“Wow,” Jessica breathed in a ridiculous, dreamy sigh.
					“Christmas came early this year.” The seeds of a plan took root in her eyes.

				“More like Halloween,” Emma said by way of response. “There’s
					something wrong with that kid.” Jessica didn’t seem to notice the slight
					trembling in Emma’s normally surgeon-steady hands.

				“He does look rather naughty, doesn’t he?” Jessica asked with a
					grin and raised her eyebrows twice, a glint of mischief dancing in her eyes.

				“Listen to me,” Emma said, more serious than she felt she had a
					right to be. “You saw how Rufus was looking at him.”

				“Mm-hmm, prolly jealous.”

				“Exactly.” Emma paused, letting the word sink in. “I need you
					to keep him occupied.”

				“The stranger? No problem,” Jessie said with a coy smile.

				Emma was immune.

				Jessica’s smile dissolved. “C’mon, Emma, he’s just being Rufus. He’s not gonna do anything. He hasn’t even been
					out for two months.” She puckered her lips and inspected the acrylic on her
					nails, an action Emma knew that meant the girl wasn’t listening to a word she
					said.

				Emma slammed the sauté pan atop the flaming burner loud enough
					to break through that dismissal. “Do it anyway.”

				Jessica’s eyebrows rose, dreamy fog vanquished.

				“For me,” Emma added, softening her tone. Call it woman’s
					intuition, but an alarm was whistling like a teakettle in the back of her head.
					Maybe she shouldn’t have taken the money.

				Jessica rolled her eyes and steeled herself for her task. Emma
					knew the last thing the girl wanted to do was sit next to that fat, hairy slob
					of an ex-con, but...Emma signed her paycheck.

				“Remind me again why I work here?” Jessica said, deflated.

				“Because I’m the only boss who doesn’t howl that you’re ten
					minutes late. Every day.” Emma pointed to the door with her metal spatula.

				Sighing like a grounded teenager, Jessica turned and pushed
					through the kitchen’s wide-swinging metal door. Her face popped into view
					through the glass panel and she tossed Emma a wink as she pranced toward the
					dining room.

				I’m
					doing
					you
					a
					favor, hon. Something’s
					wrong
					with
					that
					kid. Emma barreled through the swinging door after
					her. She clicked on the big-screen television over the bar, preset to the Monday
					night game, and murmured a plea to the announcers to keep things calm.

				Jessica plopped herself into the fourth seat at Rufus’s table
					and beamed a smile. “So whatcha guys gonna buy me?” she asked sweetly.

				Rufus laughed. “What are you? Damage control?” His words were
					slurred and muddy, like a truck revving in the rain.

				“You got it. As long as you pervs are staring at my tits, you
					won’t mess up Emma’s bar by doing something rambunctious.” She batted her
					eyelashes.

				Emma hadn’t thought it was that funny but evidently Rufus did
					because he roared, his two brothers joining in.

				“Don’t worry ’bout us, Jessie. So long as pretty boy over there
					minds his manners, we won’t have to kick anybody’s manicured ass. Ain’t that
					right, pretty boy?” Rufus yelled out of the side of his mouth.

				The stranger seemed oblivious to the taunt. He sat unmoving,
					his gaze directed toward the large screen that flashed the destruction of the
					Dallas team.

				Emma narrowed her eyes. “Remember our deal, Rufus.”

				“What’d I do?” Rufus opened his hands in a gesture of
					harmlessness.

				Emma barely withheld a snort. Rufus was about as innocent as a
					pyromaniac with a book of matches. “I don’t want any trouble tonight. From
					anyone.” Her tone was final. She took a deep breath before walking over to the
					table.

				Unlike the stranger, Rufus was familiar territory; Emma knew
					she was the only person who could speak to him like that. It wasn’t that he
					respected her or feared her or even that he liked her. The simple fact was Rufus
					was banned from every other bar in town. His continued presence in her
					restaurant was strictly conditional on his behavior.

				Now for the stranger. She walked over to his table, forcing
					herself to cap her kettle. He was just a kid who wanted to eat, nothing more.
						In
					and
					out, kid, and
					make
					it
					snappy.

				“Look. Unless you wanna be here forever, I suggest you get the
					ribeye. I got ’em handy and they’re my specialty.” Emma watched his impassive,
					flawless face for a reaction to her words. Her tone had been sharp. Well, hell,
					it always was when she was dealing with Rufus; that was the only way that
					worked. Belatedly, she remembered this odd young man had forked over two hundred
					bucks for this meal. That alone was a free pass for at least a little
					professional pleasantness. For now. “So what do you say? It’ll come with garlic
					mashed potatoes, sautéed cippolini onions, grilled asparagus and a roasted
					shallot Zinfandel demi-glace,” Emma continued a bit more contritely. Rocky
					Mountain tavern the Rook might be, but Emma was a gourmet.

				“That’ll be fine,” he answered in a raspy flatline.

				The monotone recitation sent a chill up Emma’s spine, as if
					someone had just dunked her in the Flathead River flowing just outside the large
					windows that comprised the west wall of her bar.

				“How do you want it?” She took advantage of the moment to give
					him a good once-over. His neat and well-kept hands were folded in front of him,
					his eyes inscrutable behind the opaque red lenses of his designer sunglasses.
					He’d taken off his overcoat and draped it across the chair next to him, where it
					steamed in the heat of the bar. Emma noticed a subtle, earthy smell emanating
					from him that she’d never scented before. It was slight, almost indiscernible,
					but Emma’s trained nose picked it out. Like ozone and herbs.

				“I don’t care.”

				Emma raised her brows and shrugged. Whatever. You’re
					getting
					medium
					rare. “Anything to drink?”

				“A glass of red wine.”

				Could
					you
					be
					any
					more
					vague, kid? She shook
					her head and dismissed herself to pour him a midlevel Napa Cabernet. I
					should
					card
					his
					ass, she thought but decided against it. He was too
					creepy to be underage.

				The stranger did not acknowledge her as she set the glass in
					front of him. Why on Earth he’d chosen Rolling Creek, Montana, of all places to
					stop on a night like this was beyond her. Not that it mattered. His two hundred
					bucks had guaranteed she’d cook for him. She just hoped he didn’t pitch a tent
					and stay all night.

				On her way to the kitchen, she caught Jessica’s eye and gave a
					jerk of her chin in Rufus’s direction. Jessica smiled with a nod and continued
					her conversation without missing a beat. Rufus’s gravelly voice droned on and
					on, a low rumble, like a landslide of sound.

				Ten minutes, that was all she was asking for.

				Emma glanced out the dining room’s two windows again. The snow
					was starting to come down now. Yep, she regretted it.

				* * *

				He’d seen the way she’d looked at him. If it weren’t for
					his stupid parole officer, Rufus would have happily stomped a mud hole in the
					pretty boy’s ass just for the way he looked. Prison, however, was a mighty
					strong deterrent, even for Rufus Jenkins.

				He glanced at his older brother, Marcus, who was also staring
					at the pretty boy, the fixings of a snarl pulling at Marcus’s face.

				“What?” Rufus demanded, slamming back his seventh beer.

				“I think we should kick his lily ass on principle,” his brother
					said. “Right now, I can’t think of anything in the whole world more annoying
					than some idiot not knowing there’s no damn sun in a bar at eleven o’clock at
					night.”

				Rufus’s eyebrows knotted. He turned to take another look, and
					for a second, all four of them watched the stranger stare lifelessly at the
					television screen, completely motionless.

				If only he weren’t on parole.

				“Maybe he has an eye condition,” Jessica suggested
					helpfully.

				“You would say that,” Rufus said, dismissing her words with a
					wave of his hand.

				“I know—he’s doing Yoga.” His younger brother Todd tittered,
					sloshing the amber liquid in his mug, lips registering a stupid, blank
					smile.

				“Who cares?” Jessica’s voice seemed unusually high to Rufus. He
					smiled. He liked watching her squirm. “He probably just pulled over because of
					the storm. There is a blizzard in the forecast
					tonight, remember? Anyway, as I was saying, after the car broke down we—”
					Jessica continued her story, but now she was just an irritating buzzing in his
					ears.

				Who’d he think he was, coming into Rufus’s bar, throwing money
					around like some wannabe movie star, not even taking off his sunglasses at
					night? No
					damn
					respect.

				“Hey!” Rufus barked. “I don’t know you. Where you from?”

				“C’mon, Rufus, he’s not bothering anyone,” Jessica said,
					caressing his meaty forearm.

				“He’s bothering me.” Rufus yanked
					his arm from her hand. “Hey! I’m talking to you! You deaf or something?” he
					bellowed. There could be no mistaking who he was talking to.

				The stranger remained motionless, as if he hadn’t heard. Then
					slowly, deliberately, he turned. “Tell me something,” he said, leaning forward
					on his table. “What kind of stupid, dipshit name is ‘Rufus’ anyway?”

				There was shocked silence. It took several seconds for the
					stranger’s words to penetrate the cloud of alcohol surrounding Rufus’s mind.
					Jaws around the table dropped.

				Then Todd began to laugh.

				“Oh my God,” Jessica breathed.

				Rufus was incredulous, in utter disbelief.

				Todd laughed so hard his chair creaked. “D’ju hear that?” he
					choked between laughs. “He called you a dipshit, Rufus. He called you a
					dipshit!”

				“Hope you enjoyed your life, buddy,” Marcus called in a voice
					that already knew the outcome, had seen it a hundred times before.

				Rufus stood, anger coursing through his veins like an impending
					volcanic eruption. He locked his jaw and squeezed his hands into crackling fists
					so tight his fingers went white. “That was the stupidest thing you ever did in
					your life,” he growled, all thoughts of caution and parole officers
					vaporized.

				“Rufus, it’s not worth it!” Jessica pleaded. “You just got out
					two months ago!”

				“Hell yeah, it’s worth it!” he heard Todd sing. “He called you
					a dipshit!”

				Rufus was a very large man. He’d been a two hundred
					twenty-pound fullback in high school and he’d only gotten bigger—forty pounds
					bigger. He was muscled like a lumberjack, thick and solid. A smile twisted the
					left side of his mouth. Hell yeah, it was worth it. Some begging for mercy was
					in order.

				“At least take him outside!” Jessica pleaded as he advanced,
					but her voice was distant, sliding off his brain like a broken egg.

				He stood over the stranger, towered over him. The man sat where
					he was, not a flicker of emotion on his cold, marble features.

				“I’m gonna hit you so hard you shit your—” Rufus swung
					midsentence, hurling his huge ham-fist in a sucker punch that should have
					shattered pretty boy’s face.

				Instead, the stranger’s hand shot out like a striking snake and
					caught Rufus’s wrist midair. Pain shot up his arm in a rolling wave.

				“If you initiate conflict,” the man said in a quiet rasp, “be
					prepared for what is evoked.”

				His hand was a steel vise, inhumanly strong, and Rufus sank
					helplessly to his knees, dropping to eye level. Something was happening behind
					those red-tinted lenses, something dark and terrible, and for the first time
					since he could remember, Rufus was afraid. He didn’t want to see those eyes.
					Energy crackled from the stranger’s body, radiating through him like heat from a
					fire. Rufus should have been able to rip his arm away with ease, but it felt
					like the bones in his forearms were going to collapse.

				“Pray to whatever god you worship that we don’t meet again,”
					the stranger said.

				Mind muddled by alcohol, the blatant condescension sent a
					second surge of anger through Rufus. Fear be damned. Do
					you
					know
					who
					I
					am, you
					little
					shit? He ground his teeth and forced himself to
					stand. Behind him, chairs scraped against the floor.

				Nobody was laughing anymore.

				Rufus thought he saw the faintest shadow of a smile on pretty
					boy’s face, a smirk. Anger flashed to rage and Rufus wrenched his arm away with
					everything his massive body had to offer. At the same instant, the stranger let
					go.

				There was only gravity to break his flight—that, two brothers
					and a table. Jessica scampered out of the way just before Rufus plowed into the
					table they’d been sharing. Pint glasses and peanut shells crashed to the floor.
					His brothers’ attempt to catch him failed and he sprawled on the bar floor in a
					messy, human heap.

				The stranger sipped his wine and continued watching the game as
					if he’d just blown his nose.

				“What the hell is going on out here?” Emma demanded,
					materializing from the kitchen, tongs in hand.

				Four shocked pairs of eyes were locked on the stranger sitting
					in the dim corner. He ignored them. Rufus tried to rub feeling back into his
					arm. How could a kid half his size be that...strong? Five glaring fingerprints
					marked his forearm where the circulation had been interrupted. Emma’s eyes
					widened as she began to understand.

				“I think you’d better leave, Rufus,” he heard her say in low
					voice.

				“What?” he demanded, his voice a mixture of amazement,
					humiliation and fury.

				“What do you mean, ‘what’? Look at my table! Look at my
					dishes!” she yelled, gesturing wildly to the mess on the floor.

				“He called me a dipshit!” Rufus yelled back.

				“I don’t care if he called you a brain-damaged baboon with
					crabs! Damn it, Rufus.” She raked her fingers through her short, gray hair. “We
					had a deal.”

				“He called me a dipshit. What’d you expect me to do?”

				“I expected you to remember our deal.” Emma squatted over the
					broken dishes, angrily shaking her head. “You know what? Just leave.”

				“Wait just a minute—”

				“I mean it. Now. Leave. I’ll clean up your mess. Again.”

				Rufus glared at her, then at the stranger. “We’ll be seeing
					each other again.”

				The man looked away from the television and regarded Rufus.
					“Yes, we will,” he said, then turned back to the highlights, dismissing him.

				Emma and Jessica were too engrossed picking up debris and glass
					to say goodbye.

				Oh, he was going to pay. If it was the last thing he did, that
					little shit was going to suffer. Rufus would make sure of it. He snatched his
					coat from the brass hooks by the table and jammed a stained Jets baseball cap on
					his head with a snarl. Together with his two brothers, he stalked outside
					without a backward glance.

				He already knew what he was going to do. Gotta
					come
					out
					sometime, kid.

				* * *

				“Are you crazy?” Emma asked. “You embarrassed him, for
					crying out loud.”

				“My steak better not be burning,” he responded, unaffected, his
					voice a low rasp that crawled through her ears.

				“It’s your funeral,” she muttered and strode back into the
					kitchen, propping the door open so she could hear, in case Rufus got any funny
					ideas about coming back. Two hundred bucks was not
					worth this.

				She flipped the ribeye on the grill and jabbed it with her
					tongs. Two more minutes. In the interim, Emma snuck a peek back into the dining
					room through the propped-open door.

				Jessica’s shapely legs were curled into the most impractical
					pose imaginable for cleaning glass shards off the floor, that stupid, hypnotized
					expression back on her face. She shimmied her way up from the floor and
					swaggered toward the stranger, a seductive cock to her head that had charmed
					countless men. “You certainly know how to impress a woman,” she purred, leaning
					over his table so he could get a full look at what she was offering. Many a man
					had succumbed. Not this one.

				Silence.

				“Hey now, I’m not Rufus. You can talk to me. What’s your
					name?”

				The stranger held his forefinger to his lips in a gesture a
					parent might use to quiet an insolent child. Ouch!
					That was a first.

				Jessie blinked in surprise but was quick in her recovery. “Not
					very social, are you?”

				More silence. Jessica shrugged and walked away, her hips
					chastising him for not knowing what he was missing.

				Just as well. That fool girl had no business getting caught up
					with a boy like that. Emma marched back to her grill. Three minutes later she
					strode into the dining room, balancing the plate on the tips of her fingers as
					the aroma of the still-sizzling steak mixed with the scents of hemlock and oak
					burning in the fireplace.

				“Here you go.” She set the plate in front of him, proud despite
					the late hour and her eerie guest. Food was the universal bridge.

				Not even a glimmer of appreciation.

				“Anything else?” she asked, unable to keep the wry tone from
					her voice. She looked through the windows behind him and mentally yard-sticked
					the accumulating snow.

				Not too bad. Yet.

				“Fork.”

				Emma startled. “Oh yeah, fork. Sorry,” she said, stealing a
					silverware set from the next table over. A hot flush spread through her cheeks.
					“If you need anything, just ask Jessie. I’m sure she’ll be happy to take care of
					you.”

				Jessica looked up sourly as Emma coasted back to the kitchen
					for cleanup.

				Emma had no intention of getting snowed in.

				It didn’t take long. Emma was of the school that a kitchen
					should be clean by the time the meal is ready, so in minutes her tasks were
					complete. She kicked out the wedge propping open the kitchen door, watched it
					swing close and bounded back into the dining room, hoping the stranger would be
					gone or, at the very least, almost finished.

				Not even close. He’d barely taken three bites. He ate slowly
					and with purpose, as if waiting for something. Emma tried to imagine what he
					could possibly be waiting for—a woman? A drug deal? A PETA meeting?

				“How long you figure he’s gonna be here?” Emma asked Jessica,
					who was ignoring the handsome stranger with a shocking lack of subtlety. Emma
					almost told her not to bother pouting about it, but then again, a small lesson
					in humility would probably do the girl good.

				Jessie sighed. “He’s been sitting like that for as long as he’s
					been here. I don’t think he’s even watching TV.”

				“Well, I’m ready to go,” Emma muttered, brushing an imaginary
					crumb from the bar counter.

				“Good, me too. Tell him to hit the road.”

				Normally, Montana women didn’t need bouncers; Emma had no
					problem booting a guest right out the front door. This kid, however, was
					different. “We’ll give him ’til eleven-thirty. Let’s shut the lights off and the
					TV. Maybe he’ll get the hint.”

				They killed all the lights, save the ones over the bar. The
					only other illumination came from the dying flames in the fireplace. Bad choice.
					The darkness and firelight added a layer of intimacy that hadn’t been there
					before.

				He didn’t get the hint. Fifteen minutes ticked by and when
					eleven-thirty rolled around, the man showed no indication of moving.

				“I’m just gonna have to tell him to leave,” Emma said, the
					bravado in her voice betrayed by her lack of movement.

				“You want me to?” Jessica asked. She had her coat on, purse
					slung, and the continuous tapping of her fingernail against the bar was
					beginning to grate. Bless her blond little heart for not leaving.

				“No, I got it. I’ll be right back.” Emma reluctantly reclaimed
					the floor of her tavern, swallowing as she approached. “Look, I gotta close up.
					It’s coming down pretty hard outside, and it’s only gonna get worse. Don’t want
					to get snowed in.”

				She hadn’t meant it to sound like an apology.

				“Soon, but not yet,” he answered immediately.

				Damn his sunglasses. Emma liked to see a person’s eyes when she
					spoke to them. She bit her lip. This was ridiculous; it was her place, for
					crying out loud. “I have no intention of getting stuck here, mister. It’s time
					for you to go.”

				The first glimmer of emotion rippled through him. It was
					slight, but in contrast to his robot-like movements and monotone, the effect was
					startling—a slight flaring of his nostrils. Irritation. Her heart rate tripled.
					The energy field surrounding him surged and she felt a heebie-jeebie prickle the
					back of her neck, either in premonition or in fear. She beat a hasty
					retreat.

				Jessica waited with wide eyes. “That was scary,” she
					whispered.

				Emma nodded. Or shook. “You saw that, right? It wasn’t just my
					imagination?”

				“Oh, I saw it, all right. What are we going to do?”

				Emma softened at the young girl’s discomposure. Better to play
					this one easy. “Not a damn thing. We’ll wait it out. I don’t wanna drag poor
					Stan over here unless we have no choice.”

				Neither woman felt like eyeing down the stranger, so they
					huddled at the end of the bar and made quiet conversation, impatiently waiting
					for him to leave. Jessie unslung her purse.

				At one point, Emma could feel herself being watched. She turned
					halfway around to find the kid staring right at her. He could have been looking
					at Jessica or the wall behind them, since she couldn’t see his eyes, but Emma
					knew he was looking at her. She could feel his
					stare.

				The flickering flames cast malevolent shadows on his angelic
					face, and for a brief moment, the stranger looked almost demonic.

				“Damn, I hope he leaves soon,” Jessica whispered fiercely to
					Emma.

				Had
					she
					seen
					that
					too?

				“Five more minutes and we call the police,” Emma said in a
					voice too grim to be recognized as her own. She wondered if Stan would even be
					able to handle this kid. He’d probably have to call the chief.

				They didn’t hear him approach, didn’t know he was there ’til
					they jumped at his voice.

				“Thank you, Emma,” he said, only a foot from where they were
					standing. “The food was excellent.” He dropped another hundred on the bar and,
					like a ghost, glided toward the door.

				“You should watch your back,” Emma called after him, fingering
					the Benjamin between her fingers. It still hadn’t been worth it. “Rufus don’t
					like to lose.”

				He gave no indication that he’d heard her, but when he got to
					the door, he turned. “Smart move,” he said.

				“What?” they both asked.

				“Not calling the police.”

				“What do you mean by that?” Emma asked, but he’d already closed
					the door behind him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Whenever the phone rang this late, it was never good
					news. Skip glared with one eye at the intruding device and debated whether he
					wanted to answer it or smash it. Opening his other eye, he looked blearily at
					the digital clock on his nightstand and growled. It read 12:11.

				It had to be the weather. He would think that people might
					learn how to drive in weather like this in this part of the country, or better
					yet, show the logic of not driving at all. Maybe the news wouldn’t be terrible,
					just bad. Or better yet, maybe just annoying.

				Sighing, he picked up the phone in the darkness. “Mmm-hmm,” he
					said, plopping his head back on the pillow.

				“Hope you weren’t planning on sleeping tonight,” came a voice
					he didn’t want to be hearing right now.

				“If this isn’t good, you’re fired,” Skip said, hoping he’d be
					able to go back to sleep.

				“Good? Well, that definitely depends on how you look at
					things,” Stan said, his normally jovial voice subdued.

				“Why you waking me up?”

				“Just thought you might want to know about this here little
					situation I have down at the Rook.”

				“This doesn’t have anything to do with the weather?”

				“Uh, no,” Stan said in an ominously simple voice.

				“The Rook? Please tell me Rufus doesn’t have anything to do
					with this.”

				“Oh, he’s involved, all right.”

				Skip sighed in the darkness. “How? What the hell has he done
					this time?”

				Stan paused before he answered. “Seems like he went and got
					himself killed.”

				Skip opened his eyes. “Did you just say Rufus was dead?”

				“That’s what I said.”

				He put a lighter to the cobwebs of sleep that clung to his
					brain. “What happened?”

				“I’m no forensic expert, but I’d say somebody got a little
					carried away with a Louisville Slugger. Among other things. You put chains on
					that new Two-Fifty yet?” Stan asked while Skip struggled with his jeans in the
					dark. “Because I need you here fast. Our crime scene is being buried under snow
					as we speak.”

				“Baseball bat, huh? You mean, this wasn’t an accident? We’re
					talking homicide here?”

				“That seems to be a safe assumption.”

				“I’ll be there in ten minutes,” Skip said, reaching for the
					light as he hung up. Wiseass.

				Rufus Jenkins dead; go figure. He supposed he should have felt
					some bit of remorse or pity, but in all honesty he didn’t. Rufus deserved it.
					Ignoring his crumpled uniform in the corner, he pulled a thermal undershirt over
					his T-shirt, a Philadelphia sweatshirt over that and went to hunt down his heavy
					winter coat, something he hadn’t needed until tonight. Skip was from Philly, not
					exactly white sand and aquamarine lagoons, but it was a tropical paradise
					compared to Montana. It wasn’t a state, it was a frickin’ tundra. Who ever heard
					of a blizzard in September?

				Skip opened the top drawer of his nightstand and took out his
					Python .357. He was an old-fashioned kind of guy. He looked at it for a second,
					and for the first time in a long while, wondered if he’d need it.

				He almost got to the front door but cursed to himself, spun on
					his heel and went for the refrigerator. He opened it up, snatched a pint carton
					of Bailey’s French Vanilla, nodded his head in approval and went back for the
					door. He’d be damned if he was going to be drinking that dishwater Stan called
					coffee without his French Vanilla.

				When Skip opened the door, he stopped. He’d lived in Rolling
					Creek (pronounced “crick”) almost three years now, and it still never ceased to
					amaze him how snow could transform the world. In Philly, the snow was salted and
					sanded as soon as it hit the pavement. In the city, snow was a hassle. When the
					streets weren’t a parking lot, they were a demolition derby, and on every corner
					a monument of filthy, littered snowbanks to grace the landscape. In the city,
					snow was ugly.

				Here, it was cleansing, purifying. The fierce gales and
					blistering cold had yet to arrive. The snow fell heavily but gently, the epitome
					of a winter wonderland.

				He drank in the silence and tranquility of its whisper.
					Breathing deeply, he wondered what the night had in store for him, and frowned,
					because on a night such as this one, he would be visiting death.

				His dark thoughts were interrupted by his own smile. Slumbering
					inside his garage was a brand-new Ford Two-Fifty Super Chief. A gift to himself
					in celebration to the end of alimony payments.

				Even after three months he felt like a kid every time he
					stepped in, savoring the fresh “new car” smell that permeated every crevice.
					Although he was going on no joy ride, he was anxious to see how it would do in
					the six inches of snow that had already accumulated.

				Like a tank.

				Which gave him time to think.

				Rufus Jenkins had just got out of prison two months ago for
					throwing a fifty-seven-year-old woman down a flight of stairs, breaking her
					sixty-two-year-old husband’s jaw in three places and kidnapping their daughter
					for having the audacity to try and break up with him. And he was the one
					married.

				Everything but the kidnapping charges had stuck. The victim,
					Tammy Shaw, had wanted to drop all charges. Not because she was diluted with
					some warped version of love or infatuation, but because she had feared for her
					life, her family’s and even her friends’. Rufus, degenerate as he was, was a
					Jenkins, and they were something of a dynasty here in Rolling Creek. Even if
					Rufus went to jail, there were still his two gorilla brothers to deal with, and
					Rufus had a long memory. Much to his dismay, Skip had quickly discovered the
					pitiless hold Rufus had on this little town. There was hardly a person who
					hadn’t at one time or another been on the receiving end of the man’s temper.

				Undeterred, Tammy’s parents had pressed charges to the full
					extent of the law. It was those assault charges that had put Rufus behind
					bars—prison this time, and not just the local lockup.

				And now he was out. And evidently dead.

				So the big fat question was, who? Who in God’s name finally
					took Rufus down?

				He was anxious, but not stupid, and followed his own advice as
					he drove. What was another five minutes?

				Before he’d even turned onto the street, Skip could see one of
					St. Thomas’s two ambulances pulsing red and white into the winter night. Stan
					had erected a makeshift shelter over the crime scene with two wooden horses and
					a tarp, and was rolling with a video camera as two paramedics loaded up a body
					into the back of the ambulance.

				Two women stood shivering behind Stan and looked up as his
					truck approached. Skip hoped he was looking at his witnesses.

				“What do we got?” he asked, slamming the door to his truck
					shut.

				“A mess,” Stan said, stopping his recording. “Rufus is dead,
					Marcus isn’t far behind and Todd is going to wish he was.”

				“All of them? What the hell happened?” Skip asked, looking down
					at the crimson-soaked snow. A pool of blood three feet wide had melted in the
					snow, glaring in stark contrast to the rest of the white ground, and was
					spattered up to ten feet away.

				“I’m no doctor, but I know which way a knee bends. One of his
					elbows had the same problem.”

				Skip whistled. He noticed a wooden baseball bat smeared with
					blood, lying abandoned in the snow. A couple of feet away was a wicked-looking
					knife Skip recognized immediately as a Marine KA-BAR, and next to that a chrome
					.45 pistol with at least two spent cartridges. All lay discarded in the snow
					like candy wrappers.

				A set of footprints disappearing in the falling snow led away
					from the sight, to where a vehicle of some sort had been parked. Skip noted the
					tire tracks, half-filled with snow, and knew he was going to need to work
					fast.

				“Don’t suppose either of you ladies saw what happened?” Skip
					asked. He knew both of them. The older woman was Emma, the owner of the Red
					Rook. The other girl Skip knew more by reputation, which wasn’t exactly
					flattering, but recognized her as Jessica Mansfield, a young and rather
					promiscuous server at the Rook.

				Emma spoke first. “We didn’t see what happened. We were locked
					in the restaurant ’til Stan got here, but we got a pretty good idea of who did
					it,” she said in a subdued voice.

				“Locked in the restaurant?”

				“Yeah, either he did it, or Rufus and his brothers did after he
					left.”

				“He?”

				“I don’t know. Never seen him before.”

				“Not a local then?” Skip’s mind was scrolling through a mental
					Rolodex, trying to guess who might have had the balls.

				“No way,” Jessica said. “I’d have definitely known him if he
					was from around here.”

				“And why’s that?”

				“Do you think we could talk about this inside, Chief Walkins?
					I’m freezing my ass off,” Emma said through chattering teeth.

				“Uh, sure,” he said. “Why don’t you both go inside. I’ll meet
					you in a minute.”

				Emma nodded wearily in thanks, and they both shuffled back
					toward the Rook.

				“That your idea?” he asked Stan, pointing to the camcorder with
					his chin.

				Stan gave a thin smile. “Preserve the crime scene and all that.
					I was gonna use my iPhone but this one’s better. It was Emma’s niece’s birthday
					two days ago, and she still had the camera inside.”

				“Not bad.”

				Stan was a good cop, even if he was a little wet behind the
					ears. He wasn’t one of those power-trip guys so overloaded on their own
					testosterone that they slept with their guns under their pillows. He was
					normally upbeat, a bit too much for Skip sometimes, with a goofy sense of humor.
					Hard not to like. Presently, however, his face seemed drawn and a few shades
					paler than normal.

				“You okay?” Skip asked. Rolling Creek wasn’t the inner city,
					and although death is a part of life in any town or city, it rarely came in this
					form.

				“Yeah,” he replied. The closer Skip inspected, the more shaken
					up he seemed. Stan opened his mouth to say something more, than closed it.

				“That bad?” Skip held Stan’s eyes with his own.

				Stan shrugged. “Wasn’t pretty.”

				As if on cue, the doors to the ambulance slammed shut. In
					Philly there was a distinct difference between ambulance and meat wagon, but
					here in Rolling Creek, versatility was the game.

				“Who do you have in there?” Skip asked one of the EMTs as he
					secured the door.

				“Rufus. Do you want to see?”

				Skip nodded.

				The paramedic opened the doors he’d just closed and lowered the
					gurney onto the ground. Snow swirled and bombarded the opaque plastic body bag.
					The paramedic, a big man named Randy who also taught seventh grade social
					studies, unzipped the bag.

				Skip turned his head. “Whoa.”

				“Whoa is right.” Randy seemed morbidly excited, the normal
					monotony of being a volunteer in Rolling Creek broken. With a grim nod from
					Skip, Randy rezipped the body bag.

				“I’ll meet you back at the hospital,” Skip said.

				Randy nodded, hopped back into his vehicle, joined his partner
					and drove off, the red-and-white beacons pulsing through the night.

				“So what’s the plan?” Stan asked.

				“C’mon,” Skip answered, walking Stan toward the back of his
					Super Chief. He opened the back and pulled out a metallic-colored box that
					looked like a mini-suitcase. “Your night is just about to get a little more
					interesting,” he said as he opened the box.

				Inside was an array of at least twenty vials with stoppers in
					them, neatly arranged in foam settings. His CSI kit. On the inside of the cover
					were several different measuring spoons, tweezers, a portable UV flashlight, a
					box of latex gloves, liquid-filled vials and a host of other appurtenances
					necessary to the craft of detective-dom. It had originally been a starter
					chemistry set, something you might get a nine- or ten-year-old. He’d bought one
					for his nephew almost a decade ago and had been so impressed with its
					organization and convenience that he’d bought one for himself and had modified
					it. He hadn’t needed it in a long time.

				“You get to take samples,” he continued, handing Stan a pair of
					skintight latex gloves.

				“Are you serious? You’re the one who used to be a
					detective.”

				“Time is of the essence, young grasshopper. Just do like I
					showed you. And don’t screw it up.”

				Stan raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “You got it.”

				Skip turned and started for the Rook. He glanced at the fading
					tire tracks and picked up his pace. They’d be filled soon.

				Emma and Jessica had a pot of coffee burping and spitting as it
					brewed. Figured that he’d left his French Vanilla in his truck, but it was just
					as well. He didn’t have much time, and it had to be better than Stan’s.

				He skipped the pleasantries. “All right, what happened?”

				They both looked at each other before Emma began. Skip would
					have preferred to separate them, just to make sure—his instincts hadn’t
					completely died—but time was precious.

				Emma was a good witness.

				After listening to the first part of her account, Skip asked,
					“Did he say where he was from?”

				“No, like I said, he hardly said anything at all, and when he
					did, he gave me the creeps.”

				“Right, the voice. Now let me make sure I have this right.
					You’re telling me that this kid caught Rufus’s hand
					in midair, brought him to his knees and then threw him across the room?”

				“Craziest shit I’ve ever seen,” Jessica said, star-eyed
					still.

				“How big did you say he was again?”

				Emma shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly. He wasn’t very big. Not
					small, either. Maybe five-nine, five-ten? He was just really weird. Spooky.”

				“Describe him to me. How old was he, what he was wearing, hair,
					things like that?”

				“Well, we already told you about the sunglasses, which was
					pretty strange in of itself. He was young, maybe twenty-two, twenty-three and
					real good-looking, like he could be in the movies. Long hair, down to his
					shoulders.”

				“What color?”

				“Sandy ash blond with golden undertones,” Jessica interjected
					helpfully.

				Skip leveled his gaze at her.

				“I’m going to cosmetology school,” she explained.

				Skip stared at her a second longer then said aloud as wrote
					into his notebook, Blond. “And then what
					happened?”

				“I kicked Rufus out because he started it,” Emma said.

				“He didn’t like that much,” Jessica added. “Before him and his
					brothers left, Rufus threatened the guy, told him that they’d meet up with him
					later.”

				“Go on.” Skip turned the page to his notebook.

				“Chief, this guy was like a robot. He just sat in the corner,
					staring at the TV like he was in a trance or something. He didn’t say anything,
					didn’t look at anyone, that is until Rufus started on him, but for some reason I
					got the feeling he was waiting,” Emma continued.

				He looked up. “Why do you say that?”

				She shrugged. “I don’t know, just a feeling.”

				“That’s good. What time did he leave?”

				“He was here forever, didn’t leave until right before midnight.
					Just sat in his corner...waiting. It got to the point that I thought I might
					have to call you guys.”

				“Did you ask him to leave?”

				“Oh yeah, but he wouldn’t. He said ‘not yet.’ Weird huh? He
					practically dared me to insist.”

				“But you didn’t.”

				“No way, not with this guy.”

				“Did you clean the dishes he used, his glass, silverware?”

				“I just put them in the dishwasher. I was going to have Rusty
					do them in the morning or the day after that, depending on this storm.”

				“Great. Make sure they aren’t touched. I’m gonna want to get
					some prints. After he left, did you hear anything or see anything? Did you
					actually see what happened?”

				“No. We were just getting our things when we heard the gunshots
					and screaming. When we went to go and see what was happening, we found the door
					jammed. The back door too. We didn’t see anything else until Stan got here and
					let us out.”

				“But we heard it,” Jessica said in a quiet voice.

				Emma’s face paled in agreement.

				Skip’s left eyebrow shot up. “What did you hear?”

				Silence for a moment, and then Jessica spoke up. “Screaming. A
					lot of screaming. I saw a hunter get mauled by a grizzly before. It was like
					that, but it lasted longer.”

				Skip kept his face professionally neutral. “I see.” He finished
					scribbling in his notebook. “You ladies have been most helpful. I’ll get your
					official statements in the morning. Don’t open up tomorrow ’til we sweep for
					prints. In the meantime, you should both get home before this storm really
					starts.”

				Skip walked them out and met up with Stan, who was hunched over
					getting a blood sample in the snow. He’d already wrapped the knife, gun and
					bat.

				“Not bad, not bad at all,” Skip said, standing over him. A
					powdery dusting of snow had already coated Stan’s body, melting in his hair and
					making him look thoroughly miserable. “You have any idea where those gunshots
					went?”

				Stan shook his head as he concentrated. “I looked but couldn’t
					tell. All I know is that they didn’t hit the restaurant.”

				“What makes you say that?” Skip asked.

				“No holes.”

				Skip smiled. “Good work, smartass. I want you to call state,
					let them know what happened, tell them we got a suspect but not a vehicle. Young
					male, twenty to twenty-five, shoulder-length blond hair, black overcoat, and
					tell them there’s a good chance he’ll be wearing sunglasses. Tell them to use
					caution too. Where the hell is Jared?”

				Stan stood up, jotting down Skip’s orders in his head while
					batting snow off his knees. “Who the hell knows? He’s probably walking. I told
					him not to get that stupid Mustang—thing handles like shit in the snow.”

				Skip shook his head. “When he gets here, wrap this up, bring it
					over to the station and hit the Rolling Creek Motel, the ski lodge and any other
					place you think someone might stay while visiting. I’ll meet up with you guys
					after.”

				“Where are you gonna be?” Stan asked Skip as he walked toward
					his Super Chief.

				“Hunting,” Skip said. “I’m going to follow the wabbit twacks,”
					he said, pointing to the fading lines.

				Before he shut the door to his truck, Stan called out to him,
					“Hey! Be careful, anybody who could do this...”

				Skip smiled. “Don’t worry. You just do what I told you. I’ve
					got Mr. Python here to protect me. And call me if you find out anything,” he
					said, tapping his radio. The kid was telling him to
					be careful.

				Once back on the road, his mind kept tempo with the windshield
					wipers, different images and memories appearing and vanishing with each beat.
					Rufus kicking the living daylights out of that kid from Nebraska last year—thwap, the time Rufus ran over that mother raccoon and
					then backed over all the babies—thwap, Rufus’s head
					bashed in—thwap. What a violent night.

				Fortunately, people were showing that they did indeed possess
					some intelligence and were staying off the roads. Skip only crossed three other
					pairs of tire tracks and was having no problem following the stranger’s.

				Main Street Rolling Creek was a pretty tunnel lined with tall
					red cedar and prickly swaths of lodgepole pines. An instant immersion into
					nature, and Skip loved it. Here it came, and there it went. Rolling Creek was
					one of those towns that could be missed by blinking too much. He traveled for
					another ten minutes, following the tracks beyond town limits. Just where the
					hell was this guy going anyway?

				And then it hit him. Whether from some sixth sense or
					premonition, Skip knew exactly where the fading tire tracks would lead him.

				Immediately, a feeling of unease settled over him, and he
					became conscious of a slight trembling in his hands as they gripped the moist
					steering wheel.

				Skip loved Rolling Creek, fell in love with it the first time
					he’d set his eyes on it. It was as if he were finally coming home, his previous
					life a trick of fate, a switching of babies, and for forty-two years he’d lived
					another man’s life. What could not be loved about the awesome majesty of the
					Rocky Mountains, the tight, close-knit sense of community and family that
					permeated every facet of this little town? Living here had put him in touch with
					his soul. But there was a catch.

				For the first six or seven months, Skip had lived ignorant of
					the town’s little secret. Then he got a whiff of it. It was intangible,
					something in the air just below conscious thought, but Skip was a detective, a
					bloodhound, and he’d picked up the scent.

				The tire tracks turned off the main road where he knew they
					would, but instead of following them, he stopped.

				It was dark. There were no lampposts this far out of town, just
					the little reflectors on the sides of the road. He could see snow swirling in
					his headlights, and it seemed to him that he was on another world, different
					from where he’d been just thirty minutes before in the comfort of his home. The
					trees that surrounded him were blanketed, and looking down the narrow, cramped
					road that was devoid of any life save the single set of tire tracks, Skip’s
					hackles stood at attention. He sat in his truck a few moments, almost oblivious
					to the coarse, grainy voice of Bob Segar coming from his stereo, and stared down
					the desolate road. His thoughts glided along the edges of his mind, hovering but
					not landing, like a mental Ouija Board searching for letters. If he chose to
					follow those tracks, something was going to happen. Something bad.

				His hesitation lasted only a moment longer. He put his
					Two-Fifty into drive, turned up the stereo and started down the road. “Riders on
					the Storm” by The Doors picked up where Bob Segar ended, and Skip smiled at the
					irony of the Radio Gods.

				“Let’s tempt fate and see what happens,” he muttered to
					himself.

				He drove down the narrow, snowy road and followed its bends and
					twists for nearly two miles until he found what he was looking for. It was a
					Range Rover, parked where the road ended. He crept slowly behind it, straining
					to get a look inside. As his truck got closer, he saw that it was empty, and
					noticed footprints leading away. He reached for his radio.

				“Unit one to three,” he said into the receiver.

				“Three go,” Stan answered through a cloud of static.

				“Run this plate for me. It’s a rental. R-W-E-four-four-seven.
					Looks like a new Range Rover, black. See what you come up with.”

				“Romeo-Whiskey-Echo-four-four-seven,” Stan repeated. “Did you
					find our rabbit?”

				“Could be. I found his car at least,” Skip answered.

				“Where?” Stan asked, his voice tinny as a wave of static washed
					through the radio frequency.

				“Blackburn Trail.”

				There was silence on the other end for a moment and then Stan’s
					radio squawked back to life. “Really,” he said more in an observation than a
					question.

				“Looks like he got out though. I can see his footprints
					starting up the trail.”

				“Toward the cemetery,” Stan finished.

				“Kind of an odd place to be on a night like this, don’t you
					think?” Skip asked. There was no immediate response but several seconds later,
					his radio beeped to life. The interference was so bad that he couldn’t decipher
					what Stan had said.

				“I didn’t catch all that, over,” Skip said into his radio. A
					second later he heard Stan echoing those same words.

				“Unit one to three?” Skip asked.

				His response was warbling static. He tried several more times
					but the snow forbade communication. He couldn’t reconnect. Figured.

				“Yeah,” he said to his rearview mirror. A crazed lunatic
					pounded on an evil organ in the back of his mind. Dun
					dun
					dun
					duuuuun!

				This was what he got for trying to escape the city. The smart
					thing to do now would be to go back and get Stan, and maybe Jared too. He had a
					plate and could still track him down, but for the love of God, what was this man
					doing here after midnight in the middle of a snowstorm, soon to be a blizzard?
					He should not go. He knew that. Yet he wanted to. He
					wanted to see.

				“Unit one to three,” he said into his radio again, but again
					static ruled the radio waves. So
					that’s
					how
					it’s
					gonna
					be, he thought and opened his door. The warmth of
					his truck was sucked away immediately by the wintry night. The wind had picked
					up. What was once a winter wonderland was changing into something dangerous.

				“Not smart, Skippy boy. Not smart at all.”

				At first glance, the road was a dead end, blocked by a wall of
					spruce, pine and cottonwood. A closer inspection, however, revealed a narrow
					path snaking between the trees. He knew the path was marked by large, inlaid
					gray stones set in the earth, but they were invisible through the seven inches
					of snow covering them. He wrapped his scarf around his face, zipped his jacket
					up as high as it would go and crunched into the woods.

				After only a couple of minutes, he became aware of just how
					alone he was. Turning around, he saw no sign of the road or his truck, no sign
					of civilization. Just a wall of trees covered in snow—leafless mountain ash and
					powdered pines. Skip imagined that the forest would have looked the same two
					hundred years ago. Or two thousand, for that matter.

				Normally, Skip found the silence of nature peaceful and
					serene—it was the whole reason he’d moved out here—but as he ducked below an
					outstretched branch intent on gouging his eye, he found nature’s whisper to be
					oppressive tonight, sinister.

				Unnatural.

				The climb was more difficult than he remembered; he even
					stumbled a couple of times. The footprints didn’t, though. They were steady and
					confident.

				Skip trudged on in concentration, senses focused, eyes and ears
					straining beyond the fat flakes of snow that blotted against his face, alert for
					anything even remotely suspicious. When he saw the break in the trees a quarter
					of a mile later, he slowed, creeping the last ten feet as quietly as he could,
					just like he’d learned back in the Air Force.

				The trees felt haunted and alive, more like guardians than
					mature shoots of seed and nut. Two in particular stood out to him, the last
					trees before the clearing. Their bark had been gouged with deep carvings that
					reminded Skip of bear markings, but these were deeper, and Skip detected an
					element of intelligence in the savagery. They almost looked like glyphs.

				Skip was a practical man. He’d been ambushed by insurgents in
					Iraq and Afghanistan, investigated the mob in Philly, been part of a drug task
					force that spanned four states and three countries, but never had he felt a
					situation so surreal.

				It was the graveyard. There was something in it,
					watching...lurking.

				The first time he’d been to Blackburn Memorial Cemetery, the
					circumstances couldn’t have been more different. It had been early summer, warm
					not hot, and about as close to paradise as Skip could fathom, every reason he’d
					moved to Rolling Creek encapsulated in one panoramic scene. Breathtaking as
					always, the Rocky Mountains had loomed in the distance like ancient protectors,
					while meadowlarks competed with cicadas as to who could mark summer the
					loudest.

				But upon stepping foot through the disproportionately massive
					stonewalls guarding such a tiny, forgotten cemetery, it had been strangely
					quiet. He could still hear the summer, but in the distance, as if it had been
					banished. Skip’s senses had immediately been drawn to the strange gargoyle
					glaring down from the memorial in the center of the cemetery. Chiseled with
					unsettling realism, the ornate creature crouched on inhuman laurels, watching
					over the graveyard as if it were its own domain. Marbled green patina dripped
					into the crevices of its muscles, suggesting that it was made of metal, bronze
					perhaps, but there was a definite granite-like quality about its surface as
					well. The craftsmanship even suggested something leathery.

				No matter where Skip walked, that statue had seemed to watch
					him with angry, lifelike eyes made of smooth onyx. Or something. What sort of
					sadist created such a thing anyway?

				Unsettling as it was, the gargoyle had not been the main event.
					That had been reserved for the thing in the
					ground.

				Like some great black intruder, a slab of darkness rested on
					top of several graves as if it had fallen out of the sky itself, indifferent to
					what it crushed or what sacred ground it invaded. It was vaguely rectangular,
					like a land formation in miniature made of ebony and obsidian. It came out about
					a foot above ground and had broken headstones poking from under its sides. It
					was a secret, that much he knew, and though it had several names, the “Black
					Grave” was the most common.

				He remembered reaching out to touch it, surprised to feel a
					strange inner heat coming from somewhere within. The hairs on his arm had stuck
					up as if from static electricity. It reminded him of volcanic obsidian, black
					marble and metal somehow, and yet was none of these. It was so dark that it
					seemed to absorb light.

				All the while, Skip had felt the angry, baleful eyes of the
					gargoyle burning into him from above. Several times he had looked up from the
					fascinating grave only to lock eyes with the thing, as if the gargoyle’s very
					purpose had been created to guard this secret. Spoo-ooky.

				Stan had met him back at town with eager, expectant eyes. “So
					what did you think? Trippy, right?”

				Trippy was not the word. More like foreboding. Skip was all
					about logic, science, the ability to explain, or at least that everything could be explained. Just give him a bunch of facts,
					some circumstances and settings, and Skip could make sense of anything. It was
					why he was such a natural detective. Never in his life had he come across
					something so utterly...unexplainable.

				Skip’s head had been whirling with questions. He demanded to
					know the story. “What the hell is it? Where did it come from? How long has it
					been there?”

				Stan’s reaction had been of amusement. “What, are you a
					detective or something?” Still, Skip had seen something else in the kid’s eyes.
					Curiosity. Stan had been curious as to Skip’s own reaction, how a Philly cop and
					two-time Iraq war and Afghanistan veteran former Air Force Pararescueman would
					respond to such strangeness.

				So over a couple of beers at The Rook, Stan had broken it down
					for him.

				“I was only nine when it happened, but I remember it like it
					was yesterday,” he began. “One second it’s a regular October night, the next—I
					swear to you—thunderheads just rolled out of nowhere, as if God himself had
					punched a hole in the sky and exhaled. Within seconds, seconds, it’s a total whiteout, wind knocking down trees and
					stripping houses, cars and people suddenly stranded and freezing. It was the
					most insane thing I’d ever seen. It was like your eyes see it, but your mind
					doesn’t accept it. The leaves had just changed colors, for crying out loud. And
					the thunder! Like an atomic bomb. Not a car alarm was spared. In a
					blizzard!”

				One of Skip’s gifts was his ability to smell bullshit a mile
					away. Not a scent.

				“But that’s not the craziest part.” Skip remembered with
					perfect clarity the hushed, solemn tone Stan’s voice had taken. “I swear to you
					on my grandmother’s grave that the sky was flashing colors it had no business
					flashing. Red, green, end-of-world colors. It’s the only time in my life I ever
					pissed myself.”

				Skip had looked at him.

				“Just a little.”

				“I see.”

				“But that’s not the craziest part. It was in the news and
					everything. Meteorologists trying to explain it, news crews from all over the
					place swarming like a bunch of vultures interviewing people. This place was a
					circus for a couple of days.”

				“There’s footage on that cemetery in the news?” Skip had
					interrupted.

				“No, no, nobody knew about that
					’til after. They were just here because of the freaky storm. A foot and a half
					of snow in a half hour? When there wasn’t a lick of moisture in the air for five
					hundred miles in any direction? There were recorded wind gusts of ninety-five
					miles an hour. Ninety-five
					miles
					an
					hour. People froze to death!”

				But that wasn’t the craziest part.

				“So what’s the story on the gargoyle?”

				Stan had looked at him. “What gargoyle?”

				There had been nothing false in Stan’s question, nothing
					contrived or disingenuous.

				“What do you mean, ‘what gargoyle’? The one on the memorial,
					right over the Black Grave.”

				Skip vividly remembered Stan’s puzzled, uncomprehending
					stare.

				“Oh, I get it. You’re messing with me, some kind of practical
					joke you guys do to city slickers. I get it.”

				Nope. No practical joke. Of course, when he’d gone back to show
					Stan, the thing had been gone. No statue. No gargoyle. Just a jackass pointing
					at a weathered memorial.

				And now he was back.

				Skip peered through the foreboding, spike-tipped wrought iron
					double doors that normally sealed the graveyard from the forest behind him (the
					chain that usually draped the lock lay broken in the snow) and saw his prey. A
					man dressed in a black overcoat stood in front of a grave, unbothered by the
					wind and snow that swirled angrily around him. And it wasn’t just any grave he
					was standing in front of.

				It was the Black Grave.

				Surprise was out of the question. There was no way he could
					take two steps without being seen. Skip contemplated for a moment, unzipped his
					coat for easier access to his Python and stepped from behind the trees and
					through the gate doors. He made his way to the man casually, almost in a
					stroll.

				“Nice night for a walk,” Skip said cheerfully, approaching the
					man. “Come here often?”

				The stranger looked up, unsurprised. Those women weren’t
					kidding. He was crazy handsome, like an angel. Of darkness. Though his face was
					as expressionless as a blue moon, there was something menacing about him that no
					amount of finely chiseled cheekbones or golden-highlighted hair plastered to his
					neck could conceal.

				And he was wearing sunglasses. Red ones.

				“Look, we can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard
					way. It’s your choice,” Skip continued, brandishing his badge.

				“It would be better for you if you left,” the man said in a
					coarse, grainy rasp that conjured images of dark closets. There was hardly any
					vocal cord involved, more like a whisper.

				“Would it now?” Skip asked, trying to read the man as he read
					any other person. He might as well have been studying a NASA propulsion
					system.

				“It would.”

				It was then that Skip saw the edges of a pale scar disappearing
					into the collar of his coat. Son of a bitch if it didn’t look like he’d had his
					throat slit at one point. Of course, that normally killed a person...

				“I don’t think you understand how this works,” Skip said,
					resting his fingers on the handle of his .357. He should have stood farther
					away.

				The stranger’s body blurred, and Skip’s head rocked back as a
					fist smashed against his mouth. He fell back into the snow, stunned.

				“Look, we can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard
					way. It’s your choice,” the man said in a raspy imitation of the tone Skip had
					just used.

				Skip ran his tongue over his lips and tasted the metallic bite
					of his own blood, felt the pulse of his heart beating in his mouth.

				Did
					Skip
					Walkins
					just
					get
					sucker
					punched? he thought incredulously. Skip was a former
					spec ops operator, an artist in hand-to-hand combat—well, had been at one
					point—and here he was, ass down in the snow, swallowing his own blood. The
					young, sunglasses-wearing stranger stared down at him, daring him to get up, to go for his gun. Before Skip could properly
					instruct this little shit on the science of ass-whipping, Skip glanced at the
					Black Grave and caught his breath.

				Long, sinuous strands of ethereal light crept from the darkness
					of the grave, crawling toward the stranger like a hungry fog.

				“What. The hell. Is that?” Skip pointed, incredulity
					forgotten.

				Following Skip’s finger, the stranger turned around and finally
					exhibited some damn emotion. It was of surprise.

				The light seemed to shimmer in the winter night, pulsing and
					changing as it crawled from the darkness, and for the first time, the
					mercury-cold exterior of the blond-haired stranger cracked and a sliver of
					curiosity joined the surprise.

				He bent to one knee and passed his hand through the light
					without the slightest inkling of trepidation. It whirled around his glove as if
					it had substance, like fog or mist. It reminded Skip of spider silk. And then
					the night got even stranger.

				“Holy shit, it’s coming out of your chest too,” Skip said in a
					controlled gasp, pushing himself back through the snow on his heels and elbows.
					Wasn’t Alfred Hitchcock dead? The emotion on the stranger’s face expanded. He
					stood up and with one hand began to unbutton his overcoat to explore this new
					bit of data. Like steam allowed to escape, a light similar in ethereal craziness
					of the Black Grave wafted into the snowy air from his chest.

				Just then, the stranger stopped and cocked his head to the
					right. He remained frozen for a moment, misty light forgotten, and sniffed the
					air like an animal. In one liquid motion, he spun around and pulled a gun from
					within his overcoat with the grace of a matador, pointing it into the
					surrounding trees. Shocked by the man’s speed, Skip realized instantly how
					overmatched he was. And Skip was never overmatched.

				Still sniffing in quick, jerky inhalations, the stranger
					scanned the woods with both arms locked behind his pistol. Something in the
					trees clicked and growled. That was no rabbit.

				“Tell me what the hell is going on here, man,” Skip said,
					rising from where he’d fallen, nervous about the Black Grave spider-light behind
					him, outright terrified of the clicking in front of him. Not to mention that
					he’d just been sucker punched. “Who are you?”

				“There is something in the trees,” the mysterious stranger
					said, and to Skip, those were the most frightening words he’d ever heard.

				He pulled out his Python. He didn’t point it at the stranger as
					he should have for striking an officer of the law, for being a suspect in a
					homicide, but instead pointed it in the same direction, into the forest beyond
					the graves. There was no stone wall back here or wrought iron fence like there
					was in front. The trees were the walls. That strange, ominous feeling of being
					watched hung heavy through the driving wind and images of that perched gargoyle
					came leaping to his mind.

				Skip didn’t know the young stranger, didn’t know why he was
					there or anything else about him, but standing there in that tiny graveyard, in
					the middle of a snowstorm, he was sure glad to have the company.

				“Unit one to three,” Skip murmured into his radio. A wall of
					static came warbling back.

				“Shut that thing off,” the stranger rasped.

				Skip bristled despite his fear but decided to concentrate on
					one thing at a time—like getting out of here alive. “I don’t know if you’re the
					superstitious type,” he whispered. “But urban legend says two kids disappeared
					from this place a couple of years ago after spending a night on a dare.”

				Skip wasn’t sure if the man was listening, didn’t really care.
					All he knew was that his heart was trying to punch its way through is chest, and
					the sound of his own voice provided him some small measure of comfort.

				“There,” the stranger said softly.

				“What? Where?” How the hell could he see through all this
					snow?

				Before Skip could get a fix on whatever was clicking and
					growling in the woods, something much worse jumped out of the dark subconscious
					of his nightmares and manifested into reality.

				It was a shriek, distant and unnatural, wailing into the snowy
					night. His eyes went so wide his lids might not make it back. Guns still pointed
					forward, the two graveyard visitors slowly turned around to look at the grave
					behind them and then at each other. As odd moments went—and Skip had plenty to
					choose from—that one took the taco. It was like, “Did we just hear that”?

				As if to answer for both of them, another scream floated up,
					closer this time, louder. There was nothing to compare it to in all of Skip’s
					memories; it was a blend of roar and scream, charnel and guttural while
					suggesting inhuman intelligence. Like from a nightmare. And it wasn’t coming
					from the night or the trees around them. It was coming from the ground.

				It was coming from the Black Grave.

				The soft, vaporous tendrils of ethereal light creeping from the
					grave’s depths had become more pronounced, like a growing bonfire. It was
					matched by the same eerie light seeping through the stranger’s overcoat, as if
					the two bodies of illumination were eager to join.

				Skip had seen Poltergeist. He was
					no fool. When shit started to fly around on its own, that was your cue to get
					your ass out.

				Too late. In front of them another clicking growl came, and
					this time it was mere yards away. In unison the two of them snapped back and
					searched the trees through the snowstorm.

				“Why are we still here?”

				“I see it,” the stranger rasped calmly, as if finding a
					splinter in his pinky.

				Skip strained his eyes and then saw a shadow move, just at the
					border of his vision. He chased it with his eyes and on contact a sudden violent
					fear gripped his guts, squeezing with brutal fingers. There it was, in the
					flesh, glaring at Skip with angry amber eyes.

				The gargoyle.

				A raw, primal voice in the back of his mind screamed shoot
					it, shoot
					it, shoot
					it while from behind him a bone-crunching thud sent a tremor of vibrations right through his
					boots, as if something were trying to punch its way out of the grave. Another
					wail followed, more like a roar this time, and then another heavy thud. Just on the other side of that black stone.

				The distraction cost him. Before the electrical pulses of
					thought could curl Skip’s finger around the trigger, the gargoyle shot its arm
					out and something streaked out from the trees, hissing as it penetrated the
					Montana air, one toward him, the other toward the stranger.

				Somehow, Skip managed to twist to the side so that whatever it
					was buried itself in the right side of his chest rather than dead center; he
					only managed to squeeze off one shot.

				Skip was not a weak man. He’d been shot, sliced, burned and
					beaten through his illustrious careers of both combat operator and cop, but the
					pain that blossomed through his body was unnatural and freakish. He looked at
					the long, slender thing protruding from his chest
					and tried to scream as every living cell in his body was doused in battery acid.
					He crumpled to the ground, completely incapacitated, gaping and sucking like a
					goldfish flopping on some frat-house floor. Somewhere in the distance he heard a
					roar as terrible as hell itself then a rapid succession of gunshots that sounded
					like disembodied thunder through the haze of his pain. Contorted into an
					agony-induced fetal position, Skip’s teeth chattered as bile burned the back of
					his throat and leaked through his mouth. He convulsed so hard he thought his
					spine would break, and then slammed into a brick wall of darkness.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				There it was—that distant, ageless stare that clashed
					so wrongly with his easy smile and casual good looks, as if he were remembering
					something poignant long ago.

				Amanda leaned toward him, her apple-glossed lips brushing his
					lobe. “You gonna win that walrus for me or what?” she whispered.

				His cinnamon brown eyes blinked as he returned to the present.
					Looking down at the dented, battered knife between his fingers, he spoke in a
					voice that was rich and soothing, like musical caramel. She could listen to him
					talk all day. “I fear such a feat may be beyond my meager abilities, fair
					lady.”

				Amanda took his face into her hands, gazed into his fathomless
					eyes and spoke with solemn gravity. “Do not fail me. I need that walrus.”

				“All right, all right,” he said, laughing, his accent more
					pronounced than usual through his mirth. “The walrus shall be yours.” He looked
					at the amused vendor behind the booth, who was clad in the flowing garb of a
					medieval liege. “Anything I need to know, like a trick to this whole thing?”

				The vendor was in his early thirties and seemed perfectly
					comfortable in his costume. “You’re holding it okay,” he said in a teacher’s
					tone. “But take a step back or you’ll hit with the handle.”

				Gavin raised his eyebrows as if he’d come across some tidbit of
					profound knowledge.

				As he prepared to win her prize, a group of teenage boys
					wandered by, strutting like peacocks with no one to impress but themselves. They
					stopped. One tapped his friend and within seconds a pack of hungry, ogling eyes
					descended upon her. Amanda turned her back and tried her best to ignore them,
					but she could feel their gaze groping her body, the leering and pointing. She
					suddenly wished she’d chosen jeans that didn’t flatter her figure so well.

				Gavin turned around just then. He looked at Amanda, then at the
					group of teenagers, who’d stopped in the middle of the throngs of people to
					stare. The aromas of fried dough, cotton candy and shish kabobs wafted up her
					nostrils.

				Without saying a word, the easy smile that usually adorned
					Gavin’s face vanished, and his eyes frosted over.

				He ran his thumb along the dull, dented edged of the knife in
					his hand and in one fluid motion tossed the blade in the air, caught it and
					hurled it dead center of the bull’s-eye, like he’d done it a thousand times
					before. The hilt of the knife vibrated as it protruded from the target.

				Gavin looked back at the group. They moved on.

				“Do you have any idea on how turned on I am right now?” Amanda
					whispered as she turned to face him. “And just where exactly did you learn to do
					that?”

				He smiled. “I never told you I was a panther-ninja?”

				“I think I would remember that.”

				“As I recall, my life depends on whether I can win that walrus
					or not.”

				“Changing subjects, are we?”

				“That we are,” he answered then turned to the vendor, who was
					looking at him like Gavin had grown a horn out of his head. “Two more,
					right?”

				The vendor nodded, eyes fixed suspiciously on Gavin.

				“Good enough.” Gavin then picked up the next knife, regarded
					the target. “One walrus, coming up.” A second later the knife bounced off the
					faded, straw-filled target with a hollow thump.
					Gavin shrugged sheepishly. “Voopsy daisies.”

				“You missed on purpose,” Amanda accused him, eyes narrowed.

				“That doesn’t even make sense,” he said, eyes on the next
					knife. “Why would I miss on purpose?” Even though he spoke perfect American
					English, his soft accent sometimes went singsongy when he was trying to deflect
					her. He was an awful bluffer.

				“You don’t want me to know that you’re an expert knife
					thrower.”

				“True. Then my cover as a CIA agent would be compromised and I
					would have to kill you.”

				“Mmm-hmm,” she said suspiciously. “I got my eye on you. Now win
					me that walrus or it’s off with your head.”

				He smiled again. God, she loved that smile.

				“Shall we try that again?” he asked, looking at the target.
					“How many do I have to get in the middle?”

				“Three,” the vendor answered.

				“But I only have one knife left.”

				The medieval liege shrugged. “You could still win one of
					those,” he said, pointing at two sadly deranged-looking bears slumped abandoned
					on a shelf.

				Gavin looked at her questioningly. Amanda responded by drawing
					a line across her neck, ear to ear with her index finger. That wasn’t going to
					fly.

				Gavin wrinkled his lips and handed over another couple of
					bills. The vendor smiled, took the bills and then handed him two more battered
					knives. But not before he pulled out the bull’s-eye he’d already made.

				“Thanks,” Gavin said, bearing his teeth in a false smile.

				The vendor returned a similar one.

				“All right, let’s try that again,” Gavin said and then, as if
					he’d been rehearsing it for a month straight, threw all three knives in rapid
					succession, each thudding dead center, all three in a neat little row.

				The vendor blinked and stared. So did Amanda.

				Gavin shrugged. “I’m awesome.”

				Shaking his head, the vendor suddenly leaped onto the counter.
					“Hear ye! Hear ye! By the power vested in me by the royal crown of the Hebron,
					Connecticut Renaissance Fair, I hereby dub this man...” He leaned forward.
					“What’s your name?” he asked out of the corner of his mouth.

				“Gavin,” Amanda answered.

				“Sir Gavin! Knight of the Crown!” He finished his proclamation
					with an elaborate bow, and Amanda clapped her hands in glee as she accepted the
					giant stuffed walrus.

				“My hero!” she cooed.

				Though an amused smile decorated his face, the distant gaze had
					returned.

				“Bet you didn’t have this much fun in London last week,” she
					said as she hugged the walrus. It was soft and smelled like candy apples. Gavin
					had been in London for the past week and had only arrived just this morning.
					Benefits of being a pilot for one of the wealthiest men on the East Coast.

				“Not even close. Ask and you shall receive, my lady,” he said,
					imitating the flowery bow the vendor had offered with surprising elegance.

				“Really?” she asked.

				“Sure.”

				“Tell me how you learned to throw knives like that.”

				“That’s classified, dahlin.”

				“You just said, ‘ask and you shall receive.’ You trying to tell
					me you’re a liar?”

				“I prefer the term ‘fibber’ myself.”

				“C’mon, Gavin. I want to know.”

				Sometimes she could read him and sometimes she couldn’t. Right
					now she didn’t have a clue.

				“When we were young, my brother and I used to throw knives
					at...pumpkins and watermelons for hours, or anything else we could get our hands
					on, for that matter.”

				Gavin very rarely spoke of his brother. All she knew about him
					was that he’d died some years ago. Aware she was breaking ground here, she tread
					lightly.

				“Not big Nintendo kids, were you?”

				“No,” he said simply with a cryptic smile. And there it was
					again. The look.

				“Boys,” Amanda said, rolling her eyes.

				“Men,” Gavin corrected.

				“So sorry. Men,” Amanda repeated.
					“So how long does it take to get good at throwing knives any way, Mr. Man?”

				“Have you ever had walrus meat before?” Gavin asked her.

				“Huh?”

				“Walrus meat—have you ever tasted it?”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“I ask only because I was considering cooking your prize.”

				“You wouldn’t dare,” Amanda breathed, mortified, clutching the
					walrus protectively.

				“Sure I would. There’ll be walrus kabobs for everyone.”

				“You’re evil.”

				“Dastardly.”

				What was it about him that drove her crazy? Suddenly all she
					wanted to do was get him alone. A week was just too long to be apart.

				The vendor had listened to their banter, quite entertained.
					“Have you tried the throwing axes?”

				Amanda grabbed hold of one of Gavin’s hands. “How ’bout we go
					home and play, instead?” she asked, widening her eyes.

				Gavin looked at the vendor. “Forgive me if I decline, good sir,
					but it would appear I have other...engagements.”

				The vendor once again demonstrated his practiced bow. “By all
					means, sir, by all means.”

				* * *

				Amanda savored the patter of pleasure that washed over
					her body like the spray of breaking waves. He kissed her tenderly at first,
					sliding his tongue through her lips, exploring her mouth delicately as if he
					might find some hidden treasure inside.

				Her heart pounded and sent torrents of blood rushing to every
					nerve ending, her breath trembling as his fingers traced an invisible path down
					her body, from the V-shaped notch at the bottom of her neck to the valley
					between her breasts. Ever so slowly his fingers slid down, gliding across her
					skin until they hovered just above her navel. Gently he drew rhythmic circles
					around it, leaving trails of tingling nerves and evoking a soft, moaning
					gasp.

				Amanda arched her back, bit her lower lip as his fingers
					drifted further south, teasingly to the outside of her thighs and down her
					legs.

				“Hey, you shaved today,” he said as if he’d just found a beer
					hiding behind the milk.

				Amanda opened her eyes. “Do you want to die?” she asked, not
					knowing whether to laugh or smack him.

				“I was giving you a compliment. Women love compliments—I
					thought you knew?”

				Amanda continued to stare at him, mouth still open. “Are you
					trying to tell me that my legs are normally not
					smooth, you big tease?”

				“Don’t be silly, my dear Amanda,” Gavin said, shaking his head
					at her as if she were some poor, pathetic child. He took her chin in his hand.
					“It would be impossible to improve upon such perfection.” His rich, soothing
					voice was enough in of itself to set her on fire. He winked and grinned, his
					charming, unexplained accent lending an exotic flair to his words.

				“You are so good.”

				“It’s true,” he lamented.

				“But your timing leaves a little to be desired.”

				Gavin grabbed her by the legs and pulled her toward him,
					rolling her onto her back as easily as if she were a doll. He did like to play
					with fire. “Forgive me?”

				She looked up at him, his dark, dusky eyes dancing with
					mischief. Two years, and still they hypnotized her, mysterious as they were full
					of life. Not only did she love to stare into them, but at them as well—they were a light reddish brown toward the rim of
					his iris but darkened into chestnut near his pupils. She’d never seen eyes like
					them. They were like art to her.

				“Perhaps if you persuaded me,” she whispered.

				“I think I could manage that.”

				From downstairs a telephone rang.

				“Don’t even think about it,” Amanda growled.

				“Easy, dahlin,” he said, amused. “Feisty little thing, aren’t
					you?”

				“You call six feet little?”

				“You’re five-ten. Let’s not start chomping at the bit now.”

				“So now I’m a horse?”

				Gavin neighed obnoxiously by way of response.

				“You are so dead,” she said, smacking at his shoulder, then
					went for a chomp on his arm.

				“Hey now!” Gavin said, snatching his arm away before she could
					bite him.

				Worse than a submarine klaxon, the digital ring of the phone
					blared relentlessly through the house.

				“Why doesn’t your answering machine pick up?” she finally
					asked.

				“I don’t know. It should have picked up after four rings.”

				The two of them waited impatiently, Amanda’s body pinned
					beneath his in the soft light cast from a red-scented candle burning on his
					nightstand.

				The caller was relentless.

				With a groaning sigh, Gavin rolled off her. “I’m not getting
					it,” he said, arms behind his head.

				“You’re going to just let it ring until it drives me insane and
					I’m forced to sic my walrus on you?”

				The stuffed walrus watched ferociously from a pillowed rocking
					chair.

				“I think you’ve had too much coffee. I’m not answering it
					because I know who it is, and there is no way I’m giving up my next five days
					off.”

				Again and again the evil ringing continued, each digital shriek
					like broken glass on bloody nerves.

				“Then I’m going to answer it,” Amanda snapped, standing.

				Her romantic mood had been replaced with a sudden urge to
					commit a homicide. After thrusting her legs into her discarded jeans, she padded
					down the stairs on plum-polished toes, mumbling colorful metaphors to herself.
					She didn’t see the monstrous shadow until she reached the bottom.

				Sitting in one of the plush brown leather couches of Gavin’s
					living room loomed the largest man Amanda had ever seen. Two glittering emeralds
					that served as eyes burned out of the darkness and grabbed hold of her. Her
					reaction was instantaneous. She screamed. When she was done with that she
					launched herself back upstairs.

				From midway upstairs she heard Gavin’s startled scamper. “What
					is it? What’s wrong?” he demanded, wide eyed as he caught Amanda before she
					could ricochet off the wall.

				“There’s a giant man sitting in your living room,” she
					stammered, out of breath.

				“What?”

				“There is a giant man with green eyes sitting in your living
					room!” she nearly screamed.

				In one breath the playful, dashing man that was her fiancé
					vanished, replaced with someone else. His eyes seemed to disappear beneath the
					bone of his brow, lost in its hooded shadow, while his full lips tightened to a
					line above his chin. “Stay here.”

				Armed with nothing more than jeans and a bare back, Gavin
					glided down the stairs with more grace then a cat, silent and fearless like a
					hunter. Ignoring him, Amanda followed closely behind.

				He stopped so suddenly, she nearly smacked into him. The three
					jagged scars that slashed across his bronzed back seemed to glimmer in the
					moonlight spilling through the skylight over the stairs. The phone finally
					stopped when the invader pushed a button on a cell phone.

				“Kawn-tra-dia
					ra-koosh
					law-kees
					uh-neh,” the man said in
					a rumbling voice. At least, that’s what it sounded like.

				Nothing about him made sense, least of all his words. Never in
					her life had she seen eyes so brilliant and green, as if he were some leopard
					from the jungle. Long, sable hair spilled down a heavily zippered motorcycle
					jacket like some Apache brave’s, framing a fierce, hawkish face the color of
					coffee and cream. He might have been handsome in an exotic sort of way, except
					he looked like he’d just strangled a family of koala bears.

				“Do you have something against doorbells?” Gavin asked
					stiffly.

				The giant tipped back his head and roared with laughter. It was
					a deep, belly laugh that might have been pleasant, if it had not been so out of
					place. “I remember when your chivalry was second to none,” the exotic rumbled in
					English this time, his accented words thick.

				“You’ve been drinking,” Gavin said.

				“I see your powers of perception have not waned. You are a hard
					person to track down, Gavin.” The exotic pronounced
					the name as if it were a joke to him.

				“Any particular reason you’re sitting in my living room in the
					dark?”

				The giant’s slightly angular eyes glinted. “Yes,” he answered.
					He offered nothing more.

				“We would have waited but it sounded as if you were going to be
					a while,” an entirely different voice announced from behind them.

				Amanda jumped.

				Gavin did not. Instead he smiled. “Jack Nyx. I should have
					known.”

				“Yes, you really should have. I could have carved you into a
					steak five times before you would have noticed.”

				The man leaning casually against Gavin’s refrigerator somehow
					scared her more than the behemoth behind her. He was short, compact like an
					acrobat, but his eyes were almost completely black, all iris and pupil. There
					was a hungry, predatory look about him that reminded Amanda of a shark. In the
					two years she’d known Gavin, he’d never mentioned anyone who even remotely
					resembled these men.

				“Little rust on the steel, eh, Stav?” There was an impish, mischievous quality about this “Jack” that
					his predatory bearing could not completely conceal.

				“I see you still have your flair for the dramatic,” Gavin
					observed.

				“Of course.”

				“This couldn’t have waited ’til the morning?”

				“No.” Jack’s already blackish eyes darkened, looking like
					stones set in a selachian mask. They seemed like old friends, yet there was
					tension in the room, an intensity that Amanda couldn’t put a finger on. Jack
					straightened from his lean and approached the taller Gavin with suspicious eyes.
					“You really have no clue, do you?”

				“About what?”

				The giant, green-eyed Apache who had scared several years off
					her life shifted behind her. Amanda glanced at him and was startled by the light
					burning in his eyes, by the intensity there.

				Gavin noticed it too. “What is it for crying out loud?”

				“We should probably talk in private,” Jack said with an
					upside-down nod at Amanda.

				“I’m not moving one inch until I know what’s going on,” she
					said, crossing her arms.

				Jack looked at her. So did the giant. And then Gavin did
					too.

				“I’m serious. Not one inch.”

				“Careful what you wish for, girl,” the giant said from behind
					her.

				“All right, that’s enough,” Gavin said. “You two go downstairs.
					I’ll handle this.”

				“You’ll handle this?” Amanda
					asked.

				“Just go downstairs and try not to break anything,” he said to
					the two, ignoring her outrage. “I’ll be right down.”

				“Hurry up,” Jack warned as he opened the door to the second
					half of Gavin’s house. Jack must have already prowled through Gavin’s house
					because he knew exactly where Gavin’s stupid light switch was, the switch that
					had taken Amanda herself a half-dozen times to remember.

				“I’ll be right down.”

				At that, the two strangers shut the door, leaving Amanda and
					Gavin to listen to receding footsteps and jingling zippers.

				Amanda rounded on him. “What the hell is going on, Gavin? Who
					are they?”

				Gavin took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes. “It’s
					complicated.”

				“Well, uncomplicate it.”

				He scratched the back of his head. “I can’t.”

				“Oh, yes you can. How come you’ve never mentioned them before?
					How long have you known them? They look like a couple of terrorists.”

				Gavin laughed. “They’re just old friends. Haven’t heard from
					them in a while.”

				“You and your secrets,” Amanda said.

				“How ’bout we talk about this later?”

				“How ’bout we talk about this now?”

				“I’m sorry, babe,” he said, shaking his head. There was an edge
					in his eyes that she had seen only once—just today, in fact, at the fair. “They
					wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t serious.”

				“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

				An awkward silence fell between them; in fact, it was the first
					awkward silence that she could ever remember. “I’ll walk you to your car,” he
					offered.

				“You’re really not going to tell me?”

				Gavin popped his lips in a big sigh. “Afraid not.”

				Amanda frowned and gnawed on her bottom lip. “You suck.”

				“Sometimes,” he said with a smirk, but Amanda wasn’t having it.
					She tossed her hair to the side and snatched her purse from his couch. Twice she
					turned to him to tell him what was really on her mind, but twice he seemed to be
					expecting it and shut her down with unfamiliar flat eyes. Potent. Serious. With
					the walrus in one hand, her keys in the other, she stepped out into the autumn
					dusk and thrust her feet into her flats. She could smell burning leaves on the
					wind.

				His saving grace was the kiss he gave her outside her car door.
					“You know I love you more than anything, right?” he asked, looking deep in her
					eyes.

				Amanda nodded, suddenly emotional. “Do you?”

				“More than anything, baby. Anything in the whole world.”

				She smiled, very much needing to hear that. “I love you too,
					Gavin. Give me a call as soon as you’re through?”

				“Of course, dahlin.”

				“Promise?”

				“Promise.”

				“I love you,” she said again, stepping into her car.

				He smiled by way of answer, that
					everything’s-gonna-be-just-fine smile, then shut her door.

				Amanda stared at him through her window, suddenly sad. It would
					be the last time she looked at him in this light. She didn’t know how she knew,
					but she knew it as sure as the law of gravity. She backed her Volkswagen Beetle
					out of his driveway and gave a slow wave, absorbing his tender but stoic stare,
					put it into first gear and started down the road. Through her rearview mirror
					she saw that he stayed at the edge of his driveway until she turned the corner.
					And then she was driving away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Gavin stared down the empty, moonlit street. Even
					though autumn had arrived with its scents of burning wood and whispering leaves,
					he could still smell the last traces of summer underneath—faint fragrances of
					late summer flowers and drying grass, one last hoorah before their season was
					past.

				He turned and looked at his house. He’d done well for himself
					here. The golden lights that contoured his brick walkway beckoned in welcome.
					But he knew what was inside. Trouble. He’d seen it in Jack’s eyes, felt
					Tarsidion’s intensity. He glanced up at the single, pale moon that ruled the sky
					here, took a deep breath and started toward his front door.

				A stiff breeze followed his steps, rustling the leaves of the
					red maple that stood vigil in his front yard.

				* * *

				“This is a really nice sword,” Jack said, swinging
					Gavin’s prized possession in a tight, fluid arc. “Early Muromachi, is it?”

				Gavin descended the carpeted stairs of his basement slowly,
					wary of his brethren’s stares. There was tension in the air, hot and sticky.
					“It’s a mid-Kamakura tachi cut down to katana. Good guess, though.”

				Jack twirled and spun expertly within the confines of Gavin’s
					bamboo-floored dojo, cleaving the air with such dizzying speed that it hissed as
					he cut through the air. His shadow danced off the paper walls. “Now, where did
					you get your hands on a mid-Kamakura blade? Must have cost you several
					fortunes.”

				“It was a gift,” Gavin answered.

				“Some gift,” Jack said, gliding the gleaming blade back into
					its black-and-gold scabbard with the precision known only to swordsmen. He
					placed it back on the triple-tiered stand, where the medium-sized wakizashi and the smaller tanto rested underneath. “Love what you did with the place. Full
					dojo, pool table, and look at all those guitars—tell me that isn’t a
					seventy-nine George Benson,” Jack said, pointing to one of the eight guitars
					suspended from wall pegs.

				Gavin did not have to turn around to know that Jack was
					pointing to the second guitar from the left. “You know your guitars.”

				“Of course.” Jack did another scan of Gavin’s downstairs. “Not
					bad. Not as good as me, but not too shabby.”

				How had half a decade come and gone? Anger, resentment, that’s
					how. Even from Jack.

				Gavin glanced at Tarsidion, who was lounging on one of Gavin’s
					leather sofas, bright leopard eyes watching his every move. “All right already,
					what couldn’t wait ’til morning?”

				Jack stepped off the bamboo floor. His shark-like eyes lost all
					light of mischief and swagger. Gavin couldn’t remember a time, at least not here
					on Earth, when his childhood friend had seemed so serious. Jack pointed to a
					manila folder resting on the minibar with a tilt of his head. “Go take a
					look.”

				Gavin scrunched his eyes in suspicion, glanced at Tarsidion,
					who continued to study him with expressionless curiosity, then walked toward the
					bar. Gavin turned the folder around with his fingers and calmly opened it.

				In that instant, the life of Gavin Blackburn ended.

				He staggered back with his hand on his mouth as if someone had
					hit him with a two by four. His eyes felt hot and watery, and for a second he
					saw sparkles at the corners of his vision.

				Before anything coherent could tumble out of his mouth, he
					lurched toward the sink behind the bar and spewed out a brownish mess of shish
					kabobs, cotton candy and caramel apples. Vaguely, out of the corner of his eye,
					Gavin saw Tarsidion hand a bill to Jack, who accepted it, unsurprised.

				“Told you he was gonna puke,” Jack muttered.

				Gavin wiped a long, gooey strand of drool from his mouth with
					the back of his hand and stared dumbly at his brethren. No smiles. “How—no, I
					don’t...impossible.”

				“Always did have a way with words, Stavengre. Very eloquent.”

				“It’s not possible,” Gavin was finally able to croak.

				“Evidently it is,” Jack said with a shrug. Tarsidion’s face was
					inscrutable.

				“I have the only key,” Gavin said in a hushed whisper, his hand
					going immediately to a phantom hilt attached to his waist. “There is no other
					way to open that grave.”

				“Kinda blows that theory out of the water, huh?”

				Gavin stared into oblivion. “Wizards?” he ventured in a
					whisper.

				“No way, he hates them as much as he hates us. This was
					something else.”

				“What about the guardian? What about—”

				“Hey, I just work here. Noah’s in Montana right now, checking
					things out, and Cirena’s on a red-eye from Berlin. She’ll be here at seven
					tomorrow morning.”

				“Noah and Cirena? How long ago did this happen?”

				“The fact that you don’t know any of this really scares me,
						Stav.”

				“Just answer the question, Juekovelin,” Gavin snapped, coming back to himself.

				“Seventeen hours ago.”

				Gavin lurched again as another stream of vomit burst through
					his mouth. Only half made it into the sink. “This is so, so bad,” he whispered,
					sliding to his knees.

				Jack walked over to him and stared down with his black, beady
					eyes. “I think ‘fucked’ sums up our situation more appropriately.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Even though the whispers were gone, he could still feel
					their aftermath. His mind was like the tender flesh of a finger recently freed
					of a splinter. No longer a sterile wasteland devoid of any feeling, Donovan had
					emotions running around like the newly freed animals of Noah’s Ark. One by one
					he chased them down and shoved them into the divided habitat of his mind. He’d
					rather have just slaughtered them.

				Donovan passed a slow-moving Sentra without using his blinker.
					The driver—an over-made-up skank with bags of clothes in the backseat—made as if
					to share her middle finger, only to drop her hand and roll up her window when
					she locked eyes with him. She changed lanes and gunned it.

				That’s
					right, flee.

				Traffic was light on Interstate 94 in the middle of North
					Dakota. Just sunshine and a sky made pale by a thin, fibrous layer of
					cirrostratus that gave the sun a halo.

				The creature didn’t like the sun. That wasn’t to say that it
					couldn’t deal with it; he’d seen it in daylight, but briefly. It preferred the
					darkness, which was fine by Donovan—“For
					men’s
					hearts
					love
					darkness
					rather
					than
					light.”

				And none more than Donovan’s.

				After tracking it for the last thirteen hours and eleven
					counties, Donovan had gleaned a few things about its behavior and general
					disposition. He was taking notes. The first and most notable fact was its
					appetite for human flesh. That was unusual, since most animals preferred less
					contaminated prey, but then again, this was no animal. Donovan wasn’t sure what
					it was.

				Yet.

				The second thing he’d learned was that it had two modes of
					travel—physical and spirit. With a middle finger to physics, he’d seen the
					creature morph into a black cloud of vapor and race hundreds of feet above the
					tree line like a fast-moving storm cell. Donovan could smell its acrid wake for
					miles—wet metal, oily musk and the sweet cloy of decay. There were other odors
					woven into its wake as well, alien and bitter, but he had no frame of reference
					for them. Donovan took note, however, that it didn’t maintain this spirit-state
					for long, perhaps five, ten minutes at the most. As if it were draining.

				Lastly, and Donovan could appreciate this, the creature moved
					with purpose. It was pissed. It was hungry. It wanted revenge. Whoever had stuck
					it in that tomb was going to have some “splaining” to do.

				Day or night, whenever Donovan closed his eyes, the creature’s
					presence lit up behind his eyelids as if he’d just stared into the sun—a side
					effect of the war that had been waged within the battlefield of his mindscape
					for the past five years—like radioactive wreckage.

				A war that had begun the day Donovan had been murdered.

				According to his medical reports, and he’d read them, Donovan
					had been officially dead for thirty-seven minutes, nine seconds. Stabbed
					twenty-six times, shot five and a slit throat. No pulse, no breathing. Chalk
					outline. When he woke, he’d punched through a zipped body bag, evoking a variety
					of gasps and shrieks from the medical and police personnel still around the
					crime scene. Drinking coffee.

				Noteworthy as his resurrection was, it was what had transpired
					within that thirty-seven minutes of twilight between unconsciousness and death
					that was truly significant.

				Like fingers curling around a closing elevator door, the
					presence had slipped through the cracks of his fractured psyche and settled at
					the fringes of his temples. He’d awoken to a world inhabited by fields and
					prisms of ethereal light surrounding all living things—trees, fish, pigeons,
					people—like Kirlian photography.

				Overwhelmed at first, Donovan did what he always did: he
					mastered it. Defining what each color meant, classifying the different hues and
					shades and how the outer bands of colors would shift to reflect a state
					of
					being. He learned how to dim the lights, to shut
					them off if he desired (he usually didn’t) or illuminate single objects at the
					exclusion of others. He dubbed it his “Othersight,” and it was like adding a
					rocket booster to a Lamborghini. Unnecessary, but awesome to behold. Donovan
					could now see souls.

				Of course, such dark gifts did not come without a price.

				The pressure was slight at first, just inside his temples, but
					as the days and weeks moved on, it spread insidiously across his mind—an
					unfolding carnal blossom with petals like poisoned honey.

				First came the dreams. In them, he was not himself, but a creature that would mount the stairway currents of the
					sky, using thick, powerful wings that rasped like leather with every flap.
					Beneath him was alien land, vividly colored with swaths of creeping mist and
					forests of trees he had no name for. Like some estranged twin of Earth,
					unscarred by the rise of industrialism.

				His dream-hands were huge and grotesque, the pale color of an
					albino crocodile. He would swoop down on his victims, some human, others
					unnamable, but their terror was always the same. They would scatter before him
					like cockroaches in light, and then—only then—he would feed. This was how
					Donovan had learned what human flesh tasted like—slightly sweet, mild and dense,
					like maturing veal. It would linger on his palate hours after he awoke. Wafting
					through his nostrils whenever he caught the scent of meat.

				He reached over and grabbed one of the three chocolate bars
					resting on the passenger seat of his black Challenger. He much preferred Baby
					Ruth. He ripped the end of the wrapper off with his teeth and bit down a third
					of the way, ignoring the crumbles of chocolate that fell on his lap. One perk to
					once again having access to his emotions was regarding food and taste; Baby Ruth
					bars pleased Donovan very much. He held the bite in his mouth and dissolved the
					sweet outer layer of chocolate, grinding it between his tongue and the roof of
					his mouth, then the caramel, and finally he cracked whatever peanuts remained
					into paste before swallowing.

				Like the marrow and bones in the prey of his dreams.

				The whispers didn’t come until later. At first they were vague
					and amorphous, like the distant din of a crowd or waterfall, but as time had
					passed they’d become more pronounced, more directed,
					as if their orator were awakening from a slumber. Donovan remembered (as he
					remembered everything) the first words that were spoken to him within his own
					mindscape that were not his own. “Kneel, and
					I
					will
					show
					you
					mercy.”

				Kneeling was not in Donovan’s repertoire of acceptable
					behavior.

				He pulled his Challenger over into a small plaza featuring Bob
					and Lisa’s Eatery. He didn’t get out, content to tear into another Baby Ruth and
					scan the radio waves with his index finger. The creature had stopped, had found
					an abandoned barn a few miles north of the highway down a gravel road. It was
					finally resting. And feeding.

				He found a song he liked and locked the station. It was dark
					and heavy, with guttural notes of electric base intertwined by the distinct
					sound of an angry electric guitar. He leaned back in his seat, put his hands
					behind his head and let the rifts of the music seep into his pores. Like his new
					affinity for chocolate, music was a welcome delight.

				The presence had presumed to simply barrel into his thoughts,
					strangle them out of existence and usurp his mind to do its bidding.

				Donovan’s lips twisted upward.

				That was not what transpired.

				Once the initial shock wore off, Donovan had attacked like a
					rabid wolverine.

				He was the master of his mind.
					Whatever it was, wherever it came from, whatever its story was—it
					had chosen the wrong fucking brain to lay siege to.

				But it tried. Every moment of those first few months of healing
					in room 229 of St. John’s Medical Center were a test of his mettle. A constant
					tempest of malicious hunger raged against the barriers he’d erected like a
					fortress around his mind. The hurricane never subsided, was relentless in its
					fury; if ever there were a time where his sanity would have crumbled, it would
					have been then. He’d lie alone in bed at night, muscles tensed and sweating,
					forcing his vitals to remain even while his mind careened like a crashing
					jetliner. In that whole time he hadn’t had so much as a single visitor. He’d
					left that hospital with the knowledge that he was insane. What else could
					explain the whispers? Demonic possession?

				In habit, he traced the outline of the metal embedded in the
					flesh of his chest beneath the black tactical shirt he wore. It had been there
					since his first memory, composed of a material that did not appear on any
					periodic table of elements, and though he couldn’t know for sure, he was
					confident it was the connection with the Presence.
					Coarse and silvery green, the metal was in the shape of an amulet or medallion.
					Most of it was visible, but there were parts that disappeared into his skin,
					concealing its complete shape. But his fingers were as familiar with it as a
					blind man’s were with a Braille board. He gripped the end of it, just below his
					nipple, and wiggled the coarse substance with his thumb and forefinger, as he’d
					done his whole life when in deep contemplation.

				He thought back to mere hours ago and brought his considerable
					photographic memory to bear on the image burned into the cell lining of his
					brain once again.

				Bone thuds. He’d never heard anything like it, bone against
					stone, and bone winning. He conjured the memory of that first clawed,
					unexplainably familiar hand as it punched through the black, metallic stone that
					had served as its prison. In an explosion of black, nameless fragments, another
					fist had burst through and in moments, like a warped butterfly emerging from a
					cocoon, the Presence had stretched its enormous,
					leathery wings, a glistening membrane around its body as if it had just passed
					through a placenta.

				The
					Speaker
					of
					Whispers.

				With large, mucousy eyes set too wide on a face that although
					was bestial, projected cruel cunning and malevolent appraisal, the Whisperer had glared at him.

				Donovan remembered raising both of his pistols, arms calm but
					trembling, mind reeling as if a flash grenade had gone off in the middle of his
					brain. It was in that moment that he realized that the voices were gone. Sucked
					out of his head like a hull breach in outer space.

				And then he fired.

				His first shot had been perfect. It caught the Whisperer right between the eyes and rocked its head
					back. Slowly, the Presence had straightened his
					head, eyes alight with angry amber luminance, an ugly boil welling from between
					its eyes. Donovan didn’t need to see its soul to know it had to die. Pulling the
					triggers in rapid succession, Donovan emptied both pistols in a storm of
					bullets. Its rumpled wings snapped up like a Japanese fan and absorbed the rest
					of his fusillade before its whole body exploded into a black cloud of vapor.
					Even Donovan’s hyper-developed sense of sight lost the creature to the vastness
					of the night and spiraling snow. A guttural whisper floated behind it, within Donovan’s mind. “When
					next
					we
					meet, I
					feast
					on
					your
					flesh.” And then it was gone.

				Not
					if
					I
					feast
					on
					yours
					first. At last, Donovan had purpose. Hunt down and
					kill this fuck who’d tried to take over his brain. No longer would he prowl this
					world like some rogue demigod in search of a destiny not yet revealed to him.
					After he’d killed it and spilled its entrails, he’d cut off its head and leave
					it on the steps of some museum. Let them figure it out.

				Donovan caught a whiff of blackness. He sniffed. It was on the
					move again—done feeding. He put his car into first gear, turned up the stereo
					and accelerated east onto the highway.

				Where the Whisperer went, Donovan
					would follow.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				“I don’t need a babysitter, you know,” Stan muttered as
					he drove. The dark-skinned FBI agent riding next to him stared through the
					windshield, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

				“I’m just observing Officer Stewart. Pretend I’m not here.”

				Yeah, whatever
					you
					say, Stan thought as he continued to drive. Ever
					since early Tuesday morning, since the “incident,” as it was now referred, he’d
					had a statey or a fed attached to his hip like a damn parasite; he couldn’t take
					a whiz without someone wanting to watch.

				“I do this at least once a month, Ahanatou. It’s just another
					Blackburn goose chase because Mrs. Blackburn’s daughter hasn’t called in the
					last fifteen minutes. Certainly beneath your lofty position.”

				“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Ahanatou replied, eyes fixed ahead.
					“And that’s Special Agent Ahanatou.”

				Stan rolled his eyes.

				It had been a hell of a sixteen hours. Dead bodies, unconscious
					chiefs and secretive federal agents coming out of his ass. Although he’d been
					complaining nothing ever happened here in Rolling Creek, he sure wished things
					would go back to being boring again.

				“How much farther?” Ahanatou asked, gripping his door handle as
					Stan sped down the contoured road with enough g-force to do an F-18 pilot proud.
					He wasn’t scared of a little snow.

				“Not far,” Stan said in concentration. He enjoyed making
					Ahanatou uncomfortable. It was the least he could do after the man had
					effectively taken over his life. For the seven hundredth time, Stan wished he’d
					kept his damn mouth shut about what he’d found in those trees last night after
					discovering his chief bleeding to death in the snow. All he’d needed to do was
					be quiet, but nooo, Stan wanted to impress the big, bad federal agents, and now
					it appeared he’d have Big Brother looking over his shoulder for the rest of his
					life. They’d probably bugged his toilet.

				After a particularly tight turn and a disapproving grimace from
					Ahanatou, their destination came into view.

				“There it is,” Stan said as they approached the base of the
					tree-covered hill, on which the Blackburn home rested.

				The house sat majestically on a thick outcropping of pale
					granite, overlooking the valley that was Rolling Creek. To the west was the
					Flathead River, rippling gold from the afternoon sun, and to the north, the
					Rocky Mountains themselves. Quite an expensive view.

				“So this is the Blackburn home,” Ahanatou observed.

				“One of them. This is where their daughter, Joanna, lives now.
					I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been here at the ‘polite request’ of Mrs.
					Blackburn because her daughter had the audacity of not calling.”

				Stan had always envied this house; for all intents and
					purposes, it was his dream home. It was big, but not grandiose, simple yet
					elegant, and the view...most definitely worth the money.

				It looked different today, though. It seemed abandoned
					somehow.

				Stan’s Police Chevrolet Impala climbed the sinuous curves of
					the hill with familiar ease until they were closing the gap toward the Blackburn
					House.

				“What is that?” Ahanatou asked, leaning forward suddenly. “Is
					that a little girl?”

				Stan looked closer and blanched.

				Standing in the middle of the asphalt, not a hundred feet from
					the front door to the Blackburn house, was a little girl, clutching what looked
					to be a headless doll. She made no attempt to move out of the way of the
					approaching car, gave no indication that she was even aware of them. She simply
					stood in the middle of the street, melting snow scraping around her, a blank,
					dazed expression on her gaunt little face.

				The moisture from Stan’s tongue evaporated.

				“Do you know her?” Ahanatou asked.

				Stan nodded slowly, his stomach sinking into his ankles. “Ava
					Blackburn, Joanna’s daughter.” He slowed the cruiser to a jog.

				“Why is she standing in the middle of the street?” Ahanatou
					asked, looking around, his dark eyes suspicious and alert.

				“I have no idea.”

				Stan stopped the car and opened the door. He was surprised at
					how still and quiet everything was. The landscape knew something that Stan
					didn’t. A secret. “Hi, Ava,” he said, walking up to her in a casual, unassuming
					gait.

				The child made no movement, save a small lean backward.

				“Are you all right?” he asked her gently.

				Her delicate little shoulders were slumped, eyes downcast, but
					at the sound of Stan’s voice she looked up. Stan was horrified at what he saw.
					Eyes that should have been sparkling with innocence were dull and listless,
					sunken into a cherub face half-covered by wispy brown ringlets that hung dead by
					her cheeks. Tiny rivulets of dried tears ran through smears of dirt crusted on
					her face. Her heart-shaped mouth was tinged blue; who knew how long she’d been
					standing out here? From behind him he heard Ahanatou get out of the car.

				“Why are you in the road, Ava? Where’s your mommy?” Stan
					continued, bending down to one knee. She whimpered like a kitten then timidly
					glanced back at the house, clutching the headless doll to her trembling
					body.

				Stan stood slowly and took another look at the house. Ahanatou
					joined him just then and for a moment the two simply stared, shoulder to
					shoulder, a sense of dread settling around them like a cloud of mustard gas.

				On the broad side of the roof, splinters of support beams and
					the tinkling of shattered glass jutted into the house, as if it had been hit by
					a meteorite, giving the impression of a skull with a hole in its head.

				“How long ago did Mrs. Blackburn speak with her daughter?”
					Ahanatou asked.

				“Last night,” Stan answered. “About nine-ish.” As the words
					came out his mouth, he realized the timing. It was Tuesday afternoon,
					around...sixteen hours after the Black Grave “incident.” In fact, the Black
					Grave rested on Blackburn ground. He should have already put that together.
					Chief would have. He looked at the house again and shuddered.

				There was something unnatural about that hole, something
					terrible about it.

				“That is more than just dirt on her body,” Ahanatou whispered
					into Stan’s ear.

				Stan glanced down, closed his eyes and did his best to keep
					composed. “C’mere,” he said, kneeling and reaching out toward her. Cool and calm
					as a gunfighter at a showdown, Stan smiled and opened his arms to her. “C’mon,
					let’s go in the police car, where it’s nice and warm. Do you like blueberry
					muffins?”

				The little girl looked at him for what seemed like an eon and
					then slowly nodded. “Are they low-fat?” she asked in a small voice. “I don’t
					like low-fat muffins.”

				Stan barked out an involuntary laugh, nearly blowing out
					anything that might have been in his sinuses. His voice seemed to carry on for
					miles in the eerily still air. “No way, it’s the real deal. I even have some
					cream cheese to smear on it. C’mon.” Gently Stan scooped her up and carried her
					back to the cruiser. “I’m gonna put you in the back seat, where it’s nice and
					warm, okay?”

				Though her movements were still trancelike, there was a glimmer
					of life in her face.

				“Do you remember my name?” Stan asked her as she accepted the
					blueberry muffin.

				She began unpeeling the ridged paper from the bottom. “Yes,”
					she said, taking a sniff of the muffin. She nibbled at it, intently focused at
					the task at hand.

				“And what’s my name, Ava?”

				“It’s Officer Stanney.”

				Ahanatou peered inside. “Where are your parents, child?” he
					asked. His deep voice boomed within the confines of the cruiser.

				Ava flinched and immediately looked down.

				Stan glared at him and waved him away. “Don’t worry about him.
					He’s just a big grump. Nobody likes him very much.”

				Ava risked a glance back up at Stan.

				“How long have you been in the street? It’s cold outside,” he
					asked in the most casual voice he could muster. “Brrr,” he said, shivering.
					“Ava?”

				Another nibble on the muffin, then, “Mommy was crying.”

				“Why was mommy crying?”

				Ava didn’t answer but instead remained fixated on the
					muffin.

				“Ava, why was mommy crying?”

				“Because the monster ate her.” Ava’s little chest expanded and
					suddenly she was hyperventilating, twisting and crushing her doll to her chest
					as some memory descended on her tiny mind. A pitiful, low-pitched mewl squeezed
					through her lips.

				“Whoa, whoa, it’s okay, sweetheart. It’s all right, I’m here
					now. It’s okay.”

				It was too late. She screwed her eyes shut and melted into the
					farthest corner of the backseat, crying so fast she sounded like a wounded
					animal.

				“Stewart, let’s go,” Ahanatou barked from outside.

				“We can’t just leave her in here.”

				“She will be safe in the car.”

				“Ahanatou, that’s crazy. She needs us.”

				The FBI agent glared at him. “Do not question my orders. Crack
					the window and let’s go. The perimeter is not yet secure.”

				Torn, Officer Stanley Stewart acquiesced. “I’ll be back,
					Ava.”

				“No, don’t go!” she cried, terrified. “Please,” she pleaded,
					grabbing his arm.

				“I’ll be right back. I’m just going to see if everybody’s all
					right in there.”

				“Don’t go in there,” she whispered urgently, and to see such
					fear, such terror in a child so young broke his heart...and scared him a little.
					After the stories they’d been hearing, part of him just wanted to let the FBI
					handle this.

				“Stewart!”

				“I gotta go. Ava. I’ll be right back, I promise.”

				Ava began crying again, and hurt as it might, Stan shut the
					door to the cruiser, cracked the window and walked back to Ahanatou. He could
					still hear her crying.

				“Just for the record, I object,” Stan said.

				“Noted.” The large, barrel-chested FBI agent was holding his
					weapon, a sleek black Glock 19. He continued to study the house, analyzing the
					grounds with suspicious thoroughness.

				“She says a monster ate her mom.”

				Ahanatou didn’t answer but continued to scan the grounds.
					“Something is not right here,” he said.

				“You think?” Stan asked, drawing his own Browning .45, thankful
					that the chief had switched the department (all three officers) from the
					9mm.

				“Your sarcasm is unnecessary.”

				“Sarcasm keeps me sane. Did you call in the cavalry?”

				“Of course.”

				“How long?”

				“Ten minutes.”

				Stan looked back at the cruiser. Ava had stopped crying, her
					wide eyes, attached to their every word. “Why don’t we wait for them, then?”

				Ahanatou stared at Stan and then back at the house. It was as
					if something were calling him. “Because I gave you an order, that’s why. We go
					in. Now.”

				“Fine. Wait just one second.”

				Without waiting for an answer, Stan went back to the car,
					opened the door, unclipped his radio from his belt and handed it to the little
					girl, who stared at him with the biggest doe eyes he could ever remember.
					Haunted doe eyes. “Here, Ava. Press this button if you need me, and then talk
					into it.”

				Ava took the radio tentatively. She immediately pressed it, and
					Ahanatou’s radio chirped.

				“No, no, no, not right now. Only if you need me. Otherwise
					you’ll get me in trouble. Okay? That way you won’t be alone. Roger that?”

				Ava tilted her head a little to the side while she studied it.
					“Just like TV?”

				“Yeah, just like TV.”

				She took another second but then nodded and wiped an errant
					tear. “Okay.”

				“Okay, good, we’ll be right back.” Stan then closed the door,
					followed by Ava’s silent gaze. She held the radio right alongside her doll.

				“Isn’t it against protocol to surrender your radio?” Ahanatou
					asked.

				Stan sighed. “File a report, Ahanatou. Let’s just do
					this—you’re the one who doesn’t want to wait for backup.”

				Ahanatou said nothing.

				The two approached the house and Stan couldn’t help but note
					the silence, the ominous lack of movement from anything. There were no
					squirrels, birds, not one sound. It was as if all life had been expelled.

				“Hold,” Ahanatou murmured a moment later, putting his large
					fist in the air. The front door was cracked, and the unmistakable cloy of
					turning meat wafted out. The brown-skinned federal agent sniffed the air softly,
					a look of concentration set in his face. “You know what that is?” he asked in a
					quiet voice, peering through the crack.

				Stan nodded; he’d smelled dead bodies before.

				As if to remind him, his stomach gurgled in protest.

				“Yes. Let’s just do this,” Stan said.

				Ahanatou’s face was a mask of concentration. All traces of
					asshole were gone. “Now,” he said and slipped in. Stan followed.

				The first thing that hit him as he followed on Ahanatou’s heels
					was the overwhelming stench. It was thick and heavy, like humidity. It smelled
					like a slaughterhouse, which here in Montana meant Stan could speak from
					experience. The second thing was the absolute plunge in sight as they went from
					bright to dark. Everything was just a big blob, but he kept his eyes focused on
					the beam of light cutting through the darkness cast from the flashlight under
					his pistol. Each of them covered different quadrants of the room—behind, up,
					down and all around. Everywhere his light landed, there was some bit of blood or
					gore.

				Never in his worst dreams could he imagine a scene like
					this.

				“Watch where you walk,” Ahanatou said. Even in the gloom of the
					lightless living room, the man’s Middle Eastern face was ashen. The crunch of
					broken glass beneath his boot seemed obscenely loud in the darkness, and just
					ahead, lying like some discarded bowling ball on the blood-soaked carpet, was
					the remains of what appeared to be a woman’s head...Joanna’s head.

				White sticks of bone stuck out through the red mess of mangled
					flesh that used to be her neck. The top of her head was gone, and even in the
					lightless shadow Stan could see claw marks near the temples, the skull crunched
					in as if some giant, bestial fingers had simply ripped the top off.

				Ahanatou approached slowly and shined his light on it. There
					was no brain inside.

				Stan began to hyperventilate.

				“Compose yourself,” Ahanatou ordered neutrally as he
					investigated the skull. A leather ottoman lay gutted on its side, its white
					cotton innards exposed and bloodstained. Pieces of furniture, speakers and
					shattered glass littered the carpeted floor as if something too large and
					ponderous had moved within.

				Stan kept his mouth closed and clenched his teeth in order to
					fight the intense urge to add his lunch to the crime scene.

				The clock on the DVD player was dark and silent. The only
					illumination came from the sunlight that streamed through the gaping hole
					upstairs, spilling downward to reveal the carnage with gruesome clarity.
					Something huge had blasted through the roof and had continued through the
					stairs, demolishing the staircase and banister.

				“This is where it began,” Ahanatou said.

				Stan kicked something with his foot that felt like a stick, but
					even before he looked down, he knew what it was. A bone. It gleamed in its
					paleness, eerily devoid of blood or meat. Stan looked closer and saw that the
					ends had been cracked, the marrow sucked dry.

				His lunch emerged.

				“Not on the crime scene, you idiot! Go outside!”

				Stan burst outside and continued to hurl his guts out as heat
					rushed through his eyes, opening the way for the tears that followed. He chanted
					the words “dear God” over and over between wretches, hands on knees, crouched
					over.

				“Get your ass back in here, Stewart.”

				Stan looked up in a daze and stared at the open door. He took a
					moment, hawked up a final gob then marched back into the nightmare, gun hanging
					by his side as if it had gained sixty pounds.

				Inside, Ahanatou was angling his weapon and flashlight
					upstairs, trying to get a better view. “Did they have any other children?” he
					asked. His pitted face was composed yet grim.

				Stan nodded. “Older brother, Matthew. Seven.”

				Ahanatou said nothing, but he didn’t need to; his face told him
					everything. “Where’s his bedroom?”

				Stan looked up to the cold sunlight streaming through and
					pointed with his pistol. “Up there.”

				Ahanatou nodded and put a foot on the first stair to test it.
					It immediately groaned. It would be risky going up; only a thin bridge of
					unbroken steps connected upstairs from down. The rest had been blasted away.

				“I’ll go,” Stan said, and before Ahanatou could protest, he
					mounted the first of the steps. It creaked loudly. At least there was a side
					rail on the wall.

				Stan holstered his pistol and grabbed the rail with both hands.
					Step by step he climbed, hugging the wall with his back, all the while vividly
					aware of the huge hole staring down at him. Even through his quickened breaths,
					his intensity of focus and balance, a tendril of his thoughts broke off and
					tried to imagine just what in the hell they were dealing with. What sort of
						thing could have done this? Who rips a person’s
					head off with their bare hands? Not who, what?

				And what if it was still here?

				The hole in the roof was roughly circular in shape except for
					the sides, which extended outward, as if whatever had crashed into the house had
					possessed wings.

				When he finally reached the top he drew his pistol again and
					looked around, terrified despite the logic in his brain that tried to convince
					him that whatever had done this had moved on. “What do you see?” Ahanatou called
					up.

				The walls to the hallways were gouged and ripped, as if
					something too large had waded through. It was then that he saw a huge, inhuman
					footprint outlined in blood on the beige carpet. Not only was it enormous, but
					it had claws. Talons.

				“Stewart! What do you see?”

				He simply stared at it in disbelief.

				“Stewart!”

				Stan blinked and shook his head, hoping that he’d suddenly
					become delusional, that perhaps somebody had spiked his hamburger with sautéed
					hallucinogenic mushrooms. No such luck. The footprint remained. In a daze, he
					stood and looked down the hallway, at the last room on the left. There was
					another footprint four feet away. Just how big was this thing? The footsteps
					stopped in front of what was once a door, fainter and less defined as the blood
					had worn off the soles. Only fragments of wood remained. Matthew’s room.

				His mouth suddenly had too much saliva, and some of it drooled
					out the side.

				“Stewart!” This time it was a shout.

				“Shut up!” Stan roared back. “And clear the rest of the damn
					house! Check the basement!”

				He tuned out Ahanatou’s response. All that existed was the
					blood rushing in his ears and the hallway. Each time his heart beat, he heard a
					waterfall.

				Never had time passed so slowly. Step by agonizing step, he
					approached the shattered remains of the door, wanting nothing more than to run
					from this place, from the idea that he was entering a new realm of reality, but
					walking forward anyway.

				His nose told him the story before he even reached the door,
					but he needed to see with his own eyes, needed to see what he already knew in
					his gut. He rounded the corner, mind as dead and far away as he could banish it,
					and still he gasped, still he dropped to his knees.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				The first thing he heard was the unmistakable bleeping
					of a heart monitor. It was faint at first but grew stronger with every passing
					moment, a beacon in the dawn between dreams and reality.

				“Chief?”

				The word was garbled and distant, dreamlike, as if he were
					underwater.

				“Talk to me, Chief.” This time closer.

				Skip bumped against consciousness like a bubble against
					glass.

				“C’mon, Chief, we’re in trouble. Please wake up.” The voice had
					the distinct tone of desperate futility.

				Pop. Skip’s eyes opened, and the world became a bright blur.
					“Keep your pantyhose on,” he croaked, blinking against the onslaught of light.
					His words would have done a bullfrog proud.

				“Chief!” Stan said, gushing amazed relief. Pale, bleary-eyed
					and unshaven, Stan’s already thin face looked downright gaunt. Skip felt arms
					around his shoulders. “Oh, thank God you’re awake.”

				“Where the hell am I?” Skip asked in a voice as hoarse and dry
					as a bucket of wood shavings. He tried to sit up but yowled as a bolt of pain
					speared through his chest.

				“Take it easy, Chief. You’re at Helena Memorial Hospital.
					You’ve been unconscious for the past thirty hours.”

				Skip peered at him through one crinkled eye. “Come again?”

				“I said, your ass has been unconscious for the last thirty damn
					hours. They had to bring you here to Kalispell for surgery.”

				So that’s why his brain felt as if it were dripping out of a
					blender. “What day is it?”

				“Wednesday morning, seven-oh-three.”

				Skip rubbed his eyes—noting the IV sticking in his arm—and
					tried to massage feeling back into his brain. Anybody
					get
					a
					plate
					on
					the
					herd
					of
					buffalo
					that
					ran
					me
					over?

				Skip took another look at Stan. Even with his coma-fogged
					brain, Skip noticed the striking lack of blood in Stan’s face, the purple
					bruises under his eyes. “What’s with the face?”

				Stan blinked. “Huh?”

				“You look like I feel.”

				Stan managed a quick smile. “Is it that obvious?”

				“Yeah, it is. What’s going on?” Another yelp as he tried to sit
					up. His chest hurt.

				Stan glanced at the door and then leaned close. “What the hell
					happened out there?” he whispered.

				Skip scrunched his forehead, unprepared for the intensity in
					Stan’s eyes; his mind felt as if it were coated with three inches of dust. “I
					remember going to the Rook, Rufus...” He trailed off. “Oh my God, the
					cemetery.”

				It was one of those moments when the distinctions between
					chronometric and emotional time became most pronounced. It was only the span of
					a breath, but the entire night crashed down on him like an imploding
					building.

				“Tell me,” Stan said.

				Skip sank back into his bed and closed his eyes. He’d only
					caught a glimpse, but those eyes, those orbs were
					burned into his brain. And the wails from the grave... “You wouldn’t believe me
					if I told you,” he said after a long pause.

				“You’d be surprised after what I’ve seen the last couple of
					days.”

				Skip opened his eyes. “Oh?”

				Stan tightened his lips. “There’s a man right outside this door
					who’s been waiting for you to wake up. Not the most pleasant fellow in the
					world.”

				“State?”

				“No. FBI.”

				Skip shook his head. “What are they doing here?”

				Stan shifted in his chair. “They flew right in yesterday
					morning, snatched jurisdiction from State without so much as a kiss and have
					been so far up my ass I’ve stopped slouching. I don’t know how to tell you this,
					so I’m gonna just lay it out. Since you took your little detour into
					unconsciousness, there have been six of the most gruesome murders I’ve ever even
					heard of, and I got to be first on the scene of one of them.” Stan swallowed.
					“Joanna Blackburn and her son, Matthew. Butchered.” Stan paused. “And when I say
					butchered, I’m being kind.”

				Skip took the appropriate moment to assimilate. “Suspects? Mr.
					Shades?”

				Big breath. “He’s definitely a person of interest, especially
					considering what he did to Rufus, but we don’t think it’s him.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because the victims are being eaten.”

				Skip leaned back to better look at Stan.

				“Like, ‘yumbo, may I have another,’ eaten,” Stan continued.
					“I’m not supposed to know this, but they said they’ve found a saliva type that
					doesn’t match—”

				The increased tempo of the heart monitor was the only other
					sound in the room. Skip waited.

				“Doesn’t match what?”

				“Anything,” Stan finally uttered. His eyes were looking at
					something inside his head. “Unless Mr. Shades is some kind of werewolf, he
					didn’t kill Joanna and Matthew.”

				“What about Ava?”

				“Her grandmother’s. We found her standing in the road. She’ll
					be scarred for life. Chief, something came out of that Black Grave, and you are
					the only person who was there. You and this Mr. Shades.”

				“I think I prefer being unconscious,” Skip said, sinking back
					into his bed.

				“I found you all twisted and curled up in the snow. You had
					this yellow gunk oozing from your mouth and this thing sticking out of your chest. They had to operate on you to
					remove it. It was barbed or something. As a side note, I found your wallet on
						top of you. It was like somebody had just tossed
					it there.”

				You
					left
					me
					to
					die
					out
					there, you
					son
					of
					a
					bitch.

				“And the Black Grave was gone.”

				“What do you mean, ‘gone’?” Skip asked.

				“Blown up in a million pieces.” Stan opened his mouth to
					continue but changed his mind.

				“Spit it out, Stewart. What else?”

				With a shrug, Stan answered. “To me it looked as if it had
					exploded from the inside out. Funny thing is, there weren’t any signs of a bomb.
					No shrapnel, no detonation pieces, not even any carbon burns. We can’t figure
					out how it exploded.”

				Skip rubbed his eyes again. This was definitely not the kind of
					conversation Skip wanted to be having fresh from anesthesia. A glass of water
					would have been nice, though.

				“There’s more, Chief.”

				“Of course there is.”

				“That night I found you.” Stan glanced again at the door. “I
					found something in the trees half-buried by the blizzard. Remember that gargoyle
					you went and showed me that wasn’t there?”

				“Of course.”

				“I think that was it. Only it was dead.”

				“Dead?”

				“Yup, five bullet holes—good grouping, too—but it started to
					crumble the moment I tried to brush some snow off it.”

				“Crumbled?”

				“Yeah, Chief, like ash from a log that’s just about burned
					up.”

				“You were specifically told to get me as soon as he was
					conscious,” a man with a deep, stern voice admonished from the doorway.

				Stan whipped around. Standing in the doorway was a glowering,
					suit-clad thunderhead about to detonate.

				“You make me regret my decision, Officer Stewart,” the man
					growled, walking toward the bed. His lips were creased so tightly that they were
					little more than a slash in his face.

				“He just came to right now,” Stan said defensively.

				“Then you should’ve been on your way to tell me.”

				He was a thick slab of a man, with sullen eyes and a pitted
					face that showed the scars of adolescent acne. Though he wore an impeccable
					side-vent charcoal striped suit, there was something raw about him, something
					primal that seemed to be at odds with his attire. His eyes were sharp and
					penetrating; definitely a professional.

				“Officer Stewart, you will excuse us.” His voice was quiet and
					controlled.

				“I’ll sit in if you don’t mind, Special Agent Ahanatou,” Stan
					said.

				“It wasn’t a request.”

				Stan looked at Skip for approval.

				“It’s okay.”

				Stan nodded and stood. “Holler if you need me.”

				Skip nodded, maintaining eye contact with this Ahanatou
					character. “Thanks, Stan.”

				And then they were alone.

				“How are you feeling, Mr. Walkins?” Ahanatou asked in clipped
					syllables as he looked down at Skip.

				Actually, his chest felt as if it had been lit on fire, but
					besides that... “You can go ahead and skip the formalities, Ahanatou. Let’s get
					down to it.”

				“Indeed,” Ahanatou said, pulling up a chair. He sat down and
					suddenly they were eye level. “Mr. Walkins. You will be so kind as to tell me
					exactly what happened late Monday night, early morning Tuesday at the Blackburn
					Cemetery. Leave nothing out.”

				“I would be delighted,” he said, shifting in his bed. The move
					cost him. “Just as soon as you tell me why you’re here. Where’re the county
					boys? Where’s State?”

				Ahanatou’s face soured. “That’s not the answer I was looking
					for, Mr. Walkins. I don’t think you are aware of the gravity of the situation we
					are in.”

				“By all means, enlighten me.”

				Ahanatou licked his lips. “Very well, Everett.”

				“Don’t ever call me Everett. You call me Everett, and I start
					looking around for some poor shmuck in a cardigan sweater vest. Skip is just
					fine.”

				“Very well, Skip.” Ahanatou stood
					and began to pace. “What I am about to tell you does not leave this room. You
					tell nobody—not Stan, not your woman, not God. Do I make myself clear?”

				“How ’bout my dog?”

				“Your file mentioned you were a wiseass.”

				“Somebody’s been snooping.”

				Ahanatou considered Skip a moment with cool, professional eyes.
					They were set deep in his skull and placed close to his eyebrows so that they
					got lost in the shadow of his brow. The man calmly picked up the chair he’d just
					been sitting in and launched it at the door. Though his expression was neutral,
					his eyes did all the talking.

				“Do I have your attention now, Chief Walkins?”

				From outside he heard Stan’s voice, and then others. The door
					remained closed.

				“That was a perfectly good chair,” Skip said, somewhat
					mollified.

				Ahanatou stepped forward, a close relative of a snarl twitching
					his left nostril up, dug a folder out of his attaché and threw it down on the
					bed. “Look at these and tell me if you really think I’m the enemy.” He glared as
					Skip opened the folder.

				The photos were in high-definition color, one of those cameras
					with a ka-billion pixels. What they revealed far surpassed a thousand words.
					Skip doubted if there were words within any language that could convey what he
					saw in the pictures.

				“Where are these from?” he asked quietly some time later.
					Something in his stomach had curdled and died.

				“Rolling Creek, White Sulfur Springs, Watford City, North
					Dakota and I just got word that we have another case in Fargo. It’s always at
					night, no direct eyewitnesses, though a woman in Watford City is convinced she
					saw Satan fly across the moon with a screaming child in his hands. The kid’s
					bones were found—a four-year-old named Brandon Pawlowlski—snatched from his crib
					through a window. The babysitter didn’t make it either. The bodies were
					butchered and eaten, brain and heart always first. We’re finding body parts
					eighty-seven miles away and if any of this leaves this room, I’m going to feed
					your balls to you. Raw.”

				Skip had no snappy comeback, nothing more to say. He went
					through the pictures again, mesmerized by the carnage. He could almost feel ice
					forming in his arteries.

				You
					were
					there, Skip. You
					could
					have
					stopped
					this.

				Ahanatou studied Skip’s face intently. “It begins at the
					cemetery.”

				Just as Stan had surmised.

				Ahanatou walked back to the chair he’d hurled, picked it up off
					its side with a scrape and placed it back on the floor by Skip’s bed. “Now,” he
					said, sitting once again, lining up their eyes, “you were about to tell me
					everything that happened at that cemetery.” His voice was perfectly neutral,
					inviting almost, though his eyes looked capable of launching a pair of 81mm
					mortar rounds right into Skip’s face. “Leave nothing out.”

				Skip actually contemplated how he might go about telling him
					the truth, imagined how his story might be received, but no matter how hard he
					tried, at the end of the day all he could see was himself locked in a padded
					room, drooling Thorazine. “Here’s the problem, Ahanatou. If I tell you what I
					saw, you’ll either have me committed to the nearest mental institution or have
					me arrested for bullshitting a federal officer. I desire neither.”

				Ahanatou had unusually thick eyelashes for a guy. They snapped
					up and down once as he blinked before he answered. “I read your file, Walkins.
					Wiseass you may be, but you’re a credible wiseass. I saw what you did for the
					Air Force, and Captain Harrison of the Philadelphia police department had good
					things to say about you as well.” He leaned closer. “No human being did what I
					saw. If you give me your word, I will believe whatever you tell me.” His eyes
					were such a deep shade of brown as to be black. “What. In the hell. Did you
					see?” His choice of words were more apt than he could know.

				Skip closed his eyes and pattered the bridge of his nose
					rapid-fire with his middle and index finger as he unbelievably entertained
					lunacy. He licked his lips and opened his mouth to utter the word “gargoyle,”
					but it died on his tongue. It just sounded too insane. When Skip opened his
					eyes, Ahanatou was six inches from his face.

				“Tell me,” the big man said and up this close, Skip noticed
					Ahanatou had his own dark circles camouflaged within his dark Middle Eastern
					skin.

				Ahanatou’s phone chimed. He glared down at it, mashed his
					finger against some button and then resumed his glare, but it was too late. The
					connection was broken; Skip wasn’t saying a damn thing. No padded room for
					him.

				“Was it the kid in sunglasses?” Ahanatou demanded. His phone
					chimed again and this time, he threw it against the door, where it smashed into
					three pieces. He did it without breaking eye contact. “Was it?”

				“No.”

				“Then who?”

				The door to Skip’s room opened.

				“I said I wasn’t to be disturbed,”
					he boomed, whipping around to confront the intruder, some midlevel special agent
					with thinning red hair who looked as if he would have preferred to confront an
					angry honey badger.

				“Assistant director, line one.” The agent’s gaze flicked over
					to Skip and back to Ahanatou. “It’s an emergency.”

				Ahanatou’s ensuing sigh was more growl than breath. “We’ll
					continue this later. I will get what I want out of
					you. Until then, get used to your room, because you’re not going anywhere.”
					Ahanatou then stood, kicked his chair to the side and stalked to the door,
					opened it and slammed it behind him with enough force to crack a tectonic
					plate.

				“Well, that went well,” Skip said to himself. He let out a big
					fat sigh and lay back against his pillow. There was a lot of pain throbbing in
					his chest. He peeled back the gauze bandage over his wound just enough to get a
					look at his stitches. Not too bad. Seventeen in all, though the fourth one
					looked a little sloppy. Loose. Tsk, tsk. The skin on both sides was angry and
					puffy and felt like it, too; his drugs must be wearing off.

				Skip picked up the nurse call button and clicked it three
					times. Already a plan was forming.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Cirena walked through the throngs of disembarking
					passengers like a queen among peasants, tall and dignified, bordering on
					haughty.

				“Here comes trouble,” Jack muttered out of the corner of his
					mouth.

				Gavin nodded. He wasn’t looking forward to this.

				The first thing that jumped out at him was that she’d cut her
					hair. Her shoulder-length raven tresses swayed gently by each of her strides,
					which were long and crisp—with just a hint of swagger. Gavin noted with faint
					amusement the reactions of the men who crossed her path, almost smiling as a
					wife smacked the side of her husband.

				“Contrudia
					rakush
					laquisine,” she said, greeting them in the formal
					manner of their order: a soft touch to the notch between the clavicles, a touch
					to the heart and a bow of her head as her hands came together, right fist in
					left palm.

				It struck Gavin odd that she would do this. They’d agreed long
					ago to forgo the formal greeting of their order in public; it tended to attract
					attention.

				Even so, the three of them returned the greeting on reflex.
					Gavin pretended he didn’t notice the attention they garnered from a businessman
					juggling a handbag and a laptop as he walked past.

				Cirena was even more beautiful now than the last time he’d seen
					her, which didn’t seem possible. She’d already been a ten. Her raven’s wing dark
					hair took on a night-blue hue in contrast to her alabaster skin. She was
					stunning, yes, but her cold beauty was deceptively softened by heavy-lidded
					purple eyes and an exquisitely vicious mouth.

				The four of them stood a moment, the din of the airport fading
					as each regarded the other. This wasn’t how their reunion was supposed to
					happen.

				“So
					this
					is
					how
					the
					end
					of
					the
					world
					begins,” she finally said in the tongue of the
					Seers—the language of their homeland. Her voice was rich and sultry in sharp
					contrast with her icy exterior.

				“Nice to see you’re optimism hasn’t faded with time,” Jack said
					in American English. Like Gavin, Jack preferred the casual unpretentiousness of
					it.

				“Forgive
					me
					if
					I
					do
					not
					share
					your
					enthusiasm
					for
					an
					early
					demise,” she responded coolly, keeping with their
					native tongue.

				“Forgiven,” Jack said with a wave of his hand.

				Her amethyst eyes glittered, unamused. “Of
					course, we
					would
					not
					find
					ourselves
					in
					such
					tidings
					had
					we
					done
					what
					we
					had
					agreed
					we
					would
					do.”

				A dark flick of her eyes told Gavin all he needed to know. Time
					had not healed. Gavin could feel her anger churning beneath the surface of her
					porcelain skin like a school of piranhas circling a bloody, bleating goat.

				It figured.

				It was an old argument but it still cut deep—the reason they
					hadn’t spoken in over four years. Four to one, and Gavin had overruled them
					all.

				He made no apologies. How the hell was he supposed to know that
					there would be an outside force capable of waking the Lord of the Underworld? On
					Earth?

				A world where magic did not exist and only magic could be used
					to free him.

				“We’re prepared,” he said.

				“Prepared?” she said. “The
					time
					to
					fight
					him
					would
					have
					been
					at
					a
					time
					of
					our
					choosing, while
					he
					was
					entombed
					and
					in
					possession
					of
					the
					low
					ground.”

				A passing child tapped his mother and pointed up at Tarsidion.
					The woman looked, blanched, grabbed the boy and hurried past. Not only was the
					plainsman gigantic, but Tarsidion always looked as if he were contemplating a
					new career as a murder spree specialist.

				“Perhaps
					we
					should
					discuss
					this
					elsewhere,” he rumbled in their native tongue,
					taking note of the stares that inevitably followed him.

				As if to punctuate his point, two uniformed FDA agents carrying
					a metallic suitcase walked briskly through the milling people and approached the
					quartet. They were young and serious-looking.

				“Your cases, Ms. Arkeides,” the first agent said.

				The other agent glanced nervously up at Tarsidion.

				“Thank you,” she said, primly accepting the cases.

				“Chastity belt?” Jack asked.

				“Lipstick,” Cirena answered, signing a clipboard one of the
					agents had handed to her.

				Jack smiled wider. “At least you haven’t completely lost your
					sense of humor.”

				“Thank you, gentleman,” she said, dismissing the FDA agents
					with a cordial nod, and then turned to them. “Where’s
					Noah?”

				“In
					Montana,” Gavin answered. Though it was the language
					he’d grown up speaking for the first sixteen years of his life, as of last year,
					he’d officially lived here on Earth longer than he’d lived back home. He didn’t
					even know which to call home anymore.

				“And
					are
					we
					any
					closer
					to
					discovering
					how
					this
					catastrophe
					could
					have
					occurred?”

				A sheepish silence.

				“Nope,” Jack answered finally in English. “We don’t know shit.
					Noah says the only witness who was there is in the hospital.”

				Cirena’s moistened her lips. “Do
					we
					know
					anything?”

				“We know that the tomb was opened late Monday night,” Gavin
					said. “That whoever opened the tomb also killed Ainima, the guardian, and...”
					Gavin paused. “Joanna’s dead.”

				All of their shoulders deflated, even Cirena’s. Tarsidion bowed
					his head.

				Gavin continued. “Local news is beginning to report a string of
					murders from Montana to Minnesota. It hasn’t been picked up by national yet
					because of that midair collision over Austin yesterday, but six people in just
					under two days. It will be picked up.”

				“They’re calling them butchered,” Tarsidion said. Each of them
					knew exactly what that meant. Seventeen years of imprisonment had left the
					Overlord very hungry and very angry.

				Gavin continued. “Latest victim was found in the suburbs of
					Alexandria, Minnesota, around five this morning.”

				“Which means he’s traveled roughly eight hundred plus miles in
					two days. He’s got another seventeen hundred to go,” Jack said, doing the math
					while looking up to the left. “That should give us about four more days before
					he’s here, give or take a half. Then it’s game time.”

				“Game
					time?” Cirena asked. “When
					he
					gets
					here, we’re
					all
					going
					to
					die.”

				“We have the Bastion,” Gavin said.

				“We
					should
					have
					opened
					that
					tomb
					like
					we
					agreed. Now
					we
					are
					at
					the
					mercy
					of
					his
					cunning.”

				Gavin massaged his temples.

				The original agreement had been to open the tomb after ten
					years. They figured a decade of cold, starving darkness for the Drynnlord would
					make him weak, disoriented and magicless, while they’d have the high ground, the
					best science had to offer and magic. They’d figured
					out how to extract it from this world. It was an agonizingly slow process, but
					good old Noah had figured it out. They’d even contemplated building a reinforced
					bunker around the tomb so that he wouldn’t be able to just fly off when they
					opened it. But the closer the day had approached, the more fear and dread had
					twisted Gavin’s insides.

				What if they failed? What if he escaped? Then two worlds would
					fall prey to his hunger and it would be their doing. As long as he was entombed,
					Asmodeous could hurt no one. Maybe he would have died in there. Starved to
					death. The only key in existence that could open that tomb was barricaded and
					guarded eighty-six thousand four hundred seconds a day on the other side of the
					country. Here. That tomb should have remained sealed forever.

				When the ten-year mark had come, Gavin had faced his friends
					and brethren and informed them of his decision. There would be no opening of the
					tomb. The risk of failure was too cataclysmic. They would be not be returning
					home.

				They had not taken it well.

				“Lucian
					would
					have
					never
					made
					that
					decision,” Cirena said.

				Gavin flinched.

				“You hit below the belt, Cirena,” Tarsidion rumbled.

				“It’s
					true,” she responded, unapologetic. “We
					had
					every
					advantage, and
					now
					we
					have
					none.”

				“We still have the Bastion,” Jack said.

				Cirena shook her head in annoyance. “It’s
					not
					the
					same.”

				Gavin couldn’t decide if he was more hurt by her words or
					pissed. The woman had no filter—never had. The most damnable thing about it was
					that she was right. Lucian, their true leader, would have never backed out.
					Gavin’s older twin by three minutes would have believed in their abilities,
					believed that good always triumphs over evil and opened that tomb.

				He would have wanted to go home.

				“Maybe so.” Gavin met the full brunt of her glare. “But Lucian
					is dead.” It was as if somebody else was speaking. “And despite whatever anger
					you harbor, we made the right decision and I would make it again, given the same
					information.” His voice was climbing. “Contained, Asmodeous presented no
					threat.”

				Cirena leaned toward him. “A lot of good that did us,” she
					said, switching to English.

				A young woman squealed in delight as she was engulfed by a
					disembarking veteran in his dress blues. He dropped his military bags as he
					caught her, burying his face in her shoulder.

				Cirena ignored them. “We could have killed him and left this
					godforsaken world forever.”

				“Or we could have fucking died,” he said, jabbing a finger at
					her face, his anger finally bursting through his composure. “Deos existed for
					millions of years in the Underworld before the damn Red-cloths let him out.
						Nobody in the history of either world has ever been able to kill him. Not only would Earth be
					at his mercy, but so would Theia. The risks were too high.” The last sentence he
					said delineating each word.

				“We had an agreement,” she growled.

				“Cirena, enough,” Tarsidion said.

				She tore her anger off Gavin and flung it at the giant
					exotic.

				“We might yet turn this to our advantage. Asmodeous will not
					expect us to be able to wield magic.”

				The sides of her nose twitched and her eyes bore through the
					big man like diamond drills.

				Oh, how he loved his brothers.

				“Why do you both always take his side?”

				Jack stepped closer to Cirena and looked up the four inches she
					had on him. “Because if it wasn’t for him we’d all be dead, and you know it.
					Asmodeous would have never been entombed in the first place.”

				Cirena licked her lips. “That’s not the point. We had an
					agreement.”

				“What do you want me to say, Cirena? If it had been up to me,
					yes, I would have cracked open that puppy and let Asmodeous have it with both
					barrels just like the way we planned, but it was Stav’s call and we back his
					play, plain and simple. So quit your bitching.”

				Cirena’s eyelashes fluttered furiously.

				Jack turned toward Gavin. “It doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten,
					though,” he said, pointing.

				Tarsidion put his hands on both of their shoulders. “Let’s have
					this conversation somewhere else, shall we?” he said. “I don’t feel like getting
					arrested.”

				Cirena gave them all one last good glare and then turned on her
					heel, striding briskly toward the escalator that led to the exit. Jack and
					Tarsidion fell in behind her. Gavin stared after them a moment and heaved a
					sigh, but there was a tinge of a smile in it.

				Just like old times. Almost.

				* * *

				The drive home was quiet. There was much to discuss, but
					the car seemed hardly the appropriate place to begin. Or the living room. Or
					anywhere, really.

				“Aw, shit,” Jack muttered as they turned down Gavin’s
					street.

				“Aw, shit” was right. Amanda’s light metallic green convertible
					Volkswagen Beetle awaited in the driveway.

				“Who’s car is that?” Cirena asked as Gavin’s Audi pulled in
					behind it.

				“Gavin’s betrothed, Amanda,” Tarsidion answered.

				Jack arched an eyebrow.

				Cirena stiffened. Gavin glared at Tarsidion, who raised both
					hands in the air apologetically.

				“You’ve taken a woman?” Cirena asked in the quietest of
					voices.

				“I have,” Gavin replied after a good four seconds.

				A very long pause followed. “When?” Cirena asked.

				Gavin shook his head. Their lives very well might be ending in
					two days, and this was the conversation he was most dreading? “Two years.”

				“Two years!” she demanded. “Two years, and this is the first
					time you have the courage to tell me?”

				“Cirena, you haven’t spoken to me in over four years.”

				“Coward,” she muttered darkly.

				Gavin stepped out of the car. Man, she was pushing his buttons
					today. And it had only been a half an hour. There were more important issues
					pending, like saving one, possibly two worlds from impending doom. And saying
					goodbye to Amanda.

				The very thought elicited a cement block in his guts. This
					is
					not
					how
					it’s
					supposed
					to
					be.

				The front door to his house opened just as a chorus of slamming
					doors sounded behind him. Out poked Amanda’s beautiful, full-of-life face,
					draped in those untamable honey-brown locks. There was a peculiar expression on
					her face, one he’d never seen before, and then it dawned on him. She must have
					gone in the basement. This would require some explaining.

				“Planning on invading a country or something?” she asked
					sweetly, her face pasted with a stiff, plastic smile that would have done any
					flight attendant proud.

				“Switzerland,” Jack answered. “I love chocolate.”

				Her smile disintegrated. “Where’ve you been keeping him, Gavin?
					He’s a riot.”

				“I told you I’d call.”

				“That was, like—” she glanced down at her watch, a Movado he’d
					gotten for her on their one-year anniversary, “—twelve hours ago.” She looked
					back up.

				He could feel Jack’s smirk. “The
					strangest
					things
					amuse
					you, Juekovelin,” he
					mumbled in their native tongue.

				“What did you just say?” Amanda demanded. She tromped down the
					stairs of his front porch. “What’s going on, Gavin? You’ve got guns, knives,
						swords, for crying out loud, as well as enough
					jewelry and gold coins to buy a government. And what’s with all the seeds? I
					want to know now—what is going on?”

				The slight cock to her head, her hands on her hips, the
					considerably higher tone in her voice told Gavin all he needed to know. She was
					going to make a scene. All he wanted was to feel the cool of her body against
					his own one last time.

				“Perhaps you should introduce us,” Cirena said, stepping
					forward.

				Amanda’s expression cooled as she took in Cirena. Her eyes
					flashed between them suspiciously. “I’m Amanda, Gavin’s fiancée.” She extended her hand. “And you are?”

				“Be
					nice, Cirena,” Gavin
					said between his teeth.

				“A dear friend.” Cirena smiled
					pointedly.

				“All right, enough of this,” Gavin snapped. “Amanda, Cirena.
					Cirena, Amanda.” He looked at Amanda. “You want answers, fine. In the car—now.
					You,” he said, pointing directly at Cirena, “you cut me some slack. Go inside
					with Abbot and Costello over here and get everything ready. We
					leave
					tonight. Noah
					can
					meet
					us
					at
					the
					Bastion.” The last words he said in their native
					language.

				“If you don’t tell me what language you’re speaking, Gavin, I’m
					going to go in the house, get your George Benson and break it over your
					head.”

				“Get in the car.” Gavin unsheathed some steel in his voice.

				Amanda blinked. “Fine,” she fumed, climbing in.

				He met Cirena’s eyes with cold fury. “Why
					are
					you
					doing
					this? The
					Overlord
					approaches
					and
					you
					want
					to
					pick
					a
					fight?” he demanded, his face scant inches from her
					own.

				Amanda watched it all from behind the windshield.

				“Do
					you
					love
					her?” Cirena asked by way of answer, her face
					strangely open.

				He sighed. “Yes.”

				Cirena flinched. “I
					thought
					you
					could
					never
					love
					another. I
					thought
					your
					heart
					was ‘an
					empty, wretched
					place
					incapable
					of
					ever
					loving
					again.’
					You
					told
					me
					you
					could
					never
					love
					another
					after
					Alyssandra—”

				“I
					would
					have
					wagered
					all
					that
					I
					possess, my
					life
					included, that
					this
					could
					not
					be...and
					yet
					it
					is.” Gavin took a deep breath. “I
					have
					found
					happiness
					here, in
					this
					place.” Gavin took in his home, the trees, the air
					around them. “Now
					I
					must
					say
					goodbye
					to
					it. Cirena, please.” Her name was a plea. He looked into her eyes,
					past the heavy-lidded ice, and reached for the ghost of the woman he knew.

				A long moment passed between them. Finally, blessedly, her eyes
					spider-cracked and from between the shards of her anger and pain, Cirena
					remembered him, too. Her chin dipped, ever so slightly. “We’ll be waiting.”

				She turned and made for his house without a backward
					glance.

				“Thank
					you,” Gavin whispered.

				“You are good,” Jack observed, nodding in impressed amusement
					as he followed Cirena’s curves into the house. Tarsidion brought up the rear
					silently. At least one of them minded his business.

				Amanda waited for him in the car, arms crossed, legs crossed,
					purse on lap.

				Gavin cleared his throat. “Building a barricade, dahlin?”

				She refused to meet his eyes. “Who the hell is she?”

				Gavin shut the driver’s door. “I thought you wanted
					answers.”

				“I do. And that’s a question. Who is she? Ex-girlfriend?”

				“No.” He put the key in the ignition and backed out.

				“Oh, this had better be reeeeally good,” she muttered,
					uncrossing her arms to cover his hand with her own as he shifted. He studied the
					contrast of her skin against his, fingers interlaced over the gearshift. Despite
					her anger and pain...she’d already forgiven him.

				It would be the little things he’d miss the most.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				As a rule, Kevin did not like walking balls of lint. He
					looked down at the Maltese prancing across the sidewalk on his heels and shook
					his head; the little fur ball had actually grown on him. So had her bossy,
					brunette owner. Kevin grinned.

				The night was crisp, scented with burning wood, and while Kevin
					ambled down the sidewalk under illusions of grandeur (imagining himself as a
					world-class boxer in training), the little pooch stopped. He didn’t even notice
					until his arm jerked back. Mildly annoyed, he gave the leash a good yank, but
					the dog didn’t move. She’d sunk into the grass with her head down, tail between
					her legs.

				“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Don’t feel like taking a
					squirt?”

				Normally the pooch would at least give him the courtesy of a
					cocked head or a wag of the tail, but not this time. Just a single, high-pitched
					whine that whistled from her throat.

				Kevin sighed, a smidge of irritation creeping in. The deal was
					simple—easy walking pooch equals occasional walks by Kevin. His girlfriend had
					trained the dog well, which was the whole point. She had trained him well, too, evidently.

				“C’mon, pooch, let’s go.” Kevin gave the leash another good
					yank.

				The dog whimpered but refused to budge.

				“What is your deal?” he asked, kneeling beside it. To his
					surprise she was shivering, trembling the way she did during thunderstorms when
					Lacey pulled her into bed with them. “What are you scared of? There’s no thunder
					out here.”

				As if to mock him, a sudden burst of flapping wings and
					startled squawks exploded from the tree above them, launching his heart into his
					throat. He looked up into the sky to find the culprits who’d snatched a year
					from his life, but they were already gone, vague shadows vanishing into the
					night. Kevin brought his attention back to the maple and studied it as his pulse
					began to stabilize.

				It was dark out tonight. Not one splash of moon or starlight
					made its way through the blanket of clouds that had rolled in late that
					afternoon. Normally, that wouldn’t have mattered—this street was well lit—but
					oddly enough, all the streetlights were out. Why hadn’t he noticed this before?
					Raised under the artificial light of the suburbs, this was the darkest night he
					could remember.

				“How ’bout we do this whole walking thing later, pooch?” he
					asked the dog, gathering her up into his arms with one eye on the tree. Somehow
					the top seemed darker than the rest. He didn’t especially feel like walking
					beneath it, so he didn’t. He calmly turned around and started back the way he’d
					come. There was something ominous in the air tonight and he wanted no part of
					it. The dog could piss on the carpet for all he cared; he’d clean it.

				He was going home.

				He’d only taken a couple of steps when the distinct sound of
					wood creaked behind-above him, as if something were shifting in the upper
					branches of the tree. He spun around, aware that his breaths came much quicker,
					and walked backward, inexplicably nervous about turning his back on the tree.
					The branches almost seemed to be bending down, as if something heavy rested in
					them.

				There was nobody out tonight, Kevin noted. No college kids
					coming and going, no joggers or dog-walkers. The retirement home across the
					street from his apartment complex was quiet. Nothing stirred.

				This
					is
					stupid.

				Kevin turned around and walked forward quickly, relieved to see
					the door to his building not a hundred feet away. Behind him, he heard the tree
					lurch violently, as if something gigantic had pushed off its upper boughs.

				He whirled. The abrupt swaying of the tree was followed by the
					flapping of frighteningly large, unseen wings. Leathery. Like a bat the size of
					an elephant. The dog bolted from his grip, scrambling and scratching his
					chest.

				“Ow! Dammit, that hurt!” he howled as the dog took off.

				He would have chased the dog except that he became transfixed
					upon an apparition that defied reality. It happened so fast he tried to convince
					himself what he’d seen was not real, but Kevin knew what he saw.

				He had no name for it.

				A huge mirage of perverse darkness glided through the sky and
					landed in the sycamore right next to him with an explosion of rattling branches
					and leaves. Kevin took off. Didn’t need to think this one through.

				It would have helped had his legs not turned to a couple of
					piles of al dente pasta. It would have helped had he continued to breathe. Until
					this moment, Kevin had never known true terror. Tonight, his horizons
					expanded.

				It wasn’t that far to his door. Only a hundred feet or so—a
					third of a football stadium, the thirty-three yard line. Those special-teams
					guys ran that in mere seconds, but it took him fourteen years just to take one
					step. He dared a glance over his shoulder. The sycamore snapped as the darkness
					launched itself at him.

				Mesmerized, Kevin watched the darkness pump toward him, sailing
					over him like some great, amorphous bird of prey. It landed between him and his
					door.

				Logic dictated that he run screaming for his life, but he
					didn’t. He stared, hypnotized, his feet cemented to the concrete sidewalk. He
					was looking at a living mirage, taupe flesh glimmering behind a thin veil of
					black smoke that softly eddied around it like a cape in a breeze.

				A smell like burning copper, wet rock and rotting meat assailed
					his nostrils, invoking images of a great, dark cave with a pile of bones in the
					back.

				“Step
					forward,” a guttural whisper commanded from inside his head.

				Kevin recoiled, gripping his head as if he were under attack by
					a swarm of invisible hornets.

				A cold, heavy presence pushed into his thoughts, knocking aside
					mental boundaries like papier-mâché walls, rifling through his thoughts and
					memories with wanton disregard.

				It hurt.

				Talons clawed at his mind, left it open to bleed. Kevin could
					feel its hollow hunger. “I
					wish
					to
					crack
					your
					skull
					and
					taste
					the
					sweetness
					of
					your
					fear,” the presence
					boomed inside his head. He could almost see its jaws.

				He tried to pivot away, tried to break the connection with the
						monster that feasted with hunger on fear. His
					body defied him. Kevin took a step forward.

				The whisper within his thoughts
					laughed in a voice that sounded as if it were coming from the center of the
					Earth. He could almost see an outline behind the veil of eddying dark, but the
					shape suggested something too horrible to be real.

				Another step, and then another. Soon he would be within arm’s
					reach.

				Where was everyone? Where was the world? Couldn’t they see what
					was happening here? Couldn’t they see this pillar of darkness commanding him
					forward so that it could crack his skull with its jaws and suck his brains out? He opened his mouth to scream, but all
					that came out was an asthmatic whistle.

				“Come
					to
					me,” the Darkness beckoned. There were eyes behind
					that wreath of blackness; he could see them boring into him with an amber,
					wolfish hue.

				He saw his own death there and vomited in his mouth. His foot
					lifted to take another step and hovered, trembling above rotting leaves. He
					bared his teeth and resisted—hell no, was he going to march to his own death! He
					screwed his eyes shut, bracing himself for a Herculean struggle, but the moment
					he broke eye contact, the presence in his head disappeared, releasing the
					tether. Kevin stumbled back.

				Amazed at his sudden reversal of fortune, Kevin launched across
					the parking lot at Olympian speed. He ignored the fwoosh of flapping wings, pissed himself as he heard a deafening
					roar that belonged no place on this earth and screamed for his life.

				For the merest fraction of a second, he actually thought he
					would make it. Only a dozen more steps to go. His hopes fire-balled as white
					pain lanced through his shoulders, his back and his chest and, unbelievably, he
					began to levitate, legs dangling in the air.

				Up he soared, a scream lodged in his throat. Tendrils of fetid,
					oily blackness rushed down to him and swirled around his head, and from
					above...the flapping of the devil’s wings.

				Consciousness did not desert him immediately. Jumbles of
					emotions and random thoughts flashed across his mind. He wanted Lacey. One last
					beer. And his mommy. There were two unanswered voicemails on his phone from her.
					He would never hear her voice again. Below, doors opened, and people stared up
					and pointed. His last thought was to smile and wave goodbye, but the pain
					ripping through his shoulders forbade it. Vaguely, from beneath of the haze of
					agony, a headline from the paper on the kitchen table flashed in his head.

				Killer on the loose...bodies
					decapitated...dismembered...skinned alive.

				Kevin tried another scream but all that came out was a
					gurgle.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Skip had escaped.

				No easy task, considering his FBI “protection,” but with the
					right plan and a little diversion from Stan the man’s repertoire, he’d slid out
					like smoke through a steam vent.

				Ahanatou, of course, would be very upset. Such was life. If
					Ahanatou thought Skip wasn’t going to be involved in this investigation, he was
					sadly mistaken. Skip was not overly partial to getting impaled by flying spurs, or whatever the hell they were calling it, even
					less partial to being bumped out of things that concerned him directly. His
					railroad of stitches across his cracked chest could attest to that.

				Or just protest.

				Skip closed his eyes as Stan hit a pothole full speed.

				“We’re going to be arrested,” Stan chattered nervously as they
					sped southbound down U.S. Route 2. “Ahanatou’s the type.”

				Stan’s Jeep Wrangler hurtled toward Rolling Creek at a pace
					that threatened the sound barrier. The sooner they got back to Skip’s turf, the
					better.

				“We didn’t break any laws,” Skip assured him. “Besides, I’m the
					one who’s accountable, not you.”

				“Yeah, but I’m an accomplice.”

				“True.”

				Their eyes met. “You suck.”

				Skip managed a smile. “No charge.”

				Stan shook his head. “It’s good to have you back, Chief.”

				Maybe, if he pushed up with his legs, he could get a half
					lungful of air here. He grunted. “Good to be back. That hospital was downright
					depressing.”

				Yep. Exactly half a lung. His body was going on an oxygen diet.
					The thought of that sent a mild current of panic through him.

				“I can’t believe Jessie’s little hiked-skirt trick actually
					worked,” Stan was saying.

				“She’s good.” Skip nodded. “Killer legs, too.”

				For several minutes there was only the drone of tires on
					highway. The radio was off. “Don’t suppose you have any theories about what’s
					going on?” Stan finally asked.

				“Not a one.”

				Stan looked at Skip, derailed. “Not even a hunch?”

				“Get your eyes back on the road,” Skip grumbled. Evidently,
					cracked ribcages and lacerated chest muscles made him grumpy. “Poke around if
					you’re so curious,” Skip said.

				“I can’t.”

				Skip’s turn to be surprised.

				“The feds shut this investigation to everyone—media, state
					police, scientists even.”

				Skip worked for his breath ration. “Child’s play.”

				“Child’s play, huh? What do you have in mind?”

				“Stan, just get me home to my medicine cabinet, hmm? Not to
					worry, the Skipster’s got a plan.”

				* * *

				The Skipster had a little secret.

				Unbeknownst to anyone, there was a very small, state-of-the-art
					digital camera completely undetectable beside the streetlight overhanging the
					intersection of Main Street and Cloverdale. It had been there for a few years
					now. The camera was set on a motion sensor and fed, via infrared waves, directly
					into Skip’s personal laptop. If Skip’s calculations were correct (and they
					always were...mostly), he should have a nice shot of Mr. Shades. There was only
					one road to the Blackburn Memorial Cemetery.

				When he’d come to Rolling Creek three years ago, he’d despaired
					of the town’s archaic technology. Coming from Iraq, Afghanistan and the beats of
					Philadelphia, it was like crossing into the Wood Age. As chance would have it,
					his new town was in an uproar about a couple of poachers who’d begun to wage war
					on the natural habitat of Rolling Creek, and they wanted to see what the new
					blood in town proposed to do about it. The poachers had exterminated the family
					of bald eagles that had taken residence right on the fringes of Glacier Forest,
					not two miles from the town’s border. They hadn’t even poached, really, just
					killed for killing’s sake. Sacrilege to the hunter. Skip knew the type.

				Thirteen bears, all four eagles, seventeen deer, two timber
					wolves and a decapitated elk. Decapitated why? Because they were sick bastards,
					that’s why. Up until that point, nobody had been able to catch them—the carnage
					continued for seven months straight. Skip installed the camera and caught them
					in two weeks. Unfortunately for the two lads, a little vaycay at St. Thomas had
					been required.

				Trials and tribulations of resisting arrest.

				And just like that, Skip was a hero. No waiting a decade to be
					accepted as one of their own. As for the camera, he’d never taken it down. Skip
					was a ferret when it came to having aces; he liked to stash them all over the
					place.

				If ever there were a time to pull them.

				Stan dropped him off with promises to check on him later.

				Skip bluffed he’d be fine and shuffled into the kitchen to put
					on some coffee. His French Vanilla would be frozen in his truck, which was still
					at the cemetery for all he knew.

				He sighed.

				He flicked the coffeepot off, grabbed a bottle of water and
					palmed the hallway wall to the bathroom. He needed his medicine cabinet.
					Now.

				There. His precious Percocet. He carried the bottle back with
					him to the bedroom, working the top off.

				His uniform was still lying crumpled in the corner of his room
					and his bed was rumpled from two days before. On the bedroom bench that doubled
					as “the spot” for his accumulations his laptop waited patiently, king of the
					hill among a pair of mismatched socks, a belt and an unfolding T-shirt. He
					opened his computer, hit the power button and waited impatiently for the screen
					to come up from hibernation. And for the drugs to kick in.

				“Say cheese, bitch.” Even in a pixeled digital photograph, the
					kid seemed ominous, glowering over the steering wheel like Medusa’s younger
					brother.

				Skip contemplated the effort of building a peanut butter and
					raspberry preserve sandwich. He was pretty sure there was still a half bag of
					Honey Barbeque Twists in the cupboard. Yeah, that sounded kinda delicious.

				His reverie was interrupted by the intro of “Paradise City.”
					Skip looked down at his cell phone. The dreaded 202 area code of Washington D.C.
					stared up at him. He groaned. Definitely not “Paradise.” With a sigh, he hit
					answer.

				“Hello?” Skip sang cheerfully.

				“Walkins,” Ahanatou growled. “Where the hell are you? You were
					not authorized to leave that hospital.”

				“Didn’t know I needed it,” Skip replied, gripping his side.

				“I wasn’t done with you yet.”

				“Well, I was done with you. Last I checked, it was
					America.”

				Ahanatou’s sigh rushed across the sound waves. “You seem to
					think this is some kind of game.”

				“Six butchered human beings is no game.”

				“Seven. They found pieces of some kid strewn across Marquette
					County, Michigan, this morning.”

				Skip was silent. Reality bit...hard. He took half a breath.

				“Did you hear what I said, Walkins?”

				“I heard you.”

				“That means if you’re holding out on me, you’re just as good as
					an accessory.”

				“Gimme a break,” Skip muttered with a roll of his eyes.

				“Where are you?”

				“Mardi Gras,” Skip said, irritated despite his pain.

				“You’re home. Don’t go anywhere,” and then the 202 number was
					flashing.

				Guess
					I’ll
					be
					seeing
					him
					soon. From beside him, his Sealy mattress beckoned
					seductively. Fighting back, Skip clicked on Pandora and was rewarded with Ozzy
					Osbourne and Randy Rhoads declaration of rock ’n’ roll’s immortality.

				That’s
					right, you
					bastards. You
					can’t
					kill
					rock
					‘n’
					roll.

				He eased himself in front of his computer and hit Print. Six
					seconds later, his Canon photo printer activated by the side of his dresser and
					released a color photograph. “Who are you?” he asked the photo.

				Only one way to find out. Skip hit speed dial number
					twenty-six.

				“Who’s this?” came a gruff greeting.

				The weight in Skip’s chest lifted. “Is that any way to speak to
					your guardian angel, Frankie?”

				“Well, what do you know? Mr. Everett Walkins.”

				“Chief Walkins,” Skip corrected.
					“Charming as ever, I see.”

				“I thought you were in the hospital.” Frank Delgado was not a
					warm and fuzzy guy, but it was good to hear some real concern from a comrade.
					Stan was a little shy on the sympathy. Too rattled, Skip supposed.

				“Not anymore.”

				“I heard you were in a coma.”

				Skip rubbed the seventeen stitches across his chest gingerly.
					He’d forgotten how much cracked bones sucked. “C’mon, it’s gonna take more than
					a little impalement to put the Skipster down.”

				“Impalement?”

				“Very unpleasant.”

				“Well, tell me what happened, dammit.” Though Frankie’s concern
					was genuine, Skip detected an underlying current of...“something” lurking
					beneath.

				“I’m in the process of figuring that out. That’s where you come
					in.”

				“Oh, how silly of me to think that this was a social call.”

				“Very silly.”

				“Is this going to get me in trouble?”

				“Of course not,” Skip said. The first tendrils of the Percocets
					blessedly wafted through his body.

				Frank started laughing, and Skip could hear more of his old
					friend. “All right, Chief Walkins, what do you need
					this time?”

				Skip held up the picture of Mr. Shades. “I’m gonna fax you a
					picture. Stick it in one of your fancy-shmancy computers and tell me what you
					get.”

				“Why don’t you do this yourself? You have access.”

				“You have better access.”

				“Something tells me a certain wiseass got bounced from a
					certain investigation,” Frank said.

				“Ever the sharp tack, I see. You should work for the NSA or
					something.”

				“I should, shouldn’t I?”

				“You know anything about a Special Agent Ahanatou?”

				Frankie’s voice took on a more business tone. “Yeah, he’s over
					at FBI. Major prick, but he’s good. Tell me you didn’t lock horns with him.”

				“More like he locked horns with me.”

				“It’s amazing you’ve made it this far in life with that
					personality of yours. You still haven’t answered my question. How did you get
					stabbed in the chest?”

				Skip sobered. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,
					Frankie.”

				“Skip, I’d believe anything you told me.” The sentence was
					delivered with complete sincerity.

				He hadn’t been expecting the declaration and Skip was actually
					touched. He’d wondered if being in the National Security Agency wouldn’t go to
					Frankie’s head, turn him into an asshole or something. Good to see that some
					things hadn’t changed. Much.

				“Thanks. As soon as I figure out what the hell is going on
					around here, you’ll be the first to know. Gimme a number I can fax you at.”

				“You’re such a dinosaur. Why don’t you just email it to
					me?”

				“Because I don’t trust computers. They’re hackable.”

				“Like a fax machine isn’t?”

				“Just humor me, huh?”

				“I take it you want me to keep this on the low.”

				“There you go being brilliant again.”

				“All right,” Frankie said, shifting on the other side of the
					line. He rattled a Baltimore area code, which Skip studiously wrote down. No
					sense sending it to the wrong place. He stayed on the line until Frank confirmed
					that he’d gotten the picture.

				“That’s odd,” Frank said. “This guy matches perfectly the
					description of the man every cop in the world is looking for.”

				“Crazy, huh?” Oh yeah, the Percs were kicking in real nice
					now.

				“How did you manage—never mind. Skip, I can’t just sit on
					this.”

				“Sure you can.”

				“No, I can’t. This is big, Walkins.
					This isn’t your run-of-the-mill serial killer we’re talking about here. I’ve
					seen the reports.”

				“I know it’s big, Delgado. Why the hell do you think I’m asking
					for your help?” The silence on the other side of the line made Skip nervous.
						Please
					don’t
					let
					me
					have
					overestimated
					you.

				“Well, I do owe you, don’t I?”

				“That you do. Three times.”

				“Two times. I paid one of those
					back.”

				“You’re forgetting about Mosul.”

				“Aw shit, that’s right. Okay, I’ll give you twenty-four hours
					then I’m pouncing.”

				“Forty-eight.”

				“Thirty-six.”

				“Fine,” Skip said. “Thirty-six. I’ll get back to you as soon as
					I know something. Pasta-boy.”

				Frank snorted a laugh. “You’d think it was me who was the older
					one.”

				“You’d think. The quicker the better, Frankie—get me some good
					news.”

				“Copy that.”

				And then he was alone again with his diminishing pain. Skip
					stared down at his phone.

				He sure hoped Frankie hadn’t turned into an asshole.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				The creature was smart.

				Instead of wasting its energy on flapping its wings or
					metamorphosing into that black comet of vapor, it had plopped itself on an
					eastbound freight train and had covered close to eighteen hundred miles in
					fifty-two hours. It was moving in an undeviating direction.

				East.

				A simple equation based on its present trajectory told Donovan
					its course was approximately 104 degrees, starting from Rolling Creek to the
					east coast. He couldn’t be sure of course, as there were too many variables, but
					his logic was supplemented by his instinct. The creature had a purpose and was
					moving in the quickest and most efficient path. As the crow flies. Or the train
					rolls.

				The first time the image pulsed into his mind, it was like a
					halogen bulb turned on three inches from his face. Unappreciated while driving.
					Forced to pull over to the shoulder of the scarcely inhabited highway, Donovan
					had kept his eyes closed, locking in the image of the invading supernova. He
					could only surmise it was coming from the creature.

				The vision was simple and vivid—a young man, armored like some
					version of a medieval knight, attacking with a sword burning with blue fire. The
					image faded, though the starburst lingered behind his eyes and then came again,
					brighter, harder, only this time...the vision had been decapitated.

				Some sort of memory? A dream? Donovan erected a mental
					barricade around his mind, should another vision-burst assault his mind. Nothing
					surprised him when it came to dealing with the Whisperer. Once he could see again, Donovan got back on the
					road.

				Twelve miles later another one came, but this time it broke
					against his defenses like snowball against a window. In this vision, another
					knight screamed, clad in identical armor, face contorted into such rage and
					anguish that Donovan could actually see its colors,
					its soul.

				Through a memory.

				The images possessed the freshness and clarity of an LSD
					flashback, and came in closer succession the farther he drove east. He became so
					familiar with them that he began to see colors within the colors, a pale nimbus
					of silver interwoven through the bands or their souls.

				It was the first time Donovan had ever crossed such a nimbus,
					and he felt an immediate hostility, felt his lips pull away from his teeth in a
					snarl he hadn’t initiated. Donovan didn’t much care for “involuntary” anythings
					when it came to his actions. He filed it for later contemplation. Right now he
					was a heat-seeking missile converging on a target.

				I
					bet
					both
					your
					balls
					you’re
					the
					one
					who
					stuck
					him
					in
					that
					grave, he thought to the vision now ingrained in his
					memory. There was no way he could verify it, of course, no way to know if this
					“knight” was lurking somewhere out east, but the creature seemed to think so and
					if Donovan knew where it was going...he could already be there. Waiting.

				His lips cracked into a smile. He’d be waiting, all right.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				They were parked in front of two trees, an oak and a
					maple. Just beyond was the West Hartford reservoir, surface choppy and sullen by
					the gray drizzle. This was where he’d first kissed her.

				“Gavin, you have to say something,” Amanda said softly. Half of
					her wanted to strangle him and the other half was scared out of her gourd. She’d
					never seen him like this.

				“I know what I have to do,” he said. “I just don’t want
					to.”

				“Why? What’s so hard?”

				Most of the maple’s leaves had already succumbed to autumn’s
					caress, forming a blanket of bright orange-yellow around its trunk. The oak on
					the other hand was far more patient in the shedding of its denizens; its foliage
					was a more subdued rusty brown. Two thirds of its leaves held fast to their
					perches. Early autumn.

				“I have to leave,” he said, gaze transfixed on a single branch
					where two stubborn leaves refused to surrender their ground, defiant against the
					change of season.

				“And go where?” she asked quietly, tracking his gaze.

				“I’ve thought about how to tell you this a thousand times,” he
					said, massaging his eyelids with his thumb and forefinger. “And I still don’t
					have the slightest idea of how to begin.”

				“Why don’t you just try spitting it out?”

				He looked at her sideways and gave her a ‘what do you think I’m
					trying to do over here?’ look. “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “If I tell you
					what’s happening, if I tell you the truth, you do exactly what I tell you, no
					questions asked.” He finished his statement by drilling her with his eyes.

				She shook her head. “No way.”

				Don’t
					ask
					me
					to
					leave
					you.

				“Amanda,” he pressed.

				“Gavin, no. That’s just stupid.”
					She shook her head again, softly. “You’ll ask something bad.”

				The overwhelming simplicity of her ability to read him left him
					speechless. He recovered, though. He always did. “Then I can’t tell you
					anything.”

				“Gavin, that’s not fair.”

				“No, it is not.” His voice was regretful but unapologetic.
					“That’s the deal and it isn’t negotiable.”

				Her jaw unhinged. He was serious. “Don’t do this to me,” she
					whispered.

				He closed his eyes, shoulders slumped, face deflated. “I don’t
					have a choice. Do you accept?”

				She chomped down on her bottom lip. “Fine,” she snapped.

				“Word?” he asked. It was a common enough request between them;
					there was no lying or fibbing on “word.” If she was dumb enough to ask if a
					dress made her look like a stuffed sausage and asked “word,” then she got her
					answer. Even if it doomed him. But it went both ways.

				“Yes, word,” she answered through her teeth. “Just spit out
					whatever it is you have to say so I can deal with it.”

				He nodded, satisfied. She watched him switch gears and begin to
					arrange sentences in his head like Scrabble letters in a tray, his mouth
					twitching to speak.

				“For the love of God, Gavin, tell
					me.”

				Deep breath. “All right. I’ve been in the Witness Protection
					Program for the past seventeen years.”

				Amanda blinked. “Huh?”

				He cleared his throat. “I said, I’ve been in the Witness
					Protection Program for the past seventeen years. And, um, my cover’s been blown.
					I have to leave.”

				Amanda finally laughed. “That’s really funny because for a
					second—” she gave another chuckle, “—it sounded as if you said that you were in
					the Witness Protection Program and you had to leave.”

				Rain pattered against the Audi’s roof.

				“That’s what I said.”

				“I’ll punch you in the throat,” she said, wiping the smile off
					her face by making a fist.

				This time it was Gavin who laughed, a quick one, and for just a
					flicker everything was fine.

				“You think I’m kidding?” she asked.

				The smile faded. His eyes went flat. “Seventeen years ago,
					Tarsidion, Cirena, Jack, Noah and I saw something terrible, something we weren’t
					supposed to see.” He looked at her. “We were just teenagers.”

				“God’s truth?” she asked him, knowing full well it was. He
					wouldn’t be able to meet her eyes otherwise—she knew him too well. But then
					again, all that history...and he’d never said this?

				“We sent someone to prison. He was supposed to be there for
					life but...somebody sprung him and he knows where we are. He’s left...messages.”
					His lips were drawn so tight that they seemed to disappear into his mouth.
					“Babe, he’ll be coming for me specifically.”

				A rumble of thunder was all that was needed. None came, just
					the incessant drone of raindrops against glass and metal.

				Amanda opened her door. The Audi chimed its protest as the
					overhead light came on and before he could stop her she stepped out into the
					rain, slammed the door as hard as she could and stalked up to the water’s edge,
					crossing her arms across her chest. She was as pissed as she was freaked out. A
					second later she heard his door shut and felt him come up beside her.

				“Amanda, please.”

				“Please what?” she demanded softly, refusing to meet his eyes.
					“What is the appropriate response to something like this, Gavin?” Her eyes
					narrowed as she did turn to him. “Is Gavin even your real name?”

				“It’s one of them,” he said, eyes brimming over.

				Crack! Her hand catapulted from her
					side and caught him clean across his face. She’d expected him to move out of the
					way or duck, since he was quicker than anyone she’d ever known, but the strike
					of her hand caught him solid.

				He
					let
					me.

				“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” she gasped, touching his cheek,
					teardrops spilling down her face like hot wax down a candle. It was the first
					time she’d ever hit a person. “You were supposed to duck, you idiot.”

				He just stared at her, shoulders slumped, eyes dull and bleary
					by his own tears, and for just an instant she could imagine him as a child—young
					and vulnerable.

				“I deserved it,” he finally said.

				“You’re damn right you deserved it,” she said, shaking out her
					hand. Then quietly, “How much of us is a lie?”

				“None of it,” he said instantly. “What we have is truth.
					Everything that’s happened, everything you’ve felt, what I’ve felt—us, is
					real.”

				He reached out for her then, wrapped her pale, shaking hand in
					his own scar-flecked one. His skin was cold. In all the time she’d known him,
					his hands had never once been cold; she used to tease him about having a nuclear
					reactor inside of him.

				He cupped her chin with his fingers and tenderly forced her to
					look at him. “You know I’m right.” He gave a small smile. “Remember when we
					talked thirteen hours straight on the phone?”

				Her misery deepened. “Of course I do.” He’d been in Berlin that
					time, stuck on the other side of the world, but they’d talked all night and
					until noon the next day. He’d never told her how much it had cost him no matter
					how many times she’d asked. Not once had they ever run out of things to say.

				“There’s more.” His breath was warm against her skin.

				Raindrops dribbled down her forehead, lodged in her eyelashes
					then plunked onto her cheeks.

				“I don’t know if I can take any more,” she whispered.

				His eyes hardened and his fingers tightened around hers. She
					didn’t like that look at all. It scared her.

				“Anyone I know is in danger, anyone I love a target.” He pulled
					her closer. “That’s why you have to leave, too, Amanda. He’s a monster.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				The only snow from the freak blizzard that remained on
					the streets was browning and scraped to the sides. Once back behind the wheel of
					his beloved Super Chief (Stan and Jared had driven it back to his house for
					him), Skip felt substantially better, more in control. It could have something
					to do with the effectiveness of the Percocet, or the fact that he’d gotten seven
					good hours of power-sleep; either way, he was prepared to do what needed
					doing.

				He was going back to the graveyard.

				Instead of his usual rock station, Stan’s “alternative” station
					was on. Normally he would have changed it, as he was more of a blues and classic
					rock kind of guy, but the unfamiliar music seeping out of his speakers fit his
					mood perfectly. Dark, heavy bands of electric bass pulsed into sullen, angry
					rifts of guitar, promising a reckoning. He turned it up. Slowly at first, the
					energy began to build, reinforced by other instruments—the ring of a cymbal, the
					deep booming of a bass drum. Skip found himself leaning back in his seat and
					bobbing his head. Like everything else he’d ever come across in his illustrious
					life, Skip would fix this mess, make things right. That’s what he did.

				And it all started at that cemetery.

				Seven minutes later he turned down the narrow winding road that
					had started everything.

				A well-salted black Dodge Charger was parked at the dead end of
					the street. Next to it was a wide swath of yellow police tape, warding
					trespassers away. The Charger’s headlights flipped on at the approach of his
					Ford F-250 Super Chief.

				Skip pulled alongside to peer in. He was met by the serious
					stare of a government man, though to which alphabet soup agency Skip could only
					guess. Probably FBI.

				“You can’t be here,” the man said, validating Skip’s hunch with
					a flash of his FBI badge.

				“Sure I can,” Skip said, flashing his own badge.

				The agent’s brows dipped and he motioned for Skip to show him
					closer. “You sure got a lot of balls coming here,” he said as recognition spread
					into his eyes.

				“Yes, I do. Big brass ones. Excuse me.” Skip rolled up his
					window and parked his truck on the side of the road. He didn’t particularly care
					for the way the agent’s hand strayed toward where the butt of his pistol would
					be on the inside of his coat.

				Skip turned off the ignition, threw it in park and stepped out
					of his truck gingerly. Immediately he was confronted.

				“You can’t be here,” the man repeated, grabbing Skip’s
					shoulder.

				A dozen separate ways of breaking that arm flashed within
					Skip’s mind. “I have an investigation to conduct,” he said instead, walking past
					the man toward the truck bed.

				“Nice try, Walkins, but this is a federal investigation now.”
					The agent was right on Skip’s heels.

				Without warning, Skip turned around and abruptly they were
					face-to-face. The cloy of onions and coffee wafted out of the man’s mouth. “You
					should invest in a pack of gum,” he said. “What agency did you say you worked
					for?”

				“FBI.” The agent matched Skip’s six feet, though Skip
					outweighed him by at least thirty pounds. “And this is our investigation.”

				Skip leaned closer to him. “I disagree.” They were almost nose
					to nose.

				“I don’t care what you agree to. This is a federal
					investigation. That means you can’t be here, and if you don’t leave...” The
					agent shrugged. His features were plain and unremarkable, except maybe for his
					jaw. He looked like he could take a hit.

				“Just what investigation are we talking about here,
					anyway?”

				He gave Skip a patronizing smile. “There is only one
					investigation, and if you don’t know that, perhaps you should get back to that
					hospital.”

				Skip flashed the smile he’d used a hundred times to suspects
					when he had hard, irrefutable, incriminating evidence against them. So sweet.
					“You see, I’m investigating the homicide of Rufus Jenkins and the aggravated
					assaults of Marcus and Todd Jenkins. In fact, it was this very investigation I
					was conducting two nights ago before I took a small detour to a hospital. I
					thought you might appreciate the details, so I had Judge Daniels sign off on it.
					Here ya go,” he said helpfully as he handed the agent the document. Probably
					wouldn’t hold up in court, but numbnuts over here didn’t know that. The agent’s
					sudden itchy head and slack mouth was more than worth the suppression of Skip’s
					violent desires.

				“I’ll have to call this in,” he said with a squint at the small
					print.

				“You do that,” Skip said. Good
					luck
					with
					a
					phone
					call
					in
					these
					mountains, pal. He swung
					open the back door of his truck, ignoring his protesting chest, then took out
					his handy-dandy CSI kit, slammed it shut and bleeped the alarm with his key. The
					exertion angered the pain in his chest but Skip showed nothing. He wouldn’t give
					this prick the satisfaction.

				“Take it easy,” he said with a casual wave, amused by the
					uncertainty in Agent Onionbreath’s face before walking toward the small opening
					without a backward glance.

				Where was the love?

				Two days of investigation and a warm sun had exposed the gray,
					inlaid stones that had been covered by snow. He took his time. Falling would
					mean a blast of molten agony, and Skip wasn’t a big fan of those types of
					things. At least he didn’t have snowflakes the size of small elephants driving
					into his face this time. As long as he didn’t move his upper carriage too much,
					the pain was manageable. Sort of.

				Ten minutes later he was standing at the doorless entrance of
					Blackburn Memorial Cemetery, listening to Montana’s autumn night. No longer did
					the graveyard loom like a brooding entity. Now, it just sat, abandoned, like a
					cage with nothing in it. Skip walked under the archway of stone that framed the
					wrought iron double gate and crunched through muddy snow that had formed a crust
					from the daytime thaw.

				Even from fifty feet away he could see that the black grave no
					longer existed. All that remained was a giant crater, as if an air-to-ground
					missile had found its mark. He walked right up to the spot he’d been standing
					when he’d confronted Mr. Shades and looked around, first at the former grave and
					then at the spot where he’d glimpsed amber eyes in the chill of the dark. Only
					pine needles and sparsely leafed branches stared back. Satisfied that he’d
					properly faced his demons, he shined his flashlight into the gaping hole,
					feeling a bit of vertigo as the powerful beam refracted within its depths, as if
					the darkness were a fog. That wasn’t supposed to happen. A steady current of
					warm air breathed out like rotting meat stuck between teeth. Heavy and
					humid.

				Skip narrowed his eyes, suspicious. He took a clump of mud and
					tossed it in, waiting for the plunk at the bottom. It didn’t come. He did it
					again. Still no plunk. Letting out a baffled sigh, Skip groaned as he stuck his
					head deeper in the hole, hoping he didn’t pop a stitch.

				Not only did he smell rotting meat but also wet mushrooms, a
					hint of rotten eggs and a scent he had no archive for. It was faint but highly
					offensive, like a fat salamander baking on rotting lettuce. And still he saw no
					bottom.

				Skip rolled his head on his shoulders. Nothing about this case
					was normal.

				Okay. So, there was a bottomless pit in the middle of a
					formerly haunted graveyard guarded by an FBI agent. I
					got
					this. Slowly and methodically he scanned the ground,
					analyzed the tombstones, allowed his mind to unravel. Some of the markers were
					more than two hundred years old and ranged from blank slats in the ground with
					faded etchings to artistic memorials adorned with thoughtful and brooding
					angels. Each of them bore witness to what had transpired here, but none of them
					were talking.

				“What about you, cherub-face—you got anything to tell me?” he
					asked an eighteenth-century marble angel, poking his finger at it.

				And then he saw something. A section near the rim of the hole
					looked too neat and crisp to be natural. He lowered to one knee, grunting at the
					pain, and inspected more closely. It seemed to him as if a section of earth had
					been cut away with a knife. There were traces of yellow, synthetic material
					around the rim. After rubbing the pliable material between his thumb and
					forefinger, Skip realized it was molding foam, used to preserve impressions,
					most often handprints and footprints. He shined his light around and realized
					that there were chunks of earth missing all over the place, camouflaged among
					the stampede of investigation. Hmmm. Judging by the size, Skip figured they had
					to be at least...geez, twenty-six, twenty-seven inches by twelve. Those were
					some big frickin’ feet.

				Every depression, every exposed blade of grass and clump of mud
					became suspect.

				What Skip really wanted to find was a piece of that grave. How
					many times had he come back to this place to poke at it? He’d taken pictures,
					attempted to chisel samples, even considered bringing a scientist down to take a
					look at it before being stopped by the mayor. Nobody in town was interested in
					becoming a circus again. Out of respect, he’d acquiesced. Mayor Robinson was the
					whole reason he got the Rolling Creek gig in the first place, but now he was
					kicking himself. He should have listened to his gut; he should have had a
					platoon of scientists trying to figure out just what the hell had invaded
					Rolling Creek, Montana.

				He scanned every decimeter but came up empty. Skip found zippo.
					The feds had picked this place clean.

				Tired, grumpy and in pain, Skip decided to call it a night. He
					looked around one last time, more in habit than expectation, and saw something
					that hadn’t been there two minutes ago. A footprint. It was slight, hardly more
					than a partial, but Skip knew for certain it hadn’t been there before. Up a
					little farther, next to a stalk of brittle wild grass, Skip saw another. It was
					a hiking boot of some sort, small, a child’s or woman’s, perhaps. They led into
					the forest. Skip looked around. He couldn’t quite place his suspicion, but he
					got the distinct feeling that somebody was toying with him, leading him into the
					forest.

				Oh, yeah? He followed the tracks deeper into the trees, foraging for
					clues and miscreants. Adrenaline dampened his pain.

				As if to vindicate his suspicions, the footsteps disappeared
					all together. Somebody was definitely toying with him. He looked hard at the
					tracks, to deciphering whether or not the maker had doubled back. Not so in this
					case. Which left up. Skip shifted his attention from the ground to the branches
					above him and suppressed a gasp.

				There, like grizzly bear graffiti, were deep furrows carved
					deep into the flesh of a cottonwood, and a blue atlas cedar next to it. The bark
					had been gouged away, and Skip didn’t need to be a forest ranger to know that
					these were no ordinary markings. They were writings. Glyphs. Just like he’d seen
					when he’d tracked Mr. Shades two nights ago.

				With a nod and a “hmm,” Skip opened up his kit and took out a
					set of tweezers and a UV flashlight. What
					kind
					of
					DNA
					does
					a
					gargoyle
					have, anyway?

				While he probed the tree’s wounds, he caught a whiff of
					shampoo. He sniffed deeper and caught it again. Somebody was definitely out here
					with him. Appearing to be absorbed, Skip nonchalantly scanned the trees around
					him. Nothing. No phantom figures at the corner of his vision, no whisper of
					movement, nada.

				His humming changed to the theme song of The
					Twilight
					Zone.

				When he was done with the tree, he dropped several fragments
					into a glass vial, click-closed his kit and made his way back to the bottomless
					hole, toward the gray-stone path. After about fifty yards Skip stopped. With a
					ginger shimmy of his shoulders he shed his bulky jacket—it wasn’t that cold out
					tonight, forty degrees only—placed his CSI kit underneath it and then, like a
					hunter, broke off the path to flank whoever was following him.

				Once on the ground on his belly, he came to the disheartening
					realization that there was no way he was going to be able to play commando with
					these stitches. Already, the once-muted pain throbbed through his shirt. In
					fact, he might actually be stuck in this position.

				“What an unusual place to be at such an hour,” came a voice
					from behind him.

				He froze. Surely no one had snuck up from behind on the great
					Skipster.

				“Lying still next to that old stump does not change the fact
					that you have been discovered, friend.” The voice was light and airy and spoke
					in a way that suggested the speaker wasn’t entirely comfortable with
					English.

				Skip sucked his teeth.

				“Do not be too hard on yourself,” came the voice again. It was
					followed by a lithe, slender, young woman who came silently strolling out of the
					trees. “There are few things that can hide from my eyes.”

				She was a tiny little thing, maybe five-two or three, with a
					pert, slightly upturned nose and a ponytail that bounced as she walked. Though
					she could have been eighteen, Skip pegged her for late twenties; the skin of her
					face was taut around her features, lacking the roundness of adolescence. She
					stopped five feet behind him and waited, shoulders back, hands clasped behind
					her hips.

				“Identify yourself,” he said, rising with a groan from his
					position, smacking snow off his knees as he stood. He was sure of it—a couple
					stitches had popped.

				“My name is Noah,” she said, sticking out her small,
					half-gloved hand to him. Her nails were short and unpolished, though femininely
					tapered at the ends.

				Slowly, he reached out and took her outstretched fingers within
					his own large mitt, surprised that her strength mirrored his own. “Nice to meet
					you, Noah. You’re trespassing.”

				She regarded the mud that had passed from his hand to hers with
					mild distaste and then wiped it off on her jeans. In reflex, he reached into a
					coat pocket to fish out his badge, which was resting fifty feet away beside a
					cottonwood.

				“I know quite well enough who you are, Chief Walkins.”

				“Good. Then you’ll tell me who you are and exactly what you are
					doing out here.”

				“I’m doing the same thing you are.”

				“And that is?”

				Their eyes locked, her gray to his blue.

				“Looking for clues.”

				Skip wouldn’t have called her comely, but she definitely was
					attractive. Her bone structure had a cultured, pedigree quality that conjured
					images of Victorian aristocracy masquerading as a...cheerleader. “Who do you
					work for?” Skip asked.

				“I don’t work for anybody.” She seemed to find the question
					funny.

				“So you’re just wandering around a crime scene, contaminating
					evidence—I should arrest you right now.”

				“But you won’t,” she said with a small, knowing smile and a
					tilt of her head.

				“You seem awful sure of yourself.”

				“Quite. I’m far more useful to you out of jail.”

				Skip had been listening closely but for the life of him could
					not place her accent, and that was rare. “Okay, prove it. What do you got for
					me?”

				“I wish to propose a trade.”

				“What for what?”

				“Information for information.”

				It was Skip’s turn to smile. “You see, if you have information
					pertaining to this case and you withhold it, that’s called obstruction of
					justice.”

				Her eyes changed to metal. “Obstruction of justice is the very
					least of our worries right now, Chief Walkins.” A breeze blew between them,
					rattling leaves and summoning a patter of cold fingertips right up his spine.
					“But I will share some of my knowledge with you in exchange for the answers I
					desire.”

				“You will share all of your
					knowledge.”

				Noah shook her head. “No. That would take weeks and be
					counter—” She cut herself off and looked across the graveyard, past the doorless
					entrance to where the gray-stone path began.

				Skip heard it too. Muffled crunching spaced at about four
					seconds apart. Somebody was trying to creep up the path.

				“The other agent makes his appearance,” Noah said.

				“What other agent?” This was news to Skip.

				“One by the road and one in the trees.”

				“Where?” he asked, looking around.

				“Mmm, I think I shall take my leave,” Noah said. “And you
					needn’t worry about the other one. He is...elsewhere.”

				“What do you mean, elsewhere?”

				“Oh, don’t worry your handsome little face. He’s quite safe,
					just a bit lost.”

				“Look—”

				“You look, Chief Walkins.” Now he
					really knew she was no teenager. There was something hard in her eyes, the same
					look returning vets get when they come back Stateside. “The things you and I
					must discuss are too important to be spied upon. I shall visit you at your home
					at nine o’clock precisely.”

				“Wait just a second—”

				“Make sure you are there.” She bowed her head in a farewell
					salutation and walked back into the trees where she’d emerged. She was lucky he
					was in too much pain for a good chase or he might have decked her. Besides, he
					wanted her all to himself; he didn’t want to share with whatever oaf was trying
					to creep up on him.

				“Don’t be late,” he called out in a murmur and then turned his
					attention back toward the sound of skulking footsteps. Agent Onionbreath was
					trying to sneak up on him. The man had stopped behind a tree just before the
					clearing. Oh, you’re
					good, dingle
					berry; you’re
					a
					regular
					ninja
					assassin. What was the criteria for being a fed
					these days anyway?

				Skip turned back to see how far Noah had gone but
					unsurprisingly, she was gone. Figured.

				I’ll
					be
					waiting
					for
					you.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Gavin sat by himself in his car and stared out the
					windshield. The goodbye had gone much worse than he’d thought, and he hadn’t had
					very high aspirations to begin with. It was like filling hundreds of sandbags to
					brace for a storm surge, boarding up windows, tying things down, only to watch
					one single wave batter all efforts away. His head felt numb and hazy, and there
					was a constant ringing at the fringes of silence.

				As bright as this fresh coat of grief was on his spirit, it
					wasn’t what was making him feel as if he’d swallowed a handful of sushified
					squids. That honor belonged to another even more sinister emotion...dread. Awful
					and inescapable.

				With a sigh and a shake of his head he looked down at his tan,
					scarred hands and rubbed his knuckles. Each nick had its own tale, each gash a
					testament from another life. Battles he’d fought in, near death misses, training
					accidents, things people on this world couldn’t even fathom. He turned his hands
					over and studied his palms for the ten thousandth time, eyebrows furrowed, jaw
					tight. Ever so faintly he could see the symbols burned into his flesh, could see
					them glimmer if he turned his hands just right. Only a select, chosen few had
					ever brandished such markings. With slow deliberation he closed them into fists.
					No passage of time or vacuum of magic could change what he was and would forever
					be—a Knight of the Shard.

				Even if he was on the other side of reality.

				He fixated on a single, tadpole raindrop snaking its way down
					his windshield, navigating a steady barrage of drizzle and a minefield of amoeba
					water globs, only to be sucked into the vent of his hood.

				Yeah, that’s
					about
					right.

				It felt different this time, this loving and loss. In the first
					war, they’d had the immortality of youth on their side—what had they been,
					sixteen when the first reports of the Drynn came? In fact, had the war started
					just two weeks earlier they still would have still been Apprentices.

				For better or worse, the war had waited for them to pass the
					Test of Ordination, where if they succeeded, they finally got their cloaks and
					became Shardyn, or if they failed...they perished.

				All seven of them had passed. They were the first class—or
					branch, as they were called at the temple—in more than half a century to have a
					hundred percent rate of passage. Their master and mentor, the Seneschal, had
					been pleased. For once.

				With Lucian on one side and Alyssandra on the other, Gavin had
					been invincible.

				He slammed both palms on the steering wheel. It
					wasn’t
					supposed
					to
					be
					this
					way! The two people who had meant more to Gavin than
					anything else in the world had died terrible, painful and bloody deaths. At
					least Amanda was still alive. He would make sure she stayed that way.

				He took a sudden, sharp breath, flared his nostrils and pushed
					a steel rod through his spine. A Shardyn Knight was always ready...should
					the
					need
					ever
					arise. That was their mission statement, that’s what
					they stood for and that was the oath he’d taken—they’d all taken.

				There was need.

				Gavin opened the door.

				Cold mist and rain droplets greeted him. He noted the drab,
					iron-gray sky and kicked through a soggy leaf pile that had been scattered by
					neighborhood traffic. His driveway was filled with four vehicles—an Escalade, an
					old GMC Suburban, Jack’s silver-and-chrome BMW HP2 motorcycle that looked like
					it could go back in time, as well as Gavin’s other vehicle, a covered 1968
					Camaro.

				Twenty feet from his front door Gavin could hear the distorted
					growl of an electric guitar vibrating outward; Jack must have commandeered his
					Strat.

				“Well, look who decided to join us,” Jack said as Gavin walked
					silently down the basement stairs. No surprise, his childhood friend was fully
					plugged into his Celestion guitar speakers. His fingers blurred and ripped off
					the pentatonic scale through Gavin’s much-prized Fender Stratocaster but Jack
					stopped in mid-riff. “What’s wrong with your face?” He looked closer.

				“I’m fine.”

				“Holy shit, you got a neon red handprint right across your
					grill,” he said, laughing. “Lucky for you she used an open hand. Should I call
					you an ambulance?”

				“That won’t be necessary,” Gavin said quietly and hung up his
					jacket behind the door.

				Tarsidion watched from the floor as he sat Indian style, his
					expressionless stare giving away nothing as he pushed rounds into a gun that
					looked as if it could bring down a Brontosaurus.

				“Did you tell her the truth?” Cirena asked, sitting
					cross-legged on one of his sofas, the edge of her boot heel resting against his
					coffee table.

				“Of course not.”

				“See that, Tarsy? Stav got sha-blammed.”

				“What did you tell her?” Cirena asked, ignoring their younger
					brethren.

				“Does it matter? What matters is that we are ready.”

				“Well, we are,” Tarsidion grumbled. “No thanks to you.”

				“He’s just mad because I won’t let him play,” Jack said. “I
					swear, these two are absolute sourpusses. You’d think the end of the world was
					coming or something.”

				“You told her goodbye, then?” Cirena continued, ignoring
					Jack.

				“I did.” Gavin walked deeper into the diminished chaos of his
					basement; they had indeed been busy bees. All that was left was the money and
					their arsenal lining the back wall. On the glass coffee table between Cirena and
					Jack was an olive-green duffel bag, brimming with gold and silver. Gavin stuck
					his hand in it, felt the cold metal of the coins spill through his fingers. He
					took one out and studied the Viking ship engraved on the back.

				“Platinum,” Jack said with a wink. “British Noble. Very
					nice.”

				Deeper within the duffel bag was a purple and yellow Crown
					Royal Whiskey pouch (very Jack-like) filled with red gold, white gold and silver
					rings, platinum-studded bracelets, jewelry and dozens of assorted styles and
					cuts of gemstones, including freestanding diamonds, rubies and sapphires.

				“What about this one?” Gavin asked, poking a zipped black bag
					resting right beside the green duffel bag.

				“The kind of gift that keeps on giving. I figure if the Chinese
					and Arabs could make fortunes with them, so can we.” Jack unzipped the bag
					partway so Gavin could see inside.

				Packets of saffron, cotton and jalapeño seeds peeked out among
					hundreds of others. They were clearly planning on returning home.

				“Do you have coffee in there?” Gavin asked.

				“What am I, an idiot? Of course there’s coffee—Costa Rican,
					Columbian. I got it covered.”

				“I don’t think I would have thought to bring seeds,” Gavin
					said.

				“That’s why I’m me and you’re you.”

				Tarsidion slammed in the magazine of the Brontosaurus killer
					and unfolded the legs to the bipod beneath it.

				“Any problems?” Gavin asked.

				Cirena unhappily eyed the gun.

				“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” the big plainsman said, peering
					through the scope. “I’m pleased you allowed me talk you into getting this. It
					would have been nearly impossible in England.” That’s where Tarsidion spent most
					of his time, training in England and Wellington, Florida when he wasn’t
					competing around the world. Never had there been a sport more suitable to a man
					as polo was to Tarsidion.

				“I had hoped we’d never need them,” Gavin said.

				“Well, we need them.”

				“They are the weapons of cowards,” Cirena said from the
					couch.

				“Not at all,” Tarsidion said, giving her a sideways glance.
					“They simply require a different sort of mastery that I excel in as well. To be
					able to kill from such a distance without aid of magic would indeed have served
					us in the war.”

				“They must not be allowed to return with us,” Cirena said in a
					voice that dismissed argument.

				“And they won’t,” Gavin assured her. “We’ve all agreed already
					that Theia is dangerous enough without them.” Gavin watched Tarsidion’s reaction
					carefully. Just whatever he could carry, the big man had originally argued. His
					brethren had sized him up and unanimously agreed—whatever Tarsidion could carry
					would be way more firepower than Theia had any business possessing. He just went
					on peering through the scope. “Agreed?” Gavin repeated.

				Tarsidion looked up. “Of course.” He went back to the
					scope.

				Mmmm.

				Leaning against the wall beneath his guitars were six pistols,
					three submachine guns, two assault rifles and a crossbow with a laser sight, the
					corresponding ammunition in front of each. Gavin picked up a big, black Mark 23
					pistol.

				“Anybody hear from Noah?” he asked, sliding back the
					action.

				Nobody answered.

				He looked up from the gun. Three pairs of eyes stared at him,
					each broadcasting a different emotion and judgment.

				So
					be
					it. “Come on,” he said to the three. “We need to
					settle something.”

				Gavin walked toward the closed shōji doors leading to his dojo.
					He wiped off his shoes on a mat with thick bristles (Gavin hated being barefoot)
					and slid the paper walls open. He stepped onto the bamboo floor and approached
					the far wall, where his three Osafune
					Mitsutada swords—the katana, the wakizashi and the tanto—waited majestically upon their perches. Unlike
					his Quaranai, his Earthen swords did not possess a
					soul, but somewhere within their tempered folds of rippled steel the spirits of
					forger and wielder remained. He felt it every time he used them.

				He turned hard left, took three steps and then lowered himself
					to one knee. The others looked on from the entryway.

				Gavin pushed on the third wooden panel of the wall and was
					rewarded with a muted click as the panel separated
					from the rest. He took off the panel, grasped the crescent-shaped lever beneath
					then turned it clockwise.

				A whole section in the middle of the floor slid away
					soundlessly. Stairs were revealed.

				“Would you look at that,” Jack said, stepping inside the
					dojo.

				Cirena and Tarsidion followed, their heels clicking on the
					bamboo. Gavin walked down the seven stairs, conscious of the subtle hum of
					energy emanating within, and stopped in front of the wooden trunk resting at the
					end.

				It had been a long time since he’d been down here.

				He grasped the bronze handles of the trunk and pulled it toward
					the stairs, heaved it onto his shoulder with a groan before climbing. The trunk
					was warm.

				Tarsidion grabbed the trunk from him as he neared the top and
					set it down carefully in the middle of the floor. Gavin climbed out and walked
					up to his three swords. He grasped the short-bladed tanto on the bottom and depressed a hidden button in the hilt. A
					half-dollar-sized circle at the bottom swung open and a single key fell out.

				“In two days,” Gavin began while walking back toward the trunk,
					“we will either be dead or we will be home.” He inserted the key, clicked open
					the lock and slowly opened the chest.

				Inside, resting diagonally in a blue foam setting, was his twin
					brother’s Quaranai. The weapon was no longer silver
					but instead a dull matte black. Its soul was gone. This Quaranai would never breathe again or seep blue light or cut through
					the sinew of evil.

				It was dead. Just like his brother.

				According to ceremonial protocol, Gavin should have been using
					his own Quaranai, but that was not possible. His own
					weapon was...indisposed.

				“What are you doing, Stav?” Jack asked.

				Solemnly he grasped the hilt of Lucian’s Quaranai, drew it out and held it in front of him.

				His brethren watched him, waiting to see what he would do.

				Gavin switched to the tongue of their homeland. “It
					was
					my
					decision
					to
					leave
					Asmodeous
					entombed, my
					insistence
					that
					we
					remain
					here
					to
					enforce
					his
					imprisonment, to
					make
					certain...that
					he
					never
					escaped. I
					was
					wrong, and
					because
					of
					my
					counsel, the
					Lord
					of
					the
					Underworld
					now
					flies
					free. The
					fates
					of
					two
					worlds
					now
					hang
					in
					the
					balance. I
					must
					be
					held
					accountable.”

				Gavin offered the Quaranai, the
					traditional weapon of their order, to Cirena. This would be the last time they
					had this conversation. Even if it killed him.

				Jack rolled his eyes. “C’mon, Stav, no. No.”

				Tarsidion remained still and quiet; he knew the rules,
					understood the depth of what was transpiring.

				“This
					is
					Lucian’s
					weapon.” Cirena’s brow lowered, her lips softening
					in speculation.

				“It
					will
					serve
					the
					same
					purpose. You
					know
					well
					enough
					I
					cannot
					use
					my
					own.”

				After a heartbeat of hesitation, Cirena accepted the weapon in
					the traditional manner—right hand around the hilt, knuckles up, thumb extended,
					the flat of the blade atop her open left palm.

				Upon her acceptance Gavin stepped back into the center of the
					wooden floor and began to unclothe, folding each article in measured,
					punctilious movements. He placed them neatly at the base of the pedestal of his
					swords behind him.

				On instinct, the three of them assumed their ritual positions:
					Cirena in the center, Jack by her right shoulder and slightly back, Tarsidion on
					her left. Gavin stood before his three friends and brethren completely naked.
					Now that the ritual had commenced, each wore a mask of inscrutability, even
					Jack.

				Gavin kneeled. Cirena looked down at him. Her thick black hair
					tumbled over one eye. The visible eye, the one judging him, smoldered with
					enigmatic turbulence.

				“Release
					your
					weapon
					to
					me,” she said in a ceremonial monotone.

				“Erom
					dolututh
					varak.”

				Back home the blade would have flashed with a hiss, but here
					there was nothing. He only imagined he saw a ripple of light across the black
					metal, but that’s all it was. His imagination.

				“Efil,” she commanded. At her words
					the weapon sprung to life, shooting up like a giant stiletto, tripling in length
					in an ominous, steely ring. It was just the nerves of a corpse though, as no
					blue light manifested. No breath emanated. It would serve.

				Cirena lowered the blade and rested the tip on the base of his
					throat. Her breaths came long and deep through parted lips.

				“What
					is
					your
					judgment?” he asked her.

				Her violet eyes crackled beneath heavy lids. For half an eon
					she stared down at him, and though he was staring at the space she’d left
					between Jack and Tarsidion, he could still see her through his peripheral
					vision, could feel the tempest of conflicting emotions raging within her, the
					tension in her muscles, her looming. He found it
					more than a little disturbing that part of her truly thought he should die.

				Her arm rose.

				Maybe
					this
					wasn’t
					such
					a
					good
					idea.

				“Cirena,” Tarsidion barked.

				Jack said nothing.

				A hot purple blaze beat down on his shoulders.

				Know
					what? Take
					it. I’m
					done. Gavin straightened his back and craned his
					neck to accommodate the blade. He closed his eyes. Do
					it.

				Of course, then, a tiny little voice in the back of his head
					whispered, Perhaps
					flagrant
					defiance
					isn’t
					the
					best
					strategy
					to
					implement
					when
					dealing
					with
					Cirena.

				On cue, she stepped behind him, dragging the point of the blade
					across his skin to the middle of the center of his neck. Normally, only
					criminals were struck down from behind; a warrior’s death always came from the
					front. What the hell was she doing?

				His skin prickled when the blade left his skin. The heating to
					his central air kicked in. He could feel her poised above him, sword raised, a
					shadow overhead. Movement, slow and then...her lips at his ear.

				“Is
					this
					the
					only
					way
					I
					can
					get
					you
					to
					take
					your
					clothes
					off
					for
					me?” The wind of her breath sent squadrons of
					gooseflesh down his neck, through his shoulders to the tips of his toes. She
					stood before he could answer. “There
					is
					no
					judgment
					passed, Sur
					Stavengre. It
					was
					understood
					there
					was
					only
					one
					key.”

				Cirena stepped away and took her place between Jack and
					Tarsidion. Gavin looked at Tarsidion. The giant exotic waved his hand. Jack
					followed suit with a snicker and a grin.

				The second he got Jack’s wave, Gavin stood, still quite naked,
					and looked each of them in the eyes. “I don’t ever want to have this
					conversation again.” His heart was pounding.

				“And I don’t ever want to have to look at your butt-ass naked
					self again, either,” Jack said.

				Cirena’s gaze flitted from his body to his face and then, a
					long, slow smile blossomed on her scarlet lips. The sun itself wasn’t as
					glorious. “When did you become so dramatic, Stavengre?” she asked.

				Jack was the first one to laugh, Tarsidion a heartbeat after.
					Gavin and Cirena locked eyes and slowly grinned, blushing. Suddenly they were
					all kids again, Apprentices at the academy, learning the same lessons, fighting
					the same battles and running in terror from the same Seneschal. There were no bonds deeper.

				Who of them would have dreamed that they would once again find
					themselves standing between life and winged death on the inverted side of
					reality?

				Gavin set his jaw. He hadn’t. But he would meet it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				When Skip got home he was hurting. His dismay deepened
					as the black Charger waiting in his driveway opened, and out loomed
					Ahanatou.

				His scowl was impressive.

				Not
					now.

				Ahanatou didn’t wait for Skip to get out but walked up to his
					window and tapped it hard with his gloved finger. “Find anything?” he asked with
					laser-cannon eyes, his voice carrying through the glass.

				Skip popped the handle and lowered his aching frame slowly from
					the vehicle. He took the pain like a shot of moonshine, determined not to make a
					face. “Nothing worth mentioning,” he grunted. Damn. Too much ouch in his
					voice.

				“Nice of you to show up for my visit, Walkins.”

				“Well, it’s not like you gave me a time.” Skip hobbled up the
					driveway.

				“I told you to stay put.” Ahanatou followed.

				“That’s what you have your tails for. I know I was
					followed.”

				“Think of it as ‘looking out.’”

				Skip rounded on him. “You have any kids?”

				Ahanatou blinked. “No. I do not.”

				Skip nodded and resumed limping up the driveway. “Good for
					them.”

				“Invite me into your home, Ever—Skip. I want to talk to
					you.”

				With a sigh, Skip climbed the five steps up his porch to his
					front door. He opened it. “Well, come on, then. The quicker we get this over
					with, the quicker I can go to sleep.”

				Ahanatou walked up his steps with a level stare.

				Once inside, the federal agent seemed bigger in the confines of
					Skip’s living room, like a Civil War fortress—thick, squat and bristling with
					weapons. He was holding a briefcase.

				“Can I get you a glass of tap water with no ice?” Skip
					asked.

				Ahanatou regarded him for a long moment. “I should arrest you.”
					His voice was serious.

				“For what?”

				Ahanatou leaned in. “How about for assaulting a federal
					agent?”

				“With what? Who?”

				“Me.” His eyes were razors. “By being such a pain in my
					ass.”

				Skip stared. Ahanatou actually smiled.

				“That almost sounded like a joke,” Skip said, dismissing
					himself for that glass of tap water with no ice and a Percocet. That would be
					the extent of his cooking today.

				He turned on the faucet.

				Ahanatou materialized in the doorway. “Oh, dammit, at least
					make some coffee.” Ahanatou brushed past him. “Freezer?”

				Skip nodded. “I’m gonna go take a whiz. Make it strong.” Skip
					excused himself with a purpose. All he needed was for Ahanatou to see that
					picture of Donovan on his bed. Once he’d stashed it, he slipped into the
					bathroom, flushed the toilet and even left the seat up. When he returned to his
					living room, Ahanatou was studying the books on his bookshelf.

				“You’re a renaissance man after all,” Ahanatou remarked. “Did
					you actually read any of these?”

				“Nope. Just for show.”

				“Hmm. Suddenly modest? I’ve seen your test scores.”

				“How many times did you read my file?” Skip asked, easing
					himself down into his La-Z-Boy recliner.

				“Twice,” Ahanatou admitted, making his way back to the kitchen
					as the coffee pot sputtered. “Mugs?” he called over his shoulder.

				“Top cupboard to the left of the sink, second shelf.” Please, hurry
					up
					and
					get
					the
					hell
					out
					of
					my
					house. Skip listened to Ahanatou rummage and heard
					the always-welcome splash of coffee in a cup. The aroma filled his living
					room.

				“You know, every man should have one of those.” Ahanatou
					emerged with two steaming mugs of coffee. And the milk. And the sugar bowl.
					Everything except the French Vanilla sitting in his truck. “That is an
					impressive coffee machine.”

				“Why are you here, Ahanatou?” Skip asked wearily, accepting his
					mug.

				“That’s a stupid question,” Ahanatou replied, lifting his mug
					in salute. The FBI agent had strong eyes—aggressive and unflinching. Skip was
					being dissected.

				“You don’t trust me,” he said.

				“I don’t know you.” Ahanatou took a sip of his coffee, set down
					his mug on the coffee table and stood. “I’m going to fix that.” He then began to
					unbuckle his belt.

				“Whoa, what are you doing?” Skip asked, alarmed. “Please don’t
					do that.”

				Ahanatou ignored him, unbuttoned his pants and pulled them
					down, along with the boxers beneath, just low enough to reveal green footprints
					tattooed on his ample ass-cheeks. Shocked at first, Skip didn’t just laugh, he
					guffawed. Which hurt.

				“That is just ridiculous,” he said, wheezing in mirth and pain
					once he caught his breath. What were the chances? “Save, right?”

				“Save,” Ahanatou agreed with a nod, his hard face softened by
					the smile he allowed. “They hauled us out of the Kush during an ambush just
					south of the Khyber Pass. We should have died at least, I don’t know, seven,
					eight times. Probably more.” His smile faded. “The PJ team that rescued us lost
					one of their own doing it.” He gave the footprints on his cheeks one last stare
					before pulling up his pants. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”

				Ahanatou had just gone up ten notches in Skip’s cool book.
					Normally, the green footprints (a Pararescue tradition in honor of the
					Vietnam-era CH-3E helicopter nicknamed the “Jolly Green Giant” that was most
					commonly used for rescues back then) were worn only by Pararescuemen who’d
					successfully completed a live “save.” It was a symbol of valor and pride and
					taken very seriously. It could also be worn, though much more rarely, by those
					whose “asses had been saved” by a PJ. Ahanatou owed his life to Skip’s brothers,
					and yeah, unless it was a fake, that was something. A big something. Still
					didn’t mean he liked him, though.

				“Your file also says that you were awarded the Silver Star for
					gallantry in Afghanistan,” Ahanatou continued once he was rebuckled.

				Skip sobered and answered with a nod. That was a story he
					shared only with the closest of friends.

				“And your record as a detective in the Philadelphia police
					department is as impressive as well. Captain Harrison only had good things to
					say about you.”

				“Cut to the chase, please.” Skip’s patience had lessened
					considerably with pain, tattoos or no tattoos.

				“Simply put, Walkins...I’ve changed my mind. I want you back on
					my team.”

				Skip blinked. Now, that was a
					surprise, but clever. If
					you
					can’t
					control
					them...

				“It’s conditional,” Ahanatou added.

				“Naturally,” Skip replied. He scratched at his chest and winced
					as his injury reannounced itself.

				“You’re bleeding,” Ahanatou said.

				Skip looked down. “Yeah, popped a couple of stitches.”

				“Doing what? Never mind, I don’t even want to know.” Ahanatou
					bent over and opened his briefcase, retrieving a file labeled Rolling Creek. He
					laid it out on the coffee table and drew out a silver flask. He offered.

				Skip raised his eyebrows and unscrewed the cap with a sniff.
					“Bourbon?”

				“Indeed.”

				Skip sighed regretfully. Percocet. “Can’t.”

				Ahanatou shrugged and reclaimed his flask, pouring a generous
					amount in his mug.

				“Clever of you to leave room,” Skip remarked.

				Ahanatou’s lips twitched. “I am
					very clever.” He opened the Rolling Creek folder and handed Skip a document. All
					business now. “Do you know what this is?”

				Skip glanced at the printout. “DNA double helix. Part of one at
					least.” He’d seen hundreds.

				Ahanatou nodded. “How about this one?”

				“More pyrimidines and purines,” Skip said with another glance.
					“Am I supposed to be looking for something?”

				“What you see are two previously
					unknown strands of DNA.” He didn’t need to finish; his eyes did all the talking.
					“It means that whatever harpooned you in that
					cemetery was not from anything in the documented natural world.” He put his mug
					down and leaned closer. “And so is whatever that emerged from that grave.”

				Skip’s breath rationed his oxygen in a sigh.

				“It means,” Ahanatou continued
					intensely, “that I’m up against something beyond my abilities here. I have ten
					bodies now, men, women and children butchered and devoured by some...thing. Skip, please. Help me.”

				Skip made no answer. He remembered the ka-billion pixels of
					carnage, the unclean feeling of evil on is fingertips. He rubbed the pads
					together absently.

				Sir, Airman
					Percocet
					reports
					as
					ordered.

				“You’re the only one who was there,” Ahanatou was saying.

				“Me and the kid.” Had he said that out loud?

				“Help me solve this case.” Ahanatou squeezed his massive hand
					into a fist. “Walkins...What. Did. You. See?”

				Skip looked up from his fingertips. “You won’t believe me if I
					tell you.”

				Ahanatou gripped his coffee mug and emptied half of it in a
					single swallow, thunking it down on Skip’s coffee table. “Off the record, we’ve
					lifted saliva samples from six different crime scenes—thigh bones, clavicles,
					skulls, you name it.” Ahanatou wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I
					believe we’re dealing with a new race here.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				His fingers plucked the strings of his Benson in no
					particular order, a random, listless chord progression without purpose or
					destination.

				“That sounded terrible,” Cirena said, stepping onto his dojo,
					which doubled as his stage. He had no idea how long she’d been standing there,
					which was bad, considering who was coming for them. Her boot heels clicked on
					the bamboo as she walked toward him.

				“You’re just full of nice things to say today, huh?” Gavin
					retorted, looking up.

				“I let you live, didn’t I?” she said with a trace of a
					smile.

				“Good point,” Gavin said with a matching smile he didn’t feel.
					Even after all this time there was still a little of part of him that would
					always hate her, would remember what she once was. Even as he would die for
					her.

				“How are you?” she asked softly. It was an unguarded tone few
					people on either world had ever heard.

				“About the same as my playing,” he said and emphasized by
					strumming chaotically. “You?”

				Here
					it
					comes...

				Cirena didn’t answer at first; instead she looked around at the
					little paradise he’d concocted for himself down here. The room was bathed in
					soft light emanating from the delicately papered light fixtures that graced the
					simplicity of his walls.

				“Aside from my fear of what approaches...” she said.
					“Relief.”

				Gavin raised his left eyebrow.

				“I am tired of skulking in a world that has no knowledge of
					what truly is,” she said to his unasked question, “of languishing without
					purpose or reason. In a matter of days we will either be home...or dead. And
					that is fine with me.” She breathed in and spoke in their native tongue. “I
					am
					tired
					of
					this
					place.”

				Gavin played a slow, perfect D minor. It was supposed to be a
					joke but it came out haunting.

				“How are you happy here?” she asked.

				He shrugged. “I know it’s not home, and I miss magic as much as
					any of you, but—”

				“It’s like losing one of your senses,” she interrupted.

				“Yeah.” He guessed it was. He chose his words carefully. “I
					think to you, losing magic is as bad as losing your vision.”

				“And hearing,” she added.

				“Exactly. To me, it’s more like losing my taste—I wish I had
					it, I love me some apple pie, but I’m fine without it. Truth be told, I kinda
					like not waking up to the screams of the dying and the charging of horses, you
					know? Call me crazy.”

				He saw her try to squelch her disapproval, but she failed. Some
					people weren’t meant to hide their feelings.

				“And her?” Cirena asked, dropping the landmine in her most
					neutral voice.

				Gavin nodded. There it was. The purpose of this visit. “I
					wanted to marry her, have a family, grow old together,” he said. “I wanted to be
					normal.”

				“Well, you aren’t normal,” Cirena said, one notch down from a
					snap. She realized this and softened immediately; she hadn’t come for a fight.
					“You’re so different from Lucien,” she murmured.

				What he wanted to say and what he did say were solar systems
					apart. “So I’m told.”

				“What do you like about...her?”

				He appreciated her leaving Amanda in the present. “Do you
					really want to have this conversation?”

				“Yes.” She lowered her eyes.

				“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

				Cirena licked her lips. “I do.” Her husky voice brimmed with
					emotion. “How about a glass of wine to loosen up that tongue of yours?”

				“It’s not my tongue I’m worried about.”

				Cirena leaned in. “I’ll be good,” she whispered.

				Oh, this
					could
					be
					so
					bad.

				“One glass.” She beckoned him with a pale and slender
					nail-polished finger.

				Refusing right now would be cataclysmic.

				She took his hand. He didn’t resist. But he knew better than to
					drink with her here in his home.

				Sometimes, old friends were a little too convenient.

				Especially if they were friends like Cirena.

				* * *

				Well
					now, that’s
					not
					your
					woman. Donovan smiled as he observed Gavin Blackburn
					leave his house in the cover of darkness with some female other than his
					fiancée.

				The threads of silver glimmering around the man’s core colors
					had called to Donovan like a light at the bottom of the other side of the pool.
					A beacon. Donovan had not only leapfrogged off the creature’s focus via the
					visions and homed in on the unique color signature of the knight from a vision, but he’d actually set a course ahead of the monster himself.

				That’s how good Donovan was.

				As for his query, there he was in the flesh. A simple license
					plate check had revealed the owner of the Audi at 8921 Mountain Road, West
					Hartford, Connecticut as one Gavin Blackburn.

				The man’s colors were blinding, Donovan had to dim them
					immediately so that he could see the man himself. Gavin wore no armor, had
					doubled in age—early thirties now, but his bearing was unmistakable, even from a
					vision. And his colors were strong.

				The creature would be coming.

				Just as bright were the colors of the woman beside him, who
					also had a silver nimbus, aside from the vibrant colors of her soul.

				Donovan fought the urge to walk up and elicit his answers at
					the end of the barrels of his pistols. That would have been convenient, but he
					sensed that there were more pieces to this enigma. Part of being a predator was
					stalking, measuring his prey, and these people were...unusual. Different. He
					would watch. He would learn. And then he would move in and ascertain the
					information he desired.

				With or without their consent.

				The metal in his chest began to ring as they approached, slight
					at first but more loudly as they neared, as if some cosmic hand had just flicked
					a crystal glass.

				They stopped.

				They
					sense
					me, he realized with surprise, sliding deeper into
					his seat. His stomach turned uneasily. Donovan was not used to surprises. He
					exhaled slowly, closing his eyes while dimming his colors. He had thought it
					would be enough to park his Challenger at the end of the street, out of
					immediate proximity.

				They’d sensed him anyway.

				Just who were these people?

				* * *

				Cirena stopped, sniffed and cocked her head. So did
					Gavin. They looked at each other and scanned the night, bodies coiled to
					spring.

				“What is it?” Cirena whispered, her eyebrows converging over
					the bridge of her nose.

				Gavin sniffed again, but it wasn’t a smell he registered; it
					was...a feeling. A tingle, as if he’d walked through a spiderweb, only on the
						inside of his skin.

				“Could He be here already?” Cirena
					asked.

				“Anything’s possible.” Gavin’s eyes searched the night sky,
					focusing on the treetops. Asmodeous loved trees. “I wouldn’t know how,
					though.”

				He could hear the din of traffic from the avenue a half mile
					up, the papery rustle of leaves deserting his red maple in favor of his lawn,
					the honk of a solitary Canadian goose flying overhead—all normal sounds. There
					were a few cars parked on the street, nothing unusual, and the sound of Gavin’s
					television (on too loud) from behind them.

				It was a wonder Jack had any hearing left.

				“I don’t think it’s him. I’d smell
					him. This is something different,” Gavin said.

				Cirena agreed with a nod. “Are you armed?” she asked.

				Gavin made a fist with his right hand and then with his left.
					“Of course. You?”

				She actually smiled. “I’m always armed,” she said in a throaty
					growl, and that much he knew was true.

				“Then, shall we have our last glass of wine on Earth?” he
					asked. He’d meant it to be lighthearted, and it was, but it struck a poignant
					chord.

				“Let’s,” she said and took his elbow.

				Way up the street he noticed a parked black Challenger.
					Beautiful lines. Gavin loved both the new and the classic. But he didn’t like
						this car. Something seemed off about it.

				Gavin opened his front door and breathed in to yell.

				“No, wait—” Cirena grabbed his arm.

				“Yo, Tarsy! Come out here. We need your nose!”

				Cirena’s shoulders slumped. He might escape catastrophe
					yet.

				Tarsidion’s enormous frame filled the doorway, eyes flashing
					green alert. “What’s up?”

				Gavin motioned his head to the night.

				Tarsidion took his cue and sniffed, nostrils working as he
					glared at the night. When his attention fell on the Challenger, he stared at it
					for a long time, eyes narrowed. “Nerves,” he finally rumbled. He refocused on
					the two of them. “Where you off to?”

				“Glass of wine in the Center,” he said with a shrug.

				Tarsidion looked at both of them, eyes dimming as they lingered
					on Cirena. “I see.”

				“Would you like to join us?” she asked quietly.

				“No.” Tarsidion’s upper lip twitched. “I have no interest in
					being gawked at by snobs.”

				Gavin raised his eyebrows. His old comrade, sulking? “Hey, now, I like it here,” he said. He chose
					to tread lightly. “And you’re coming anyway. You and Mr. Remote-hog inside leave
					ten minutes after we do.” Gavin gave the night another anxious scan. “I want to
					know if we we’re being followed.”

				Tarsidion regarded them solemnly, his sable hair spilling down
					to his shoulders. “Any guesses?”

				“Yes. The unaccounted. We still don’t know how the Grave was
					opened.”

				Tarsidion interlaced his fingers behind his head with a loud
					series of cracks, rapping his skull against the top of Gavin’s doorframe. “Very
					well. Ten minutes—on one condition.” He looked down at Gavin’s naked hips in
					blatant disapproval. “Get a gun.”

				* * *

				It had to be the amulet. Some sort of reaction between
					it and the silver in their auras. This made Donovan uneasy. He’d dimmed his
					colors to the point of near extinguishment and only just avoided detection.

				Perceptive fuckers.

				He slid the key into the ignition and started his Challenger. A
					direct confrontation with them was undesirable right now. Donovan had a better
					idea.

				He’d start with Gavin’s woman. Work his way in.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				When the knock came, Skip was waiting patiently in his
					easy chair, staring thoughtfully into the flames of his fireplace. Ahanatou had
					cleared both mugs to the sink before leaving, but a pair of matching coffee
					rings remained to verify his visit.

				One
					visitor
					down, one
					to
					go.

				He’d been still for some hours and his body was thankful, but
					the warmth and the strong drugs made him sleepy. He might have dosed off, he
					wasn’t sure, but he jumped painfully at her knock. Awake now. He hobbled over
					and opened the door.

				Noah stood silently on his porch, her brown ponytail trussed
					and windblown, cheeks flushed with the night. “Aren’t you going to invite me
					in?” she asked, tipping her head.

				Slung from her right shoulder was a plain brown rucksack with
					straps that had begun to fray. Nondescript it may appear, it seemed to Skip that
					there was something deliberate about its unassuming nature, like a musician
					trying to disguise a precious instrument.

				“Something tells me I’m going to regret this,” he said and
					stepped to the side.

				“‘A man who does not trust his instincts is a fool,’” Noah said
					as she breezed past him into his living room.

				“‘And yet if we value the pursuit of knowledge,’” Skip quoted,
					shutting the door behind her, “‘we must be free to follow wherever that search
					may lead us.’” He grinned, pain momentarily forgotten.

				Noah cocked an eyebrow, smiling. “A man with a mind. How
					novel.”

				“You just caught me on a bad day.” He held out his hand to take
					her coat—a tweed, thigh-length, button tie-around, and slung it across a
					chair.

				Noah noticed the fire crackling in the fireplace and walked to
					it, warming her hands at the flames that licked the air. She breathed in the
					smoke. “You are a remarkable man, Everett.”

				“Oh yeah? Why’s that?” he asked, letting the “Everett” slide
					for once. He wanted to hear what this little Buddha had to say.

				“Because I know what you saw in those trees.”

				It wasn’t so much her words as the way she said them—low and
					thrumming with resonance.

				He studied her carefully. Though she was lithe and petite, her
					body looked firm, thighs both shapely and strong. “What makes you so sure I saw
					anything?”

				She turned. Her eyes seemed to have grown in her face, two
					tunnels leading to outer space. “Because we put it there.”

				“You did?”

				“And my brethren.”

				Skip breathed out, forgetting (again) what air refills cost
					him. “Brethren? Now there’s a fancy word you don’t hear every day. How many
						brethren do you have?”

				Noah wrinkled her slightly upturned nose. “There are few traits
					I detest more than sarcasm, Everett.”

				“Then maybe you should just level with me. And stop calling me
					Everett.”

				Noah studied him by the firelight with the type of eyes that
					saw. That knew things. Skip didn’t back down, though; he fended off her
					fathomless, penetrating and somehow alluring gaze just like anybody else’s.
					Finally, her shoulders dropped in defeat. With a long, resigned sigh, she
					unfastened her knapsack, unzipped it and slid her hand inside. When it emerged
					she clutched something that looked more like it belonged in a museum rather than
					a backpack. A book. She set it down carefully on his coffee table, almost with
					reverence, and then sat down on his loveseat.

				“What have we here?” Skip asked, leaning closer. Curiosity
					wriggled into his mind.

				“Come sit with me.” She patted the cushion beside her.

				Again, something about the way she spoke...Skip was too tired
					to be cautious. Besides, she was hot. He sat.

				Once he was seated, Noah set her hand atop the book as if she
					were about to swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the
					truth. Instead she traced the outline of what looked like glyphs. “Are you a man
					of your word, Everett?” Her left brow arched slightly.

				“I am,” he answered, wondering where she was going with
					this.

				“Swear to me that you will never speak of what I am about to
					show you. Ever.”

				Today must be his day for information off the record. “Sure,”
					he answered.

				“Not good enough.”

				“You want me to swear on your book?” he asked. He found that he
					wanted to hold it.

				“I want you to give me your word.”

				Both brows shot up. Little
					Buddha
					means
					business. “All right, I give you my word. Whatever
					you show me doesn’t leave this room.”

				She stared at him a long time, searching for loopholes in his
					promise, but then her head dipped and she gave a slight nod. “Very well,” she
					said and handed him the book.

				He took it greedily, eager to touch
					it.

				Inlaid in the dark green leather were elaborate silver runes
					that decorated the front, back and spine. In fact, hadn’t he seen something
					similar before, carved into the trees around the Blackburn cemetery?

				The book was beautiful, yes, but there was something ominous
					about the twin metal bands that sealed the book shut like metal claws, as if to
						say...I
					bite. In the middle of the cover was an ovular metal
					plate with an imprint of a tree.

				“Help me with this?”

				Skip was jerked back to the loveseat and was presented with the
					bare skin of her delicately freckled neck. She had lifted her ponytail with one
					hand, exposing a silver clasp, and was waiting patiently for him to unclasp it.
					He chuckled inside his head. Ah, you’re
					good, you, trying
					get
					me
					all
					seduced.

				Another internal little chuckle. It was working, which was
					saying a lot, considering his present condition.

				He leaned forward and unclasped the strap with a nimble flick
					of his fingers, appreciating the curve of her shoulder and the two freckles that
					had claimed it.

				And then he saw what it was she was unclasping. He forgot about
					the freckles.

				What she pulled out might as well have been the Maltese Falcon.
					Made of a bluish, silvery metal, the necklace scintillated as if made with
					diamond dust. At the end was a lustrous circular ring the size of a small plum,
					and within that ring, an intricately carved willow tree.

				She faced him, dangling it in front of her. Her gray eyes
					whispered secrets.

				The trunk was pale blue, as were the sweeping little branches,
					but sprinkled over it like crushed rubies and fire opals were hundreds of tiny
					gemstones encrusted on the branches no bigger than fine sand. They gave the
					illusion the tree was in flames.

				“Why do I feel like I’m in a dream?” he asked slowly, enchanted
					by her, by her necklace.

				“If it were only that simple.” She sighed and inserted the
					willow tree into the metal plate in the center of the book. It clicked. She
					smiled. The metal bands separated like the rings of a binder. With a gentle turn
					of her wrist, Noah opened the book. The scent of sweet herbs and leather wafted
					up from the pages, charged with ozone and lightning.

				Skip watched in silence.

				“This—” she said, flipping through the parchment-like pages,
					“—is what you saw.” The fragrance of sweet herbs became more pungent.

				Skip leaned closer and then grabbed the open book, his mouth
					unhinged. “That’s him!”

				Cool fingers clamped down on his wrists. “Release the book,”
					Noah said between gritted teeth.

				He pulled his stare away long enough to see her gray eyes
					protruding. “Uh, sorry,” he said, unhanding the book. His ribs informed him now
					that they were displeased.

				“This is what you saw, then?”

				“Yep. That’s him.”

				The creature from the trees glared right back at him, painted
					with such artistic vividness he felt as if a spirit had just walked through
					him.

				“What the hell is it?” he managed.

				“One of two gargoyles left on this world. Or it was.”

				“Two?” he asked, though his eyes did not leave the page.

				“You should be dead Mr....Skip.”

				“I like that. Mr. Skip.” He nodded. Yeah, put a little age gap
					in there. He carefully massaged his ribcage. “You know, I don’t see a single
					brushstroke. How did they...”

				She snapped the book shut and showed her teeth in a smile that
					did not reach her eyes. “Your turn.”

				Though she appeared calm, her body was tight and coiled, ready
					to spring like a jack-in-the-box, no matter what how much Zen she exuded. She
					wanted this information. “Who else was at that cemetery, Mr. Skip?” she asked in
					the calmest and most sweetest of voices, as if inquiring about his favorite
					cookie.

				Skip felt a tug on his eyes. “Mr. Shades,” he answered with a
					shrug. “I was actually hoping you would know a little more about him.”

				Another tug. This one harder. Did the book want him to look? What the hell?

				The silvery glyphs engraved in the green cover seemed slightly
					out of focus. The more he stared, the more they seemed to crawl. The tentacles
					of a headache reached out from his brain.

				“Everett,” Noah’s voice broke in. “Don’t try to read that.
					You’ll scramble your brain forever.”

				He looked away to the coffee rings and then back into her
					face.

				Enough of this dancing.

				“I got an idea,” he said, tearing his eyes away. A flash of
					anger washed through his veins, dulling the sharp lines of pain. “How ’bout you
					start off by telling me exactly who you are? Let’s start there. And after that,
					I wanna know who your brethren are.” Skip even used
					finger-quotes. “And then we’re gonna do a little Q & A on ‘how do you know
					what it was I saw in those trees.’ But most of all—” Skip drew himself up, “—I
					want to know just what in the flying hell came out of that grave.”

				He studied her and listened to the little crackles of vexation
					spurting through the air; a lot could be learned from how a person dealt with
					agitation, and Skip was a professional agitator.

				Noah was unfazed.

				“Try and understand,” she said patiently, though her eyes were
					metal. “The very fact that you have even looked at the cover of this book
					signifies more than you can possibly understand. I have shared with you, so now
					I expect you to reciprocate.”

				Her posture remained calm and erect, but he could almost see
					the field of tension building around her like static electricity. It was within
					his rights to slap some cuffs on her—don’t
					go
					there, Skippy—and
					squeeze every drop of info from her cute little upturned face, but there was an
					element of menace in the slight tilt of her head. Skip was utterly charmed by
					it.

				“Okay. I’ll play. The kid had a scar across his neck,” Skip
					began. “It went ear to ear as if someone had slit his throat.”

				Noah leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

				“He was young, maybe twenty, ridiculous good looks, and he was
					wearing red sunglasses in the middle of the night.”

				Skip watched Noah as he spoke. Nothing. Note
					to
					self: do
					not
					play
					poker
					against
					this
					woman. “What else?”

				Skip stretched out the silence. “Long hair, blond, raspy voice
					and oh, I have a picture,” he offered as if in afterthought.

				Noah’s eyes lit up. Bingo. “What? I
					must see it!”

				“Sure, just as soon as you tell me what’s going on.”

				She soured. “Chief Walkins, it would be better if you did not
					involve yourself.”

				“Oh yeah?” Skip unbuttoned his shirt, more gingerly than he
					would have preferred, revealing the blood-soaked bandages beneath. “I’ve got
					seventeen stitches and two cracked ribs that say otherwise, so I’m already
					involved. You don’t tell me what I wanna know and I’ll arrest your ass.”

				Her eyes blinked rapidly and then went robotic. “I cannot. I’m
					bound by oath.”

				“You better get unbound then.”

				“Impossible.”

				“And why the hell not?”

				Axel Rose crooned from his cell phone resting on top of the
					coffee table. She glanced down at it as he picked it up.

				“Pasta-boy?” she asked, her left brow rising.

				“I gotta take this,” he said, standing. Too quickly. Just when
					things were getting interesting. “Tell me something good, Frankie,” he said
					after he hit accept.

				“You sure know how to pick ’em, Skip.”

				“Why’s that?”

				“Let’s just say your boy is quite known in the greater Los
					Angeles police system.”

				“Oh yeah?”

				“There’s a lot here.”

				“Just give me the bullets.” He glanced at Noah. She didn’t fool
					him one bit. Though her attention was on the flames of his fireplace, she was
					listening to every word. “Hold on, Frankie.” To her. “Noah, make yourself at
					home, I’ll be right back. And no...crazy business.”

				She stared at him as if he was the idiot who speaks too loud
					with headphones on.

				“There’s beer in the fridge,” he added and backed into his
					bedroom. He shut the door. “Talk to me.”

				“Who was that?” Frank asked.

				“A girl.”

				“Oh yeah?” Frank asked, momentarily distracted.

				Skip was not. “Yep. Hot little ticket, too. Now, what did you
					find out?”

				“All right, the kid’s name is Donovan Smith.”

				“Donovan Smith, huh?” he said, tasting the words. They didn’t
					taste right. “Go on.”

				“Well.” Frank hesitated. “Evidently, about five years ago Mr.
					Smith got himself killed.”

				“Come again?”

				“Pronounced dead for thirty-seven minutes. Some disagreement
					with a now-disbanded set trying to make a name for themselves in North
					Hollywood. You’re gonna love this,” Frankie said. “Shot five times, stabbed—wait
					for it—twenty-six
					fucking times and had his throat slit. All at the
					ripe old age of fifteen.”

				“What the— Geez, no wonder he’s so pissed off.”

				“Skip, I got a book here. Where’d you find this guy?”

				Skip stared at a three strands of a spiderweb beginning to form
					in the east corner of his ceiling. “Bullets, Frankie, bullets.”

				“You’re such a pain in the ass. Fine. Says here he was found
					when he was about five years old, wandering Santa Monica Boulevard ‘adorned in
					clothing fashioned of leaves and twigs.’ I’m not making this up.”

				“Leaves and twigs?”

				“There’s a picture too. Not too shabby, considering.”

				“Fax it.”

				Skip cocked his head and looked at the door. He sensed Noah
					listening. He opened it suddenly. Noah was exactly where he’d left her, gazing
					at the fire. She rotated her head slowly toward him like a cyborg. Weird. Hot, but
					weird. Skip smiled and held up his index finger.
						Two
					minutes, he mouthed and then shut the door. He
					turned on his television for sound camouflage. “All right, keep going. Leaves
					and twigs—what else?”

				“No family, no identity and complete amnesia from before he was
					found. Bounced around foster homes until he was seven, got adopted by state
					congressman Charlie McKennar of California, arrested for...” Skip heard pages
					rustling. “Fighting, fighting, disturbing the peace and...seventeen counts of
					murder.”

				If Skip had been drinking a glass of milk, it would have shot
					out of his nostrils. “Say what?”

				“I know, I checked it three times,” Frank said. “Not only did
					that set fillet him, they wiped out the congressman’s family. And his
					girlfriend. And his girlfriend’s family. These guys were brutal.”

				“Ho-lee shit, I remember that on the news.”

				“Yup.”

				“Lemme guess, seventeen murders of a now-disbanded gang.”

				“Every single one of them.” Frank cleared his throat. “Gruesome
					too. This guy don’t like to lose, Skippy.”

				“Any convictions?”

				“Not a one. The DA couldn’t find a single witness, and those
					who could, refused. Not one shred of forensic evidence either. Which makes me
					think there was some bullshit involved.” Made sense. Sounded as if Donovan had
					done the dirty work for the congressman.

				Skip found the maker of the spider web lurking in the crease
					where the wall met the ceiling. I
					see
					you. “Anything else?”

				“Well, yeah, but that’s the big stuff.”

				For the first time Skip suspected Frankie was lying. Or at
					least fibbing. “You sure?”

				“Well, if you must know, the rest is classified.”

				“What?” Skip barked into the
					phone.

				“Look—” There was an edge in Frankie’s voice that hadn’t been
					there before. “My ass is gonna be in a sling as it is if this gets out. I’m not
					about to commit a felony too.” A pause. “I think a thank you is in order.”

				“Yeah,” Skip said, deflated. “Thanks, Frankie. Scratch another
					one.” Praying he wasn’t making a mistake, Skip decided to press his luck. “You
					sure there’s nothing else you can give me?”

				“You ungrateful pig.”

				Skip let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding and
					winced. His chest hurt as if it had been painted with magma lacquer.

				“Actually, there is one other thing.”

				Skip’s pain subsided. “What’s that?”

				“The report says that he had some kind of metal fused to his
					chest. Unknown element. Nobody could figure it out.”

				Skip rubbed his eyes and remembered the vapor-light coming off
					the kid’s chest.

				And he’d thought he’d left all his adventure days behind him in
					the city.

				“I gotta run, Skippy. I know it’ll fall on deaf ears, but be
					careful, for crying out loud.”

				“Yeah-hmm.” Skip had all but signed off verbally, lost in
					thought.

				“And when this is all over, I expect an explanation.”

				“I promise. Thanks again, Frankie. I mean it.”

				“The clock starts now.” Frankie hung up without so much as a
					“you’re welcome.”

				Skip leaned against the wall, digesting the data overload he’d
					just devoured. He glanced at his nightstand. His Rolling “Crick,” Montana Chief
					of Police badge appraised him in silence. His ribs ached. He sighed.

				He reached past the badge and grabbed his Python, checking the
					cylinder to confirm it was loaded—it was—and holstered it. He then took the
					photograph of Mr. Smith he’d quickly hidden in his desk drawer, slid it into a
					large yellow envelope and sealed it by pressing down two bendable metal prongs.
					He then found his Cambridge leather Padfolio, unzipped it and tucked the yellow
					envelope inside.

				The last thing he grabbed was his Rolling Creek Chief of Police
					Badge, shined it on his shirt, winced at his stitches and sheathed it over his
					belt in plain view.

				He walked out of the room.

				Noah looked up.

				“Time to unbind you from your oath.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				“Will there be anything else, sir?” the barista asked,
					voice cracking in mid-question.

				Donovan noted the pungent odor of her sudden sweat. Tuna fish
					and cumin. “That will be all,” he replied from behind his sunglasses.

				She squirmed under the pressure of his stare, looking anywhere
					but his face. Inevitably, her attention settled on his scar. He hated that. She
					seemed to sense this and looked at the only place remaining—down. He stared a
					moment longer and when he was satisfied that she was thoroughly cowed, he turned
					around. The people in line instinctively gave him wide berth as he walked away
					with his coffee in hand and took a seat by the window.

				The Whisperer was close. As it
					neared its destination it flew harder and faster. He would have preferred to
					interrogate Amanda last night—these kinds of visits were best if not rushed—but
					Amanda kept a turbulent schedule. Busy little bee.

				But she was alone now.

				Standing in line, waiting for her order, she slipped somewhere
					vacant and deep. Donovan watched her, envying her refuge. She had a good soul,
					strong vibrant lazuli splashed with royal gold. Her outer bands however, sparked
					maroon and sapphire—pain and sadness. And a touch of scarlet anger.

				“Venti Café Mocha breve with extra whipped cream,” the barista
					announced.

				Amanda snapped back to the present. With a nod and a tight
					smile she took the cup, slid on a coffee sheath and sat two tables down from
					Donovan, scattering her bangs with a full-bodied sigh.

				Striking as he was, Donovan could be quite invisible when he
					wanted to be. Dimming his colors, he became little more than occupied space,
					like an F-117 Stealth Fighter on an enemy radar. Of all the talents he
					possessed, this one brought him the most pleasure. There was something godlike
					in watching people up close and personal when they didn’t know they were being
					observed. Even if from mere feet away. Donovan liked that feeling, even more so
					now that he could enjoy it.

				Savor it.

				He contently sipped at his coffee. Thumbed through the book
					he’d picked out, On
					War by Carl Von Clausewitz, and settled on page 228.
					He’d already memorized the text long ago, but conjuring a memory of passage was
					different than absorbing it directly. His fingers floated down the page and onto
					one his favorite passages, a sentence as intimate to Donovan as the beating of
					his own heart.

				The
					direct
					annihilation
					of
					the
					enemy’s
					forces
					must
					always
					be
					the
					dominant
					consideration.

				Almost there, Mr. Clausewitz. By default, if these people had
					indeed imprisoned the Whisperer they would have
					information on its weaknesses, its identity. And they would share it. Perhaps
					they might even know about Donovan and where he came from as well. That would be
					a bonus. Lemonade. To actually know who he was, where he was from...what it was
					buried in his chest.

				Yes. They would share all they knew.

				Amanda glanced his way and flinched, sloshing her mocha onto
					her wrist. What was this? She saw him? Donovan watched in amusement as she
					jumped in her seat, her eyes trained on him a full moment before finally looking
					down to wipe her wrist against her jean-clad thigh, cursing quietly. Not easily
					cowed, this one. He liked that.

				He took a sip of his own coffee, unfazed by its molten nature,
					and studied her. He didn’t give a damn about her honey-brown hair or her height
					or attractiveness. There was something in her bearing that distinguished her
					from the average student. She possessed depth; the
					hues of her colors were rich and vibrant, hardly a flicker, indicating unusual
					strength and steadiness. Heart. He was intrigued.

				Her gaze darted toward him a couple more times to see if he was
					still staring. He was. She made a halfhearted attempt at wiping her mocha spill
					from her table, gathered her things and beelined it to the door, her jeans
					whispering with each stride. She studiously ignored him.

				Donovan smiled and took another sip of his coffee. It was black
					and bitter. Just the way he liked it.

				He already knew where she was going.

				He stood and followed her out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				“Do not disturb me unless absolutely necessary,” Noah
					said as she settled into her seat. The whine of the jet’s engines revved
					throughout the aircraft, and Skip was surprised to see a tremor in her hands as
					she tightened her seatbelt.

				“Don’t like flying, huh?”

				“I was born with neither wings nor a propeller.”

				“I’ll take that as a no.”

				Noah wrinkled her nose and closed her eyes, settling deeper
					into her seat.

				Skip usually loved flying, had jumped out of many an aircraft
					as a PJ: static line, HALO, even the coveted HAHO—High Altitude High Opening.
					There was nothing like jumping out of a perfectly good airplane at twenty-seven
					thousand feet and parasailing forty miles in full combat gear before reaching
					the objective to get the blood pumping.

				Now he just wanted more room.

				Noah’s white-knuckled fingers vised into her armrests as the
					Airbus launched down the runway, pushing their bodies into the backs of their
					seats. Her lips moved quickly and silently. He wondered who she was praying
					to.

				Once they were airborne, blood slowly returned to her face and
					her lips stopped moving, though her eyes remained closed.

				Skip studied her. She looked innocent enough, delicate in
					repose, but there was something about her that didn’t make sense. Once again he
					was reminded of a Zen or Shaolin monk, masquerading in the body of a
					cheerleader.

				He glanced down at her rucksack, tucked beneath the seat in
					front of her, and wondered what other secrets it contained.

				“That would be unwise,” she said without opening her eyes.

				“Just looking,” Skip responded offended.

				“Mmm-hmm. You’ve done quite enough already, Mr. Walkins. This
					little insistence of yours is costing us a full day.”

				“What do you mean by that?” Skip asked.

				Noah opened her right eye and peered at him, contemplating
					whether or not to answer his question, and decided against. She reclosed her
					eye.

				Whatever.

				“A penny for your thoughts,” Noah said.

				He looked over at her. Her eyes were still closed.

				“Just wondering what I’m in for,” Skip said, surprising himself
					with his candor.

				Noah smiled. Her eyes remained shut but Skip detected a twist
					of bitterness to her almost perfectly heart-shaped mouth. “You have no idea.”
					She sighed. “What you should do is give me that photograph, answer the rest of
					my questions and get on a flight back to Rolling Creek.” He’d never pegged her
					accent, but she pronounced creek properly...crick.

				“Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”

				She shook her head and was quiet for the rest of the trip.

				They touched down at Bradley International Airport at eight
					thirty-seven Thursday morning, two days after the graveyard incident. They were
					greeted by a giant serial killer. At least, he looked like one. Fortunately,
					thanks to a July 2009 security implementation, TSA now allowed LEOs (lucky law
					enforcement officers) with proper credentials to travel with a firearm. Skip
					possessed these credentials, of course, and he had his good ole handy-dandy
					Python stowed in his Galco black leather shoulder holster under his right pit.
					The thing had been a bitch to put on and he hoped he wouldn’t need to retrieve
					it anytime soon. It was unnecessary. Noah’s calm demeanor shattered when the two
					saw each other.

				“Tarsidion!” she cried and then
					rattled off in some peculiar language he couldn’t place. Which was unusual. Skip
					was an ace when it came to that sort of stuff, had studied Latin back in
					boarding school.

				The behemoth, whose face looked as if he had just dined on a
					litter of puppies, lit up, the ferocious expression replaced with delight. With
					a squeal Noah launched herself at him and he caught her midair in a bear
					hug.

				He had to be a mix; there was no straight race of man Skip had
					ever heard of that fit his profile, and Skip had seen some pretty extensive
					profiles.

				Comanche, Danish-African
					mix? Or something? And Irish; it seemed as if
					everyone was Irish.

				The two of them rattled off in their own peculiar language,
					still embracing, but the happy tempo plummeted when Mr. Serial Killer settled
					his eyes on Skip Walkins.

				“Howdy,” Skip said with a wave.

				The giant looked down—far, far down—at Little Buddha. “I said
					question him, not bring the damn witness with you.”

				“He was very persuasive,” Noah said quietly. “He has something
					I think you’ll want to see.”

				Skip held his ground as the giant approached, reflexively
					tightening his grip around his Padfolio with Donovan’s photo inside. “Somebody’s
					been eating his spinach,” he observed as the man towered over him, which didn’t
					happen often, jet-black hair cascading down the black leather motorcycle jacket
					that was unzipped in the front, revealing pectoral muscles that pushed against
					his T-shirt.

				“I am Tarsidion,” the man responded in a disapproving baritone.
					Though his voice was deep, there was an odd harmonic note to it, as if he were
					an opera singer.

				“Indeed you are. Skip Walkins, Chief of Police, Rolling Creek,
					Montana,” Skip said, offering his hand.

				The mocha-skinned leviathan considered it a moment before
					taking it in his own gargantuan mitt. Normally Skip was the pulper, but in the
					grip of this monster, he felt like a petunia. He could feel the man’s restrained
					power trickling through, squeezing a smidge harder than necessary. Which hurt.

				“Last chance,” Noah said.

				“Noted,” Skip responded with a smile.

				She sighed. “Very well. Come with us.” She turned around, as
					did Tarsidion the puppy eater, and walked toward the escalator, speaking in
					their mysterious tongue.

				“Sure thing,” Skip said, shaking out his hand.

				Just
					what
					did
					you
					get
					yourself
					into
					this
					time, genius? He could
					hear a roller-coaster cart clicking in his head, climbing higher and higher.
					Just how high did this thing go before the drop, anyway?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				“Blackburn party,” Tarsidion rumbled, looking down at
					the startled hostess.

				She hastily consulted her reservations screen and nodded.
					“Right this way please,” she said with a nervous smile.

				The restaurant was nice, the sort of place women showcased
					their latest fashions and men showcased their latest wives. They even had an
					oyster bar. As they followed their hostess through the busy restaurant, Skip
					noticed just about every head turn as Tarsidion walked through. The man towered
					over everything, motorcycle zippers jangling like chains on a saber-toothed
					tiger. Tarsidion reminded Skip of some ancient god once worshipped by Sumerians
					or something. He looked like a god.

				Toward the back of the restaurant, in a dim corner, two men and
					a woman sat around a large circular table, nestled in an alcove. All three had
					their backs to the wall. Upon seeing them, the taller man stood.

				“Enjoy your lunch,” the hostess said and bolted.

				Without needing to be told, Skip pegged the standing,
					olive-bronze man to be the leader. There was a quiet gravity that pooled around
					him as he moved, a steel in his jaw that could not be concealed by his disarming
					smile or the elegant angles of his good looks.

				“Chief Walkins,” he said politely but with an air of command.
					His accent was nearly identical to Noah’s. “I’m Gavin Blackburn.”

				Skip didn’t smile but accepted the outstretched hand, noting
					his last name. He wondered if there was any relation to the Blackburn Massacre
					back in Montana. The man’s grip was a perfect balance of civility and power,
					cordial but professional. That was good. Skip liked dealing with
					professionals.

				“Please, have a seat,” Gavin said, dipping an open hand to the
					large, circular booth.

				“Why don’t you introduce your friends first.”

				Gavin bowed his head slightly, reminding Skip of a more Eastern
					culture, and then turned to his right to indicate the other, compact man, who
					didn’t seem to have any whites in his eyes at all. He watched Skip silently,
					studying him like a wolf might study a potential meal. “That’s Jack,” Gavin
					said. “And this,” he said, pointing to a devastatingly beautiful woman to his
					left, “is Cirena.”

				Though she remained seated, he could tell she was tall. Very
					tall. Her legs were long enough to cause her knees to push against the bottom of
					the table. Skip did his best to keep his tongue from lolling out of his mouth.
						Down, boy. Despite
					her acute beauty there was something forbidding about her, something hidden
					behind her dreamy gaze. Long, dark hair fell across half her face and down to
					her shoulders.

				“Fascinating quintet you make,” Skip said.

				“Have a seat, Mr. Walkins,” Gavin offered again with a smile
					laced with command. “It seems we have business to discuss.”

				Skip was grateful he wasn’t forced to awkwardly slide into the
					booth. He’d chance his back to the door right now, thank you very much; the most
					dangerous people to walk through it today were already seated around this
					table.

				Skip lowered himself slowly, eliciting an exchange of glances
					from Gavin and Noah. Gavin raised his eyebrows in question. Noah—almost
					imperceptibly—shook her head no and then seated herself beside him.

				All
					right
					then, Skip noted.

				The venue was perfect.

				The murmur of other conversations and the clinking of glasses
					would camouflage their conversation quite nicely, while light pop music played
					through strategically placed speakers.

				“So, Noah tells us that you’re a pain in the ass,” Jack
					observed conversationally from his left. He had intense, beady eyes that were
					dug deep in his face, a narrow but solid-looking chin and a nose that was
					slightly hooked. The five were fanned around him.

				“God-given talent honed to perfection,” Skip replied, meeting
					the man’s carbon-black eyes without blinking.

				Jack broke into a grin. “I think I like this guy,” he said,
					hitting Tarsidion’s shoulder with the back of his hand.

				Directly across from Skip, Gavin studied him unapologetically,
					sizing him up with creamless-coffee eyes.

				Since when had normal become a minority?

				“Look. I’m gonna make this real easy,” Skip opened. “I consider
					myself an open-minded man. I was a detective for seven years, been in three
					wars. I’ve seen some pretty sick shit in my life, but nothing, nothing explains what I saw the other night.” The soft
					luminance of the light fixture suspended overhead created shadows across their
					expressionless faces. “So allow me to be frank. I suspect all of you know exactly what is going on, and furthermore, I suspect
					you would like to keep it a secret. That is not an option. The death toll as of
					this morning is ten. Ten people butchered and
					devoured.”

				Skip waited. Nada.

				“I wanna know who the hell you people are. I wanna know what
					the hell was in that grave. I wanna know what tried to shish kebab me in those
					trees,” Skip counted off his fingers, “but most of all, I want to know how to
					kill the son of a bitch.”

				John Mayer crooned, breathless, beyond their table.

				“You want many things,” Gavin said.

				“When people’s lives are at stake, you bet your ass I do.”

				“You don’t know what you’re asking for,” Gavin said.

				Skip closed his eyes. “I’m getting really tired of hearing
					that.” In fact, he was getting really tired in general. And sore. He slipped his
					hand into his coat pocket, wrapping around his dwindling supply of
					get-up-and-move-around facilitators.

				“If you would just hand over that photograph and went on your
					way, your life expectancy would improve dramatically,” Cirena saw fit to
					answer.

				“I got a better idea,” Skip said, holding up his finger. He dug
					into his jacket, pulled out his badge and tossed it in the middle of the table.
					“Why don’t you just answer my questions before I make all of your lives much
					less pleasant. All it’ll take is one phone call.” And
					a
					shit-heap
					load
					of
					paperwork.

				“Or,” Jack said, “we could just take that picture from
					you.”

				Skip leaned forward, his adrenaline numbing his pain. “Just try
					it.”

				“Jack,” Gavin warned.

				“Why we dicking around with this guy, we got—”

				“He was persistent,” Noah interjected.

				“And she didn’t have a choice,” Skip added, holding Jack’s gaze
					while giving his teeth a suck. “Not unless you want the FBI on your ass.” You
					wanna
					make
					a
					move
					here
					in
					front
					of
					everybody, be
					my
					guest, bitch. Stitches
					or
					no
					stitches, I’ll
					put
					you
					down.

				The faintest tremor of a smirk pulled at Jack’s lips. “You got
					some balls, bro.”

				“Good afternoon, folks,” a slightly too-long-haired server
					greeted them cheerfully, walking up to the table. Neither Skip nor Jack looked
					away from the other. “How we doing today?” he asked.

				“Peachy,” Skip answered without looking.

				“Yeah, just ducky,” Jack echoed.

				“That’s good,” the server said, looking between them. “Would
					you like to start off with a glass of wine or a cocktail while you look at your
					menus?”

				Silence. Tension. It was as if Skip was staring at marbles.

				“Uh, I could come back,” the server said, angling his body to
					walk away.

				“That won’t be necessary,” Gavin said. “Jack? You thirsty?”

				Jack’s eyes glinted like a wet knife, and then he shrugged.
					“Sure. Jack on the rocks.”

				“Still? Mr. Walkins?”

				Skip thought about the pills in his pocket and sighed heavily.
					“Water.” Tarsidion and Noah followed his lead but Cirena ordered a glass of red
					Burgundy and Gavin ordered a Laphroaig with two ice cubes. Good taste.

				“So what’s it gonna be, guys?” Skip asked once they were alone
					again. “You can tell me the truth, get a nice look at this photograph, avoid
					getting arrested and even enlist the help of a police chief. Or you can take the
					messy path. Your call.”

				Each of them regarded Skip with detached inscrutability. Gavin
					said something quietly to his compatriots in their unfamiliar language and they
					all leaned forward.

				It was a pleasant language; the words flowed into the next,
					punctuated by the occasional hard C and V. Their conversation went on for about
					a minute, long enough for their server to return with their drinks. Jack and
					Cirena seemed to be of one mind while Noah and Tarsidion, much to Skip’s
					surprise, seemed to hold an opposing view. They won. Jack took it with a shrug,
					Cirena did not. She glared.

				“Very well, Chief Walkins,” Gavin said. “You’ll get your
					answers, but we get ours. I want that picture.”

				“And you’ll get it.”

				Gavin nodded. “Understand this. Once you hear these words, you
					cannot unlearn them. This is where you can either take the red pill or the
					blue.”

				How
					’bout the
					precious
					little
					white
					ones? “Let’s have it.”

				Gavin gave Noah exchanged a glance.

				“Everett, I need you to trust me,” she said, her fingers cool
					and light on his forearm. “Make no sudden movements.”

				Uh-oh.

				Without warning, her hand traveled down the embankment of his
					side and up beneath the cotton of his shirt.

				“Hey, hey, hey, your hands are cold.”

				Cirena leaned back in her seat, arms crossed, staring at Skip
					as if he’d sprouted eight legs and was skittering across her path.

				No help there.

				Jack smirked.

				Noah’s hands brushed his leather belt. “I need you to relax,
					please.”

				“What? No kiss?”

				Jack smirked bigger.

				“Very well,” Noah said, and pressed her lips to his.

				He definitely hadn’t expected that. Off guard, Skip nonetheless
					kissed back. He was a man, after all. Her lips were sweet and soft and delicious
					and he was only too aware of her fingertips sliding up his shirt. When she
					removed her face from his and opened her eyes Skip nearly sprung out his
					seat.

				Pale blue light rippled across Noah’s eyes in bands, shifting
					and roiling like luminous silk. Her irises were not completely covered; Skip
					could still make out her gray orbs behind the light, glazed over into the most
					unsettling cast he’d ever seen on another human being.

				Jack shot out his hand and clamped down his shoulder, sending a
					bolt of pain through his chest. “Sit easy, lawman.”

				Skip nodded numbly, slack-jawed, but in that moment he had an
					epiphany. He’d seen this light before, creeping out of the black grave. And out
					of Mr. Shades—Donovan’s—chest. He cringed backward,
					squeezing his eyes shut, and waited for...what? Shock? Fire?

				At her touch, rivulets of blissful warmth spread through his
					body. He felt, rather than saw, the stitches in his chest writhing like worms
					put to a lighter.

				He yanked his shirt up and tore at the gauze over his stitches
					to see the angry tissue lightening, the stitches wriggling out of his skin until
					they dropped soundlessly into his lap, and with them...the pain.

				There’s
					no
					pain!

				Noah shuddered once and collapsed on the table as if she’d just
					sprinted—not flown—from Montana. The vaporous light leaking from her eyes was
					gone. Her hand rested limply on his upper thigh.

				Skip looked around, dumbfounded, but the din of the restaurant
					continued unabated and none of the others seemed concerned by this collapse.

				“Give her a moment,” Gavin said.

				Skip had nothing original to say, so he settled for a good ole
					fashioned, “Holy shit,” while probing his former wound with his index
					finger.

				“How?” Skip asked, somehow crystallizing the entire experience
					into one syllable.

				Cirena leaned across the table and whispered. “Magic.”

				A starburst of goose bumps erupted across his brain. He
					recoiled. “You mean, abracadabra-pull-a-rabbit-out-of-a-hat magic?”

				“Something a bit more...complex,” Noah muttered from her
					slouched place beside him.

				“Not magicians, then?” Assimilate,
						assimilate.

				“Not magicians, Chief Walkins. Magi.” Gavin this time. “We are
					a race of people who no longer exist here.”

				“I see,” Skip said. His mouth was dry and it wasn’t from lack
					of water. “Now, when you say here, do you mean,
					like, West Hartford? The Northern Hemisphere?”

				“I mean this world,” Gavin said.

				“Naturally.” He licked his lips, wishing for a Scotch now. “And
					out of idle curiosity, which world did you say you were from again?”

				“We will not be mocked,” Tarsidion said, slamming his palm on
					the table. That one drew a little attention.

				“Easy, killer. I’m just trying to wrap my little Earthling
					brain around this.” Oh yes, the Skipster was back.

				“Mr. Walkins,” Gavin began.

				“That’s Chief Walkins.”

				Gavin just looked at him. “You have the unique privilege of
					finding yourself in a war that has crossed two worlds.”

				Skip settled (easily!) back in his chair. “Go on.”

				“Where we come from, Earth is a myth. Just the name of some
					minor, forgotten mythological god I know of only because I was forced to study
					as an Apprentice. The fact that Earth could actually exist as a place, as a
					world is...inconceivable.” Gavin leaned forward, a glint in his calm eyes.
					“You,” he said, pointing directly at Skip, “are to us what Atlantis is to you.”
					He waited for the impact of his words to fully register. “A place like
					Shangri-la or the Bermuda Triangle. And yet here we sit, on Earth.” Gavin framed the word “Earth” in quotation marks with his
					fingers. “A world so utterly alien and strange, so...”

				“Fucked up,” Jack chimed in.

				“Different,” Gavin corrected, flashing Jack a look. “A place
					were magic doesn’t even exist, or what little does is not worth mentioning.” The
					disapproval in his voice was unmistakable. “A world where mankind alone is
					dominant, where science and technology rule in the stead of magic.”

				Guess that explained Ahanatou’s theory.

				“Did you know that Earth once had a twin, Mr. Walkins?”

				“Can we just go with Skip? And I can’t say that I do.”

				“It’s true, ‘Skip.’ According to scientists here, roughly four
					point five billion years ago, Earth once shared the same orbit with another
					planet. Unfortunately for that smaller twin, when they did collide—”

				“Poof,” Jack interrupted, mimicking an explosion with his
					hands.

				“Yes, poof. The resulting collision was cataclysmic. Whatever
					had begun to form on Earth prior to that point was eradicated. Whatever wasn’t
					consumed outright by the planet’s core was catapulted into space, forming a disc
					around Earth, much like Saturn’s rings. Only, these rings were on fire.
					Eventually that ring coalesced into what you see in the sky every night. Your
					moon.”

				Skip scratched his head. “What has this got to—”

				“Just listen.” Noah impatiently slapped at his side.

				“Scientists named this former protoplanet ‘Theia.’ The name
					‘Theia’ is also the name of our world.”

				“Your world’s name is Theia?” It rolled off the tongue. His
					inner poet approved.

				“Yes, though just as you would not answer ‘Earth,’ if I asked
					you where you were from, so we would not answer ‘Theia’ to yours. Our homeland
					is an island nation just a few miles off the mainland, known as Valis.”

				Skip sucked an ice cube into his mouth and dug into his Eagles
					Jacket. Painlessly. Mwa-ha-ha-ha. Bypassing the magic white pills, he pulled out
					his trusty, battered Five Star notepad with his Papermate Breeze Gel pen shoved
					through the spiral rings, licked his thumb, flipped open the pad, clicked the
					top of the pen and wrote with a shrug, “Theia.”

				“You were a soldier, yes?” Gavin asked.

				“Affirmative.”

				“Have you ever actually seen battle?”

				Their eyes met. “A time or two.”

				“Then you may actually understand what I’m about to tell
					you.”

				Their server returned.

				Reality as Skip understood was redefined over Scotch and
					lobster risotto.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				Amanda couldn’t decide whether or not she wanted to
					choke-lock somebody or swan dive off the nearest skyscraper. What the hell were
					the chances of falling in love with someone in the Witness Protection Program,
					anyway? One in a million? Ten million? Where was that jackpot when she played
					Powerball?

				In a habit she’d acquired from Gavin, or whatever the hell his
					name was, Amanda massaged her eyelids with her thumb and forefinger and tried to
					navigate the minefield of exploding emotions rocking through her
					thought-stream.

				Her mocha threatened to resurface at any minute.

				Nothing. You. Feel. Nothing.

				She looked down at her ring.

				No matter how smudged it got, the carat and a half blue diamond
					set in platinum managed to throw prisms of light every time her hand moved. How
					many times had she gazed into it, imagining her life to come with the man she’d
					trusted her heart to?

				She squeezed both of her hands into fists. It was all a lie.
					Her ring winked mockingly at her. Disgusted, she clawed it from her finger and
					glared at it in her palm. Hammer? Toilet?

				Her stomach gurgled. Please
					don’t
					puke; I
					don’t
					wanna
					puke. Amanda closed her fist around the ring, tried
					to figure out what she was feeling, surrendered and then flung the ring across
					the room. It bounced against the kitchen wall and clattered on the tile
					floor.

				As if that wasn’t enough, in less than two hours she would be
					speeding toward the other side of the world on a Gulfstream. What was she going
					to tell her parents? They were absolutely going to fuh-reak. She’d only just told them she
					was engaged, for crying out loud.

				Was engaged.

				Not to mention that she’d be flushing an entire semester at
					Trinity down the toilet, thirty grand and her GPA. Mom and Dad were going to
					love that. It’s
					a
					good
					thing
					they
					didn’t
					spent
					a
					lifetime
					saving
					up
					for
					my
					college, eh, Manders? Her nausea spread.

				Amanda hung her head. How
					was
					I
					supposed
					to
					see
					this
					coming?

				She glanced at her phone. No calls. Not that she wanted any,
					but really? No calls? She hugged herself and failed to control the tremor in her
					sigh. How could this be happening? How could everything that was so good, in one
					day...? She watched the numbers on her phone change from 11:13 to 11:14.
					Forty-six minutes, and life as she knew ended. The phone rang in her hand.
					“Hello?” she said immediately, fumbling it to her ear. Unknown caller.

				“Amanda Casey?” A deep, professional voice.

				“Who’s this?”

				“My name is Raymond Callahan. I’m driving you to the airport
					today.”

				She pulled the phone away from her ear to recheck the time.
					“You’re early.”

				“Traffic was light. I just wanted to confirm that I was at the
					right place.”

				“You’re here already?”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				Amanda went to the window and pushed the curtain to the side. A
					black stretch limousine idled in the apartment complex parking lot. A
					limousine? Really? “I
					thought you were going to be here at noon.”

				“Like I said ma’am, traffic was light.”

				“Well, c’mon up. I guess I can put on some coffee or something,
					I’m almost done packing.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” The line went dead.

				Why were these guys here and not Gavin? Surely yesterday really
					wasn’t the last time they were going to see each other?

				The driver’s door opened and out emerged a mountain. A small
					mountain, maybe, next to Tarzadon (Tarsidion? Whatever his name was) but still
					huge. The massive driver took a good look around the parking lot and only then
					opened the passenger’s door. Out stepped a thirty-something man in a suit with a
					loosened tie. Whoever he was, he moved with the subtle air of aristocracy.

				And naturally, the pair made for the wrong building. Amanda’s
					forehead made contact with the kitchen window. Why did everybody do that? Now
					she’d have to go down and get them, looking like a bedraggled scarecrow. With a
					resigned growl she took off out her front door, down the hall and three flights
					of stairs.

				“Hey!”

				She’d caught them just in time. Mountain man snapped his head
					in her direction and tapped the smaller one. Their eyes connected.

				He was handsome in a Johnny Quarterback kind of way, with
					short-cut brown hair that was the balance between boring business and
					contemporary professional. Until he opened his mouth. Amanda winced at the
					brightness of his smile.

				“Miss Casey?”

				“That’s me.”

				“Finally!” he gushed. “I get to meet you. Gav’s so damn
					private,” he said, offering a manicured yet firm handshake. “I’m Max Sullivan,
					and this is Ray. We’re here to bring you to the airport.” The six-foot four bear
					standing next to him bowed in acknowledgement. “Are you ready?”

				“Uh,” she said, looking up at Ray. He wasn’t bigger than
					Tarzadon, but he got an A for effort. “Well, like I said, you’re early. I
					haven’t even packed, truth be told.”

				“Perfect!” He brightened brighter. “We’ll just buy whatever you
					need when we get there.”

				“Say what?” Retail
					therapy, seriously,
						Gavin?

				“This trip’s on me. All expenses paid.” He smiled as if nothing
					in the world would please him more.

				“How did you say you know Gavin again?” Amanda asked.

				“Well, technically I’m his employer.”

				A lightbulb went off in her head. “So you’re the one he’s
					always gallivanting around the world with. Aren’t you, like, the vice president
					of Dexcom or something?”

				“Senior vice president, actually,” Max said with a smile that
					edged toward a grin. She found herself liking this bright man. Maybe she was
					overreacting after all.

				“Shouldn’t you be in a meeting or something?”

				“This is more fun,” he said, steering her back to her own
					building. “Besides, in all the time I’ve known Gavin, this is the first time
					he’s ever asked me to do anything. It’s the least I could do for getting him
					shot.”

				“Gavin’s been shot?”

				“Yeah, like, three times.” Max’s moved his head backward. “He
					never told you?”

				“No,” Amanda said indignantly. “He did not.”

				“We were in Berlin. It made international news. Google the
					story—it’s somewhere, I’m sure.”

				Google it?

				I’ll
					Google
					him.

				Max was shaking his head. “So damn typical. You can’t buy a better story to tell, and he just keeps it under
					wraps. So damn humble it’s nauseating.” He chattered on, but she lost most of
					it. It wasn’t until he was leaning closely to her cheek that she clicked back
					on. “Amanda,” he said, the levity in his voice vanished. She startled. “He wants
					you in the air by nightfall. It was very important to him.”

				Back to reality.

				Max’s phone rang. He waved it apologetically. “I gotta take
					this. Ray, go up with her, get her passport and do not let her pack.” He winked and then turned away, already in
					conversation.

				She looked up at Raymond. “You don’t have to come, you
					know.”

				“I’ll get lonely,” he said with a beefy smile. “Let’s go.”

				Raymond stayed on her heels as she retraversed the three
					flights of stairs. She never bothered with the elevator. It moved at the speed
					of growing grass. They passed the couple who lived across the hall (both did a
					double-take on Raymond) and for a moment she resented them for their normal
					lives, for not having a clue as to what it felt like to know that their lives
					were in danger...for being her yesterday.

				When they arrived at her door, Raymond stepped to the side.
					Amanda slid her key into the keyhole and opened it. All she’d done so far was
					pack her Louis Vuitton tote bag with her ginger chews, her glasses and her
					camera. She hadn’t even put her passport in it yet. “This is it?” Ray asked,
					pleasantly surprised.

				“Yeah but, uh, I thought I put my passport right here.” She
					scratched her head, which felt fuzzy and weightless.

				“I could help you look for it.”

				Amanda gave a halfhearted glance around her living room and
					into the kitchen. She didn’t see it. “I bet I just tossed it on my bed or
					something.”

				“I’ll be right here.”

				Amanda hurried off to her room, an unseen force needling her to
					just get out of here and into the air. By nightfall. Yeah, maybe her world would
					make more sense from the sky—all disjointed fields sewn into a patchwork quilt
					and some ocean.

				“This isn’t the most flattering picture of you,” came an eerie
					voice as raspy as sandpaper.

				Amanda screamed.

				A second later Raymond barreled into the room, pistol in hand.
					The tips of his eyebrows met over flared eyes. “Identify yourself,” he ordered,
					leveling the weapon at the intruder’s chest.

				Standing right there in her own room, right next to her mauve
					towel draped over the brass frame of her bed, was the creep from the
					coffeehouse. The red sunglasses remained. He paid no heed to Raymond’s order or
					to the large caliber handgun aimed point blank at his chest. His gaze remained
					transfixed on her picture as if in deep thought.

				“Your gun is unnecessary,” he said. His voice was coarse and
					grainy, as if he’d been forced to scream at the top of his lungs for a couple of
					years.

				“What the hell are you doing in my apartment?” Amanda
					demanded.

				“Answer her, or I’ll put a hole in your head,” Raymond said
					with a growl.

				The man’s attention up until this point had remained on the
					passport, his thoughtful pose undisturbed. Without changing his posture, his
					eyes locked onto Raymond’s. “Were it my intent to kill you,” he said, “I would
					have dispensed with these pleasantries.”

				“That would be a neat trick.”

				“Don’t make me change my mind.”

				As unsettling as he was, she couldn’t get over how beautiful he was; his features were perfectly
					symmetrical—if that was possible—elegant cheekbones precisely spaced from a
					strong but graceful nose that was the centerpiece of a face sculpted by some
					artistic prodigy. His jaw was strong but finely chiseled. It was his eyes,
					however, that called most to her, even more than the scar across his neck. There
					was power there, pooling behind those damn lenses, calling to her even while
					triggering an alarm klaxon in the front of her mind. Warning. Bad. Run. Escape. Flee...The stranger’s lips twisted upward.

				She was breathless and all he was doing was standing there.

				“I will ask you some questions,” the intruder said, dismissing
					Raymond, “and you will answer them. Give me what I want and I will be on my
					way.”

				Amanda’s heart slammed into the back of her ribcage. Her lips
					parted.

				“Next words that come out of your mouth that are not an
					explanation, I take off a kneecap,” Raymond said in a growl.

				Do
					it, she thought.

				Without prelude or warning, the stranger’s body blurred so
					quickly it defied focus. In one fluid motion, Raymond’s gun disappeared while
					his arm was stretched behind him to the point of breaking, driving his head
					firmly into the floor. The intruder trained the newly acquired weapon an inch
					from Amanda’s face. He did it so smoothly it might have been part of a play.

				“If you say one word, just one, I will break two of your
					bones,” he said to her, though he was talking to Raymond. To emphasize his point
					he flicked his eyes toward the bodyguard, who was doing his best to control his
					grunts of pain, unable to help his head from being mashed into the floor by the
					angle. “Do you understand me?” he demanded.

				Raymond responded with a grunt.

				“Now,” he said to Amanda. “Answer my questions and I will be on
					my way. Is there anything about those instructions that you don’t understand
					with crystal clarity?”

				He loomed in her face though they were roughly the same height.
					His breath was strange, neither pleasant nor unpleasant, like some sort of spice
					or herb, and for some reason reminded her of trees.

				“What do you want?” she murmured.

				Without a word the invader trained his pistol to Raymond’s
					kneecap. The big man’s eyes pinned wide, his mouth open in a textbook O.

				“Don’t!” she screamed. “I understand! I understand!”

				His finger curled around the trigger.

				“Anything!” she screamed. “What do you want? I’ll tell you
					whatever you want!”

				“Go into the living room,” he said and released Raymond,
					slinging him forward. He didn’t even point the gun at them, just let it hang
					almost casually by his side as if daring them to make a move. Amanda would be
					doing no such thing.

				Raymond’s face was flushed where blood had rushed to his head.
					He clutched his arm to his chest, rubbing hard enough to nearly conceal its
					shaking.

				“Now,” the stranger said.

				Amanda’s heart pounded so hard her vision shook. She tried to
					gauge how fast she could make a break for her door but it was closed. And he had
					a gun.

				“You’d never make it,” he whispered a scant centimeter from her
					ear.

				She flinched, not expecting him to be so close to her. Gavin’s
					monster had come, and now he wanted to play. He shoved them onto her couch.

				Not only did he have Raymond’s gun, he had four of his own, two
					strapped low on each thigh within perfect reach and another two under his
					armpits, holstered in black nylon. He was a walking arsenal. Everything about
					him was dark or black, except for his California skin and golden hair that fell
					over the sharp-creased collar of his tactical jacket. And, of course, his red
					sunglasses.

				He’s
					an
					assassin. Hired by whoever Gavin had sent to jail,
					and now she was going to be tortured. Or maybe it was him.

				Along with his four pistols, the handle of a large knife
					protruded from a sheath strapped to his black military fatigues. Impeccable.
					Professional. Deadly.

				“Tell me about this man,” he said, pointing at Amanda’s
					favorite picture, both her and Gavin dressed to the hilt, her in a slinky black
					dress and Gavin in a dark cranberry shirt beneath a black sports jacket. They’d
					been so happy that day.

				“Not until I know your intentions,” she said as bravely as she
					could muster.

				The intruder’s arm catapulted from its resting position like a
					canon shot and backhanded her so hard she saw a flash of white. His hand was
					like a brick, smashing her into the coffee table as she spilled onto the
					floor.

				Raymond charged with a roar, but a moment later his body was
					hurled past her against her living room wall. He bounced off her entertainment
					center with a scream and a crash, sending CDs, trinkets and speakers, not to
					mention Raymond, crashing to the floor.

				Feel
					free
					to
					call
					the
					police, anybody! Her
					head rang like a gong and she tasted blood on her palate.

				Raymond moaned.

				Before the room could even begin to stop spinning, she felt
					iron fingers claw into her hair and haul her up by her locks. With a shriek she
					lurched up to prevent being scalped and gasped as he threw her back onto the
					couch.

				“I thought I had made myself crystal clear.”

				Amanda whimpered.

				“Because I’m feeling particularly magnanimous today, I will be
					even more specific. Tell me what you know about Gavin Blackburn and I will be on
					my way. Defy me,” the invader rasped in her ear, “and I will make you
					suffer.”

				“I don’t know anything!” she screamed.

				“Tell me,” he said, making a fist.

				Trembling, Amanda screwed her eyes shut and scrunched up her
					face in anticipation of the next blow. “I’m not telling you shit until you tell me what you want with him. Fuck you!” She
					cringed in dread, already feeling pain explode through her body, but the blow
					never fell.

				Daring to peek through her eyelids, she saw his intense,
					penetrating gaze dissecting her like some biology project. He reached down to
					his thigh and pulled out one of his guns. Amanda shrieked and threw up her hands
					but he didn’t point it at her; instead, he aimed it at the door. A moment later
					it opened.

				“What’s taking you guys so—” Max froze, eyebrows raised in the
					classic comic rendition of shock, hands up just like Amanda. Gavin’s employer
					Max Sullivan, senior vice president of Dexcom, stared down the barrel of the
					stranger’s pistol.

				“Have a seat, Mr. Sullivan.”

				“What is this?”

				“Close the door behind you,” the stranger said. “And don’t say
					another word if you enjoy having two balls.”

				Max’s hands flew down to his groin. He looked at the two of
					them, Raymond lying sprawled among the debris of her living room, and Amanda,
					whose face and lips were swelling more with each pump of her heart.

				The young stranger beckoned him with the gun to sit down on the
					couch. “We were just discussing Gavin Blackburn. Tell me, Mr. Sullivan, what you
					know about him?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Skip’s mouth was dry. He glanced down again at his
					notes and then back up at the five, feeling like an inmate being evaluated by a
					parole board.

				“Now,” Skip said, putting his hands together, elbows on the
					table beside his empty plate. “When you say ‘Lord of the Underworld,’ what
					exactly does that entail? We talking Satan here? Hades? Something else?”

				“Something else. Asmodeous is the ruler of the Drynn, and the
					Drynn rule the Underworld,” Noah said drily, as if explaining to a child. “They
					are one of the original races.”

				“Are they physical or spiritual?”

				“Physical,” Noah answered.

				“So there are other races?”

				“Yes,” Noah said.

				“Like what?”

				Gavin shook his head impatiently. “That is an entirely
					different conversation for another time. All you need to know is that Asmodeous
					the Pale is free and is on his way here to kill us all.”

				“And you, too, if you’re still around,” Cirena added.

				He studied the five of them a good six seconds before speaking,
					“How am I supposed to believe all this? Drynn? Other worlds? Underworlds?” He
					gave his head a shake. “Magic.”

				Noah jabbed him firmly in the ribs by way of answer.

				Good
					point. Still...

				Somebody’s phone rang. Gavin looked down. Crinkling his
					eyebrows, he leaned back from the conversation to answer his phone. “What’s up?”
					he asked in a low, hushed voice.

				The conversation around the table paused.

				“What?” Gavin demanded. “Who? Is she all right?” He spoke loud
					enough to attract the curiosity of three businessmen and a woman at another
					booth, folders and attachés beside chop shrimp salads and fried calamari.

				“What did he look like?” The distant, tinny voice was
					indiscernible, absorbed by the sounds of the restaurant. “Give me that
					photograph,” Gavin said to Skip, pointing to the Padfolio beneath his arm. It
					was not a request.

				Skip sniffed, unzipped the Padfolio, took out the envelope and
					handed it to Gavin. He did not release it when Gavin grasped it.

				“I’m in. Whatever is happening, wherever you go, I go.” He
					waited for Gavin’s response.

				The muscles bunched at Gavin’s jaw but he nodded.

				Eyebrows shot up in unison around the table.

				Skip released the envelope.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				“I don’t much feel like talking,” Gavin said
					dismissively as Skip followed him to his car.

				“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. Think of it as therapy.”

				Gavin shot him a look but unlocked the door just the same and
					slipped into the driver’s seat of his Audi A6. Skip followed without the
					smallest inkling of pain. Hot
					damn, I
					love
					magic. The moment his seatbelt clicked shut, the car
					roared to life and out of the parking lot. Jack followed on a sleek, black
					motorcycle that looked as if it could break the sound barrier, and behind that,
					Tarsidion’s Suburban—Cirena riding shotgun, Noah in the back.

				Gavin put the car through its gears seamlessly, revving to 4500
					rpms before upshifting. “I have a question for you,” he said, his eyes never
					leaving the cinematic windshield.

				“Shoot.”

				“Why do you want to get mixed up in all this?” he asked in a
					low voice.

				For the first time it sounded like incomprehension rather than
					condescension. “Happened under my watch,” Skip replied simply.

				“For honor then?” Gavin asked.

				“Call it whatever you want.”

				The Audi pitched sharply to the left as Gavin navigated through
					a cluster of slow-moving cars, eliciting several angry honks. His brow creased
					in concentration, or it could’ve been the sun. Handsome as he was, the kid was
					going to have an accordion on his forehead if he didn’t lighten up.

				“You seem surprised.”

				Gavin shrugged, as if being asked what he wanted for dinner.
					“I’ve found that people in this world are...more self-serving than I am
					accustomed. Honor is a foreign concept.”

				“Maybe you shouldn’t judge so broadly.”

				Another shrug. “Perhaps I shouldn’t.”

				Either he was really lucky or a really good driver because he
					weaved through traffic like a Formula I racecar driver; he always found a
					hole.

				“Noah said you were different,” Gavin observed, zipping through
					a yellow light.

				Jack and the GMC zoomed right behind.

				“Well, Noah is a smart girl. What’s her deal, anyway?”

				Just before Skip thought he wouldn’t answer, Gavin surprised
					him. “She’s homesick, I guess. When it became clear we weren’t going back, she
					changed.” Something dark fluttered across his face. “It’s easier for her to hide
					in the mountains and watch that damn tomb than to live. She hates this
					place.”

				Assimilate.

				“Why?” Skip felt oddly defensive about his home world.

				“Besides the obvious of being away from everything she’s ever
					known? Imagine no longer being able to taste. Imagine an artist suddenly going
					blind or a musician suddenly going deaf. You can exist, certainly, but your life
					is forever different, forever lacking.”

				“I don’t think I follow you.”

				Gavin pulled up to a red light, looked at Skip. “We are Magi,
					Skip. Magic is everything to us, like paint to Picasso or the guitar was to Jimi
					Hendrix or, in darker cases, what cocaine is to an addict.”

				Skip gave him a sideward glance.

				“Different genesis, similar dangers,” Gavin explained.

				It made a kind of sense. People could get addicted to anything;
					why not magic?

				“So if magic doesn’t exist on this world, what was that I saw
					in the restaurant back there?” Skip patted his chest.

				“That was an aberration. She used something she’s been saving
					for ten years on you. I hope you appreciate it. The magic that exists here is a
					distant, warped echo of what it is on Theia, frustratingly diluted and
					unpredictable. That parlor trick you saw back at the restaurant? That’s the
					extent of our power here.”

				“It impressed me.”

				Gavin gave a cryptic shake to his head and drove on.

				Four minutes later they pulled into the parking lot of a
					preppy-looking apartment complex. Before the car had even stopped, Gavin threw
					up the emergency break, and the car lurched forward. He jumped out and was
					jogging toward the entrance of a nondescript brick building with an impressive
					number of windows, right past an idling black stretch limousine.

				Skip followed. The door banged shut as he made the entrance. He
					tracked the sounds of Gavin’s footsteps thundering upstairs. On the third floor
					he came upon a slowly closing door. He pushed through it, jogged twenty feet
					down the hall and found the front door to apartment 3C open. Skip tapped his
					badge and entered.

				Gavin stood in the middle of a ransacked living room, heel
					planted firmly on the cracked cover of a DVD. CDs, Blu-ray discs, books and
					everyday life were strewn across the floor. A pink MacBook lay snapped in half
					by the coffee table.

				Gavin was staring at a spot over a misaligned couch. Like a
					bloody fan, the wall was smeared with the palm and fingertips of a...woman’s
					hand.

				The latch of a door down the hallway clicked open. Gavin
					stirred. Skip motioned vigorously to the wall on the left side of the hallway
					entrance while flattening himself against the right. He pulled out his
					Python.

				“Gavin?” came a female’s voice. Bad
					girl—always
					say, “Who’s
					there?” It was much harder to fake a name than to
					grunt an affirmative.

				The face that emerged from the bedroom door would have been
					pretty had the right side of it not been mottled, swollen and caked with blood.
					Dead, listless eyes burst to life when they connected with Gavin’s.

				“Gavin!” she screamed and launched herself toward him, flinging
					her body through the hallway into his arms, burying her face in his shoulder, a
					torrent of sobs racking her body. “You left me, you bastard, you fucking left
					me,” she chanted over and over again.

				“Ho-lee shit,” Jack said, pushing into the living room.
					Tarsidion and Cirena entered behind him.

				Midhug, Gavin pointed with his head at the room she’d just
					emerged from. Skip nodded and squeezed past them. One of the two men inside was
					holding a bloodstained wet rag over a bowl of steamy water, big guy, while a
					much-smaller man helped him clean his hand. There were two fingernails on the
					dresser.

				Skip’s lobster risotto came a-knocking. Jack was right behind
					him.

				“Was it this guy?” he asked Mr. Nail-less, holding the picture
					Skip had printed of Donovan in his bedroom.

				Nail-less nodded.

				“His ass is mine,” Jack said and then disappeared out of the
					room.

				* * *

				It took a little while to calm things down. Raymond’s
					nails would grow back, Max’s nose could be reset and Amanda’s face would heal.
					As to their emotional trauma, Gavin could only guess.

				If time hadn’t been an issue, Gavin would have immediately gone
					to the hospital, but it was an issue. The sun would
					be setting in a couple of hours.

				“Anything else?” he asked gently. The nine of them were crammed
					into Amanda’s living room, recuperating around her broken coffee table.

				“You mean, besides the fact that we had our asses handed to us
					on a platter?” Max asked in a nasally voice, holding a wad of toilet paper to
					his bloody nose. “No.”

				Gavin was torn between fury, bafflement and impending dread;
					this had not been on his list of things to do today. Not that any of it was.
					Whoever had laid a hand on his Amanda was losing a kidney.

				“He did say one thing,” Raymond mumbled. His eyes were glazed
					in pain, his hand encased in gauze. “Right before he left.”

				“And what was that?” Noah asked. A long pause.

				“That it was coming.” Amanda. Numb voice.

				His four brethren exchanged a quick glance with him.

				Gavin stood. “All right. The plan remains the same. We get you
					to the airport and then to the other side of the world. Everybody up.”

				“What are you talking about?” Raymond asked. “We need to go to
					the hospital. My nails were torn out of my fucking fingers.”

				“You can go in Paris,” Gavin said. “C’mon, we’re leaving.
					Now.”

				Tarsidion, Noah, Cirena, Jack and Skip stood with him. The
					three victims hesitated. If he let himself, Gavin could cry at the expression on
					Amanda’s face—blotted with a nasty starfish bruise that was turning blacker by
					the minute. Her lips were split in two places and her left eye was nearly
					swollen shut. And Gavin couldn’t do a thing about it.

				Asmodeous was coming.

				The nine of them filed out of Amanda’s apartment without saying
					a word. They passed a couple of college kids wearing workout tank tops who gave
					them wide berth as they tromped wordlessly down the hallway. Once outside, the
					tang of autumn filled Gavin’s nostrils, relieving him of his claustrophobia.

				Before they reached their vehicles, a flock of birds erupted
					from a tree across the street. All heads swiveled. Gavin’s heart was a
					jackhammer.

				“What’s coming, Gavin?” Amanda asked quietly. Everybody
					looked.

				“Something worse than you’ve just seen,” he said, forcing
					himself to meet her broken stare. “Jack, you take point. You,” he said, looking
					at Tarsidion, “are rear guard. Cirena,” he said and tossed her the keys to his
					Audi, “ride behind us. And you,” Gavin said,
					pointing at Skip’s chest, “will ride with me.”

				“Isniak
					noluve’e
					achrono, Stavengre.”
					This time it was Cirena who spoke.

				“We have no choice,” Gavin replied evenly to her.

				They locked stares, but it was Cirena who looked away
					first.

				“What language is that?” Max asked.

				Gavin didn’t answer, simply held the door of the limousine
					open, motioning for them to enter. Amanda went in first, keeping eye contact
					with him until she stepped inside. Max followed and then a sheepish, wounded
					Raymond, still cradling his hand. Jack’s motorcycle revved to life.

				“Are you coming?” Gavin asked Skip.

				Noah waited calmly beside Gavin. They no longer tried to
					dissuade him. Skip sniffed.

				“I told you I was in,” he said and then ducked inside.

				Gavin shut the door behind him and took a long, controlled
					breath. He looked at Noah. “We’re in it now,” he muttered.

				“That we are,” she agreed.

				Gavin scanned the tops of the buildings and any trees around
					them. “Think he could have gotten here by now?”

				“He would have had to cover over twenty-four hundred miles in
					three days and eleven hours. Without magic...how?”

				“Mmmm.” It was sound logic. Gavin stared at the giant sugar
					maple across the street where all the birds had erupted earlier. Without his
					gifts he could no more penetrate the Overlord’s camouflage than any other
					mortal.

				He kept his gaze locked on the tree. A thought, swimming in the
					currents of his brainwaves, rose to the top of his mind.

				“Think he could have hitched a ride on a plane?” He kept his
					voice light. Conversational. What
					I
					want
					you
					to
					do
					right
					now, Noah, is
					tell
					me
					that
					I’m
					nuts
					for
					even
					bringing
					it
					up.

				She didn’t. Instead, her eyes widened. “Surely not,” she said
					without conviction. “He couldn’t possibly, not without magic. He’d be too
					high...there wouldn’t be enough air. How high do planes fly?”

				“Between ten and forty-five thousand feet, depending on the
					aircraft.”

				“Ten-thousand feet?” she asked, eyes going wide. It was like
					realizing she’d left the kids in Amsterdam after reaching Australia.

				“Yeah, but like a Cessna, there’s no way it would be able to
					hold his weight. A jetliner, on the other hand...” He let his sentence trail
					off.

				“Surely someone would notice the
					Lord of the Underworld stowing away on an airplane, right? He’s heavy, and even
					on Theia he was incapable of holding spirit form for much more than an hour. And
					here? On Earth without magic? He probably doesn’t even know what an airplane is.
					Impossible. “

				Gavin looked down at his feet. “Impossible, like escaping his
					prison?”

				He looked up. They locked stares. Even her legendary serenity
					couldn’t keep the gloss of dread from out of her eyes. Gavin sighed and shook
					his head. “It can’t be ruled out. C’mon, change of plans.”

				The two walked over to the trunk of the GMC, where Cirena and
					Tarsidion were waiting. Jack edged his motorcycle to the rest of them.

				Inside the trunk was an arsenal. None of them had the slightest
					clue as to how firearms were going to affect the Overlord, and Gavin would
					prefer they find out that little answer at the Bastion, where they’d have the
					advantage of magic and the best that science had to
					offer.

				All they had to do was get there.

				Gavin reached in to the trunk to grab his trusted Mark 23 but
					noticed a couple of hipster kids prowling the parking lot. One of them had a
					telephone out and looked as if he was contemplating taking some pictures.
					Tarsidion had a way of attracting attention.

				One hard look from the five of them, however, was enough to
					dissuade them. They pulled an about-face, got back on their skateboards and
					peddled away, laughing in the way friends say, “Did you see that?”

				After a subtle but thorough scanning of the lot, the five of
					them armed themselves quickly. As originally intended, Gavin grabbed the Mark
					23, holstered it to his hip and then took out a Japanese national treasure. It
					was his Osafune
					Mitsutada tanto, a priceless gift he’d been given by
					Max Sullivan Senior for saving his son’s life in a rather spectacular fashion.
					Wonder what he’d say today.

				Cirena’s disdain for firearms of any type caused her to simply
					not use them. Instead she pulled out a wicked-looking crossbow with a laser
					sight, all modern composite materials and graphite bolts.

				“Perhaps you should make an exception this time,” Gavin said,
					holding out his pistol to her. “At least have one as a last resort.”

				“I will not,” Cirena replied, holding one of the quarrels out
					to him. It was a black, long shaft with a silver-gray tip. “Do you know what
					that is?”

				“A quarrel head?” Gavin said after a quick examination.

				“It’s phosphorous. This bolt could burn straight through a
					tank. If it penetrates his body, Deos will burn from the inside out.”

				“You’ll only get one shot.”

				“I still have this,” she said, opening her thigh-length jacket.
					Cleverly tucked against her torso was a slender, elegant ax hanging upside down
					in a sheath from a leather strap tied around her shoulder. Gavin, of course,
					recognized it immediately. It was a gift bequeathed to Cirena from another world
					and time, from another race of people, even. He didn’t need her to pull it out
					to remember the silver-red runes inlaid in the dark polished metal, or the
					perfect balance of its head to shaft that could turn any warrior into a
					master.

				“You still have her?” Gavin asked allowing a smile of
					recognition.

				“Of course I do,” she answered. “Though I admit her services
					are not often necessary here, and I would not debase her by simply chopping
					wood.”

				The ax even had a name, K’lesha, and it was older than all of
					them put together. A king had given it to her during the war—a gift for saving
					his life also, also in a spectacular fashion.

				“Well, that makes me feel a little better.”

				“The quicker we get this over with will make me feel better,” Tarsidion commented drily, ratcheting
					back the action of the converted AK-47 he took out of the trunk. Tarsidion had
					no such aversion. “Let’s see how Deos handles a full magazine in the ass.”

				“Something tells me we’re going to find out,” Gavin said,
					staring at his companions. “And if I didn’t tell you before, thank you for not
					killing me.”

				“What is this?” Noah asked.

				“They performed a Ritual of Accounting,” Gavin said as casually
					as if he’d just told them what movie he’d just seen.

				“What?”

				“Only need three. We would have included you but you were
					entertaining our new charming friend half across the country.”

				Noah looked at the three others. “How could you?”

				“It was his stupid idea,” Jack said, flicking his thumb toward
					Gavin from his motorcycle.

				“Was it even necessary?” Noah asked.

				Tarsidion, Jack, and Cirena all answered “no,” while Gavin
					answered “absolutely.”

				“Then I should be held accountable as well. It was my watch
					that failed.”

				Cirena turned on her. “You will be,” she said in a toneless
					voice.

				They held each other’s gaze for a moment longer, a mountain
					peak looking down on a hill before Noah nodded. “Good. And what are we to do
					with Skip?”

				“He stays with us,” Gavin said.

				“Is that wise?” Cirena asked.

				“I gave him my word.” Gavin turned to Noah. “Do you trust
					him?”

				Noah thought about it a second. “I do,” she said. “I believe
					him to be honorable.”

				“Good enough for me. It might be nice to actually have some
					help for once.”

				“Poor soul,” Jack said, but his eyes were serious. He leaned
					forward on his bike. “Let’s do this. Airport. Bastion. Home. No problemo.”

				“And Stavengre?” Cirena said just before he jumped in his car.
					She always preferred his given name. “You’re welcome.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				Gavin was all business, eyes riveted to the road.
					Beside him sat Noah, her storm-gray eyes absorbing all. Normally, Skip might
					have taken issue with riding in the back, but today...he made an exception. She
					looked like she belonged up there. For once, Skip was just going to sit back and
					watch, let somebody else take the reins for a while. The world had taken a
					decidedly more surreal aspect to it.

				“So, you gonna fill me in on just what the hell is going on
					around here?” Max demanded. “Because I just got my ass handed to me by some
					psycho over you and your friends who you’ve never even mentioned before. I think
					that earns me full clearance. Plus, I’m your
					boss.”

				“It does, and you will, I promise.” The vehicle stopped at a
					red light and Gavin turned around, locking eyes with his employer. “As soon as
					we’re safe.”

				The light turned green. So did Max’s face. Gavin had a way of
					saying things that bordered on frightening, like right now. He held his young
					employer’s gaze long enough to get beeped at from the Civic behind them before
					it zoomed around them. “All right?” Only after Max affirmed did Gavin resume
					driving.

				Nobody spoke. There was only the drone of the road and each of
					their own thoughts. Because their chairs faced inward like a luxury board
					meeting on wheels, it was hard to avoid the occasional glance.

				“Tell me about the time Gavin saved your life in Berlin.” It
					was Amanda who finally broke the seal. She had a handkerchief filled with ice
					pressed against her eye.

				“Now that’s a good story,” Max said, brightening. “How could
					you not have told her that one?” he called up to Gavin. “You can’t make up a
					better story than that.”

				“Never came up,” Gavin answered with a shrug. There was a shift
					in the atmosphere, fractures of sun through stormy clouds.

				“You amaze me,” Max said.

				“Thank you.”

				“That wasn’t a compliment,” he shot back.

				“I have not heard this story.” Noah’s voice was quiet and
					penetrating, though her accent was much thicker than Gavin’s now that Skip heard
					them side by side.

				“Well,” Max responded, fully registering her presence for the
					first time. He leaned forward. “It really is a good story. Think Berlin, summer,
					lots to drink and much to celebrate, except for the fact that this shady
					Hungarian tycoon—”

				Max spoke with the enthusiasm of someone who’d told the same
					story five hundred times; he even managed to make his voice less nasally for
					dramatic effect. Skip phased out though, instead focusing his attention on every
					detail around him—the rusty crumbles of dried blood crusted on the side of
					Amanda’s swollen lips, the feel of the soft custom leather Maybach-style captain
					chair beneath him, the deep purple-pink fiber-optic lighting that ran along the
					soft gray panels composing the ceiling, and the gray world beyond their windows.
					Even with his hand resting on the butt of his Python he was nervous—it was like
					driving through Baqubah, Iraq during the worst of the war—you never knew when
					you were going to hit an IED. No amount of training or battle prowess could save
					you. Just luck. Fate.

				Gavin’s body language shifted just then, leaning forward
					slightly as he accelerated onto the highway. Skip followed his line of sight.
					Beyond the windshield Jack had pulled over his motorcycle onto the shoulder and
					was pointing wide-eyed and frantically to the side of them while tugging
					ferociously at his jacket. Skip felt rather then heard Noah gasp.

				“He’s come,” she whispered.

				A long-dormant terror gushed from Skip’s bowels as the world
					slowed down to the speed of cold molasses.

				Hurtling toward them like a black comet was a mass of vapor
					roughly the size of a pickup truck. In the instant its image was burned into his
					retina, a moment before a thunderclap of smashing metal tore through the
					interior of the armored limousine, and he knew beyond the dimmest shadow of a
					doubt that from here on out, if he survived this, his life would forever be
					measured by before and after this moment. A shape, no, the suggestion of a
					shape, was wreathed in vapor, grotesque and terrible.

				Horrified, Skip watched a long blade the color of bleached bone
					punch through the steel roof of the limousine. The first time he’d heard that
					roar, it had been far away, separated by a barrier of earth and tomb; this time
					it bent his eardrums and filled his bladder. It was hell given a
					voice—cavernous, guttural and bowel-shaking.

				Noah was in motion before Skip could even respond. In one
					movement, she slid like water over her Amanda’s chair, pulled a long,
					double-edged blade from beneath her coat and skewered the roof where the weight
					of something terrible crushed in. She was rewarded with an angry roar, and when
					she pulled the blade free, black-purplish ooze that Skip could only conclude was
					blood stained her weapon and contaminated the air. A moment later, the
					unmistakable staccato of Tarsidion’s fully automatic AK-47 boomed from behind
					them, and Asmodeous’s roar changed to a shriek. The weight from the roof
					suddenly disappeared.

				“Gavin, what
					is
					that?” Amanda shrieked, hooked fingers trembling by
					her temples.

				“Everybody all right?” Gavin yelled over his shoulder.

				“Just drive!” Skip screamed. The limousine had screeched to a
					halt once it had jumped the curb and broadsided a fiberglass composite
					streetlight pole. But the car remained still.

				Gavin turned toward them. “You,” he said, pointing to Skip,
					“are driving. Noah, stay with them. We’ll meet you at the Bastion. Be strong,
					baby,” he said to Amanda. He opened the door and stepped out.

				“Gavin, what are you doing?” Her
					hazel eyes were wild.

				The air behind them reverberated from another long burst of
					AK-47 fire. Gavin pulled out his own blade, a Japanese tanto or short sword by the looks of it, and an H&K Mark 23
					pistol in the other hand.

				He looked back into the car, somehow found a way to telegraph
					his love for her through the grim edge in his eyes and then he was running. Full
					tilt.

				Max and Raymond stared at each other, an expression that might
					have been funny had liquid fear not pulsed through Skip’s own arteries. Noah
					remained calm, but there was the gravity of a black hole in her stare.

				She turned to Skip. “Get in the driver’s seat.”

				* * *

				Gavin ran.

				Cars that had been following too closely slammed into each
					other as they attempted to avoid the battle. Some reversed, others spun around
					and still others got out of their cars and simply ran. Through the periphery of
					his vision, Gavin saw one brave (or stupid) soul with his cell phone up,
					recording as Asmodeous rose like a demon-mirage into the air.

				Jack zipped past Gavin, one hand on the throttle, the other
					clutching the HK UMP 45 submachine gun, tracking Asmodeous from the ground. The
					black mirage soared through the air and rocketed toward Tarsidion, the
					unmistakable sound of flapping wings raining down from a dark mass of vapor
					streaked with glints of amber.

				As Tarsidion reloaded, Cirena emerged from Gavin’s Audi,
					crossbow at the ready, set on her shoulder. A red laser beamed into the
					descending thunderhead, and a metal-gray shaft streaked out. Like a wasp hit
					midair by a stream of Raid, Asmodeous the Pale, Overlord of the Drynn and Lord
					of the Underworld, tumbled from the air and crashed into the earth.

				To their dismay, he sprung up immediately, hissing and snarling
					as white, greasy smoke from the phosphorous head sizzled in his torso. The black
					veil of vapor that emanated constantly from his pores dissipated in his pain,
					momentarily revealing his true form. Inhuman and monstrous, Asmodeous hulked in
					the street, eyes ringed in blood and fire, with leathery skin the color of
					spoiling tapioca pudding. He was muscular in a misshapen way, broad shoulders
					that rippled like a snake’s coils, dry and glistening at the same time. The fact
					that this was not the first time Gavin had ever crossed swords with Asmodeous
					meant nothing. The same primal, irrational, dreamlike fear twisted his
					intestines and squeezed his guts.

				Behold the Lord of the Underworld.

				On exit 40.

				Asmodeous writhed and gurgled as he dug into his own flesh,
					ripped out the quarrel and hurled it to the ground, where it continued to burn
					white-hot, combusting the grass. An expression of revulsion and hatred twisted
					his monstrous face as he glared at it.

				In that moment, Jack skidded to a halt in the middle of the
					street and opened fire in one continual motion, stitching a burst of bullets
					into the wounded, snarling monster.

				Asmodeous howled as a cluster of purple-crimson welts flared up
					around his chest. Snarling and hissing, he tried to ward off the swarm of .45
					caliber rounds with his arm and wing. Though they clearly hurt him, the bullets
					didn’t penetrate.

				The moment Jack’s magazine emptied, Cirena ran up the hood of
					the big SUV and launched herself at the Overlord, crossbow discarded, K’lesha
					cleaving the air.

				Cresting the top of Asmodeous’s forearm like the dorsal fin of
					a shark, a blade of bone split his muscles and swept forward into a dagger’s
					point, as if half a battle-ax had been buried in his forearm. It could shatter
					steel and gut a man; a Drynnian ridgebone was made for combat, hunting, and
					tunneling rock. It was also a very good shield and with it, he parried the blow
					meant for his head. K’lesha bit, but not before it was changed from its original
					trajectory and chopped into his shoulder instead. Blood the color of a rotting
					eggplant spurted across her arms and face.

				If Gavin had been home, he could have sent a pair of lightning
					bolts wreathed in cobalt flames crackling into Asmodeous’s chest. Instead he
					settled for a military design Heckler & Koch Mark 23, snarling in
					satisfaction each time the pistol kicked up. He would summon his own tribe of
					welts. His satisfaction was short-lived. Asmodeous raised his arm and left wing
					to block the bullets, gave a quick, venomous glance at Gavin’s pistol and leaped
					on Cirena, slashing at her with his left arm while at the same time ruining
					Gavin’s shot. Cirena danced away from him, changing into a silhouette as
					Asmodeous’s ever-seeping black vapors whirled around them, but not before the
					end of his ridgebone caught her across the left side. Gavin winced. Ridgebone
					wounds were always messy, tearing as much as they cut. She spun away with a
					grunt, her hair a spinning cape as she grimaced. Asmodeous ran his sinuous
					tongue along the edge of his bone, which gleamed scarlet with her blood. He
					grinned.

				“Appetizer,” he said in a language
					Gavin had prayed he’d never hear again. Even if a Siren had spoken the tongue of
					the Underworld it would have sounded as revolting as nail-punched meat; spoken
					by the Overlord, it was a physical manifestation of evil’s very essence.

				Tarsidion allowed no gloating. Fully loaded, he fired point
					blank. The Overlord put his hands up as if to physically stop the fusillade and
					draped his wings around his body just as the muzzle flash leapt from the barrel.
					The entire magazine of 7.62x39mm rounds thwacked against the backs of his wings
					and arms, and though they left ugly boils, none of them got through. An ominous
					silence filled the air as the assault rifle ran dry.

				Tarsidion took three steps back as Asmodeous rose slowly from
					the street, unfurling his great wings, and snarled at the plainsman. Not a fan
					of the assault rifle. Smoke from the AK-47 mixed with the Overlord’s own black
					vapor, which had once again begun to emanate from his pores. With one hand
					Cirena clutched her side, with the other, the shaft of K’lesha. Blood leaked
					through her fingers.

				Tarsidion threw down the AK-47 and pulled out his custom-made,
					L6 Bainite high carbon steel, single-edged short sword, along with a slim
					stabbing knife resembling a bayonet.

				“Tarsidion,” Asmodeous rumbled,
					looming over the plainsman as he stood to his full height of over eight feet
					tall. Their eyes locked, and Gavin witnessed a faint shudder run through his old
					friend. It was brief, gone before it began, but Gavin was well versed in the
					dark arts of the Overlord. Guard
					your
					mind, a voice from his past whispered in his
					ear.

				“Kneel
					before
					me
					and
					I
					will
					grant
					you
					mercy,” Asmodeous said to Tarsidion.

				Gavin arrived next to Jack, panting embarrassingly loud.

				“As soon as I have a clear shot, I’m going to empty this gun in
					his head,” Jack said quietly. He remained sitting atop his motorcycle, his body
					an extension of the submachine gun he now trained on the Overlord, folding
					butt-stock set against his shoulder. “The moment his head tips back and he gives
					you his neck, cut off his damn head, cut out his heart and let’s get home.”

				“Yeah, sure thing, piece of cake,” Gavin said before taking a
					deep breath. “Just don’t hit me.” And then as if someone had fired a starter gun
					behind him, Gavin catapulted forward, tanto in his
					left hand, pistol in the right.

				“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Gavin heard come
					from behind him.

				When Asmodeous saw Gavin charging he grinned, eyes glinting in
					hunger and anticipation, paying no heed to the other two warriors circling him,
					their blades in ready-stance, bodies crouched.

				In the distance, police sirens wailed.

				“Bull’s eye,” Jack said from behind.

				A breath later a high-pitched jackhammer of bullets splintered
					the air. They would have caught Asmodeous square in the head, had the Overlord
					not snatched his arm in front of his face the moment the first shot was fired.
					The .45 caliber rounds pounded against his forearm and wing back, battering it,
					but not a single one reached his head. Asmodeous learned quickly.

				From ten feet away, Gavin abandoned the pistol and
					double-gripped his Mitsutada, yelling at the top of
					his lungs, wishing it were his Quaranai but going
					for the gold anyway. Tarsidion and Cirena moved in, and all three attacked at
					once.

				Asmodeous the Pale didn’t like to be crowded.

				Just before Gavin got there, the Overlord leaped up and in one
					flap of his powerful wings launched up and back, landing some twenty feet away
					in a back somersault on top of an abandoned Accord, crushing in its roof.

				He crouched in the Drynnian hunting stance, wings draped around
					his body, a sort of leaning-forward perch, both patient and menacing. His body
					and wings were peppered with angry blotches and purple-crimson welts left by
					both 7.62mm and .45 caliber bullets, not to mention that phosphorous quarrel
					wound in his side. Even from twenty feet away a hand-sized chunk of his chest
					looked like burned, crispy potato skin against pale, leathery flesh.

				Good. At least they could hurt him.

				And yet he seemed smug, more imperious than usual. Like he knew
					a secret. And then the briefest glimmer of amber spiderlight washed over his
					eyes.

				Oh
					my
					God. A mushroom cloud of dread blossomed in Gavin’s
					gut. “Now, now, now!” he yelled, charging forward.

				Jack gunned the throttle and Tarsidion and Cirena charged.

				Slowly, inexorably, Asmodeous stretched out his arm, amber eyes
					erupting into bands of roiling light that looked like mist over a crystal ball.
					There was only one kind of light like that.

				Magic.

				A crimson dart of light streaked out from his hooked fingers,
					exploding into a fork of lightning the color of magma at night. One prong
					speared into Tarsidion as he ran, the other Cirena, hurling them both backward,
					as if they’d been hit by a flying wrecking ball. A concussion of thunder rolled
					down the highway.

				Cirena careened across the highway and bounced her head with a
					dull thud off the pavement. Tarsidion was blasted
					into the long grass on the side of the road. Bloody electricity continued to
					crackle around their inert bodies, fading slowly. Neither of them moved again.
					Both Gavin and Jack were stopped in their tracks.

				“That’s just not fair,” Jack said in a calm voice.

				“What
					ails
					you, cattle?” Asmodeous
					asked, jumping off the roof of the car. He strolled toward them in a
					disturbingly human manner.

				The sirens in the back manifested to a crescendo as two
					cruisers pulled up behind the abandoned Accord. A middle-aged police officer
					with a full mustache and a crew cut emerged from one, a younger, taller officer
					from the other. Both froze in shock from the scene before them. The mustache
					officer began to speak frantically into the radio transmitter attached to his
					lapel.

				“Get out of here!” Gavin yelled. “He’ll kill you!”

				“Police!” the taller officer barked, eyes wide behind his
					pistol.

				“What a waste,” Jack muttered.

				Asmodeous smiled and reached out toward them. Both officers
					fired on instinct.

				A column of red fire roared from his palm like the ocean
					released into a stream. They both dove out of the way, and though the younger
					officer’s reflexes were quick enough to avoid the brunt, he still got tagged.
					The other officer was not so agile. His body was engulfed by the unnatural,
					red-tinged flames, as were both police cruisers. He died quickly. The younger
					officer was not so lucky. He writhed on the ground, trying to smother the flames
					that clung to his skin and uniform.

				Asmodeous transfixed Gavin with his stare, crystal amber
					flecked with blood. “I
					have
					kept
					my
					word, Annototh.”

				It was a strange thing, hearing his true surname spoken in the
					corrupt tongue of the Underworld. Something brave should have called from
					Gavin’s mouth, something defiant, but he just stared, numb and horrified.
					Without armor, both Cirena and Tarsidion might be dead. Just like that.

				“It’s gotta be the talisman,” Jack said from his side.

				And then Gavin saw it, a glint of metal from around the
					Overlord’s neck. Only one kind of metal shined like that. Regolith.
					Moonstone.

				Horror and jubilation plopped on the same couch beside him, one
					to his left, the other to his right. There it was, the Regolith
					Talisman, the whole reason for their Earthen
					estrangement. If they could kill him and take it, they could go home. Or
					Asmodeous could kill them, and he could go home. Each needed something from the
					other.

				“You
					know
					that
					which
					I
					seek,” the Overlord said, striding forward,
					dismissing the last moans of the burning police officer.

				Gavin knew exactly what Asmodeous was looking for—Gavin’s Quaranai, the sacred blade of all Knights of the
					Shard.

				Behind the striding Drynnlord, flames licked the sky, billowing
					black rolls of smoke into the autumn air.

				Beside Gavin, Jack’s motorcycle idled quietly. “How do you want
					to do this, Stav?” he asked in tight voice.

				Gavin took in a big breath. “Improvisation.” He stepped
					forward. “What
					makes
					you
					certain
					I
					still
					possess
					what
					you
					seek?”

				The Drynnlord sniffed the air and then wrinkled his nose with
					disdain. “Surely
					you
					did
					not
					intend
					to
					remain
					in
					this
					wretched
					place
					forever. Do
					not
					try
					and
					deceive
					me, cattle. No
					Shardyn
					Knight
					would
					willingly
					destroy
					his
					weapon.” He took a step forward and held out his
					huge, taloned hand. “Give
					it
					to
					me
					and
					I
					grant
					you
					life.”

				It was simple, really. Each of them had half the key. Gavin had
					his Quaranai; Asmodeous had the Regolith
					Talisman. Together they could do what should have
					been impossible. Cross the worlds once again.

				Gavin opened his jacket. There was nothing to give him. The
					smile dropped from Asmodeous’s liver-colored lips and twisted into a snarl.

				“You
					seek
					to
					mock
					me, Annototh, but
					on
					this
					I
					swear: Every
					one
					of
					your
					precious
					ilk
					will
					fall
					by
					my
					hand
					until
					you
					give
					it
					to
					me.” His voice climbed. “I
					will
					devour
					them
					alive. I
					will
					rend
					this
					world
					to
					bloody
					sinews
					and
					gorge
					myself
					on
					the
					contaminated
					cattle
					that
					walk
					this
					infernal
					world
					until
					I
					hold
					that
					accursed
					blade
					within
					my
					grasp!” The last word he hissed.

				He held up his muscle-knotted arms, hands open, and two
					daggerspurs sprung up from the top of each wrist with a wet click. “On
					that
					you
					have
					my
					oath, Shardyn. Your
					suffering
					begins
					with
					the
					slaughter
					of
					your
					woman.”

				Then he leaped into the air, roaring.

				* * *

				“Get off on this exit,” Noah said quietly.

				Skip obliged. Wind whistled continuously through the jagged
					holes of the crushed limousine roof.

				Lights flashed behind them. “You gotta be kiddin’ me,” he said,
					looking in the rearview mirror. Two state troopers glowered from behind.

				“Keep driving,” Noah ordered.

				“Ya think?”

				“Maybe the police can help,” Raymond said from the back
					seat.

				“The police cannot help us,” Noah said.

				Skip accelerated.

				“Will Gavin be all right?” Amanda asked.

				“I don’t think Asmodeous will kill him yet.”

				“How can you know?”

				Noah was quiet for a moment. “He will want Gavin to suffer,”
					she said, as if instructing on the proper temperature to roast a turkey. “Gavin
					has something Asmodeous needs and we can’t let him have it. He will be coming
					for what Gavin holds dearest...you.”

				Amanda flinched.

				“Don’t you worry, Amanda. We’re gonna make sure that doesn’t
					happen. You got the Skipster on the case.” He sure hoped he sounded more
					confident than he felt.

				A third cruiser joined the pursuit, and dammit if traffic on
					the highway wasn’t getting thicker. One of them pulled up alongside.

				“Pull your vehicle over now,” the
					electronically amplified voice commanded.

				Skip locked eyes with the man. He put up his index finger.
						Hold
					on. Skip then dug out his badge and flashed it in
					the window.

				The trooper was unimpressed. One of the cruisers bumped the
					limousine from behind.

				“You’re gonna have to do better than that,” Skip said with a
					shake of his head. This was an armored limousine.

				“If you do not pull over, we will force you over,” the
					amplified voice came again.

				Skip shook his head.

				The cruiser responded immediately and rammed into his side.

				Behind the flashing lights, Skip saw a familiar sight: Jack Nyx
					on his motorcycle. Noah glanced back and noticed him too. He was pointing toward
					the sky.

				“Brace yourself!” she yelled. A second later, the limousine
					shook as if it was hit by a meteor. The ensuing roar hit them with equal force.
					Skip wasn’t above screaming.

				The pursuing cruisers swerved and slammed into each other as
					their vehicles came to a screeching halt, as did any other cars nearby. Wave “hi” to
					the
					Lord
					of
					the
					Underworld, folks. A
					ball of red lightning streaming crimson flames shot out from above them. Direct
					hit. The lead cruiser exploded into in flames. And then they were around the
					corner.

				“Max, get up here and drive!” Skip ordered, pulling his cannon
					from his shoulder holster.

				Petrified, Max managed a nod and crawled through the partition
					when the scream of tearing metal filled the air. The armored panels of the
					ceiling peeled away like a sardine can. Death leered inside.

				Sweet
					mother
					of
					God, I’m
					staring
					at
					the
					devil.

				Raymond opened fire, pulling the trigger so fast that it was
					near automatic. Instead of taking the bullets in the head and chest, Asmodeous
					used his wing as a shield. The bullets punched a constellation of purple
					blisters into the membrane of the wing, but didn’t go through it.

				“Now!” Skip yelled and though Max’s face was whiter than ash,
					the two of them flipped positions, Max sliding under him while Skip rolled over,
					and suddenly the limousine was swerving. Don’t
					you
					crash, you
					son
					of
					a
					bitch. If they crashed, they died.

				Noah sprung from her seat the instant the last round was fired
					and stabbed for his throat. Asmodeous parried with an arm that was more like a
					weapon than a mere appendage. A thick ridge of bone split the muscles of his
					forearm like a blade buried in his flesh. It came out at least six inches and
					swept forward. Bone and metal collided with a solid clack. Asmodeous grinned, bearing carnivorous teeth that were sharp,
					pointed and serrated. Though there was a milky film covering his eyes, Skip
					could see malignant cruelty in the wolfish yellow beneath. Dark glee.

				He lifted to fire but Noah attacked again, balanced perfectly
					despite the swerving of the limousine, slashing at Asmodeous’s neck, face and
					chest in rapid succession. But that bladed forearm blocked every time. Two other
					bones jutted over his wrists like daggers—one for hacking and two for impaling.
					Skip noticed that his attention was on Amanda.

				Whether by sixth sense or a soldier’s conditioning, the road
					called Skip back. Just in time to brace himself.

				“Hold on!” Max roared as the limousine plowed through two cars
					driving the same speed with the scream of metal. Skip smashed into the
					windshield and dashboard, cracking his head against the Plexiglas, and from
					there the word receded into a soupy state of semiconsciousness, both dream and
					reality superimposing into another. And pain.

				Somebody slammed in a fresh magazine. Two shots made it out
					before Raymond screamed. Skip was afraid to look. When he did he saw Ray’s arm
					skewered to his shoulder, his gun pinned above him. Amanda was pressed into the
					furthest corner of the interior, while Noah relentlessly attacked with her
					blade. Raw, unadulterated terror radiated from their eyes like solar flares.
						Where
					the
					hell
					is
					the
					cavalry? Their screams echoed through the confines
					of the limousine as if he were hearing down a long tunnel.

				Asmodeous began speaking. Noah responded—maybe he was dreaming.
					Skip raised his Python and aimed for the right eye. See how he liked that. He
					pulled the trigger at the exact moment Jack hummed up alongside with his
					motorcycle and let loose a long burst across the back and chest of the Overlord.
					His .357 round smashed right into his cheek rather than the eye, but it did the
					job, rocking the creature’s head back.

				“Hoo-ya!” Skip bellowed to the wind.

				Asmodeous fell.

				* * *

				Jack rode alongside the battered limousine and tried to
					get Noah’s attention. He succeeded. “Go for the talisman!” he yelled into the
					onrushing wind.

				Noah scrunched her eyes and jiggled her head without
					understanding. Jack made a circle around his neck and then pointed at his chest.
					“Go for the talisman!” he yelled again.

				She still looked puzzled, but nodded just the same. Asmodeous
					was holding on to the trunk, half dragged, leaving his skin on the asphalt.

				Jack waited until Noah scurried the length of the limousine,
					toward the trunk, and got into striking distance.

				Wake
					up, sleepy, Jack
					thought. Show
					me
					some
					skin. He squeezed the trigger. The submachine gun
					kicked delightfully in his hand as a half platoon of ugly boils marched up the
					flesh of his wing.

				Asmodeous whipped his head up, snarling. His eyes were already
					boiling in spiderlight.

				That’s
					bad.

				Lucky for him, Noah was a Shardyn Knight. She buried her blade
					into his neck and shoulder a nanosecond before he could cast. Not only did she
					cleave his flesh, but the hidden metal band of his stupid talisman was cut away
					too, even as whatever unpleasantness he’d been about to cast was foiled. Way
					to
					go, Noah. Asmodeous
					exploded into a thunderclap of black vapor, the last expression on his face of
					incredulous, stunned anger. Come
					back
					again, asshole; no
					talisman, no
					sunlight.

				“Sayonara mother—”

				A tendril of black vapor reached out and whirled around Jack as
					he sped down the asphalt. He tried to break free, cut hard to the left, but like
					a giant centipede barbed with razor thorns, the darkness enveloped him and
					lifted him off his motorcycle.

				Jack wasn’t partial to screaming but this time...he made an
					exception.

				* * *

				Skip watched in disbelief as Jack’s motorcycle careened
					out of control and crashed into the pavement, skidding and sparking for a
					hundred feet. Noah’s jaw went slack. Amanda pulled her back in.

				“What just happened?” Skip asked.

				Noah sat down and stared straight ahead with glazed
					eyes—shaken, haunted. She spoke only one word. “Drive.”

				* * *

				Gavin went to Cirena first. She was burned, unconscious
					and had blood coming out of her ears. The wound in her side from her first clash
					with the Overlord had been cauterized by his lightning attack, a strange and
					ironic plus. He put his ear to her mouth and then to her chest, thanking God she
					still had a pulse. It was irregular but strong, and she was still breathing.
					Ever so carefully he gathered her in his arms and groaned as he lifted her off
					the asphalt. Thank God for adrenaline.

				He heard the murmur of dumbfounded onlookers slowly making
					their way back to their cars. Gavin noted in particular the brave cell phone
					picture-taker.

				He deposited Cirena as delicately as he could in the back seat
					of the Suburban and turned to Tarsidion, who’d begun to stir in the grass.

				“Can you move?” Gavin asked as he kneeled beside the giant man,
					trying his best to ignore the odor of burned meat.

				Tarsidion groaned softly and his eyes fluttered open. His skin
					had already begun to blister. “Yes. Where’s Cirena?” he asked as he struggled to
					sit, eyes unfocused and glazed.

				“She’s in your truck. C’mon, we have to get out of here.”

				“Is she okay?”

				“She’s alive,” Gavin answered.

				The tentative sound of footsteps approached. It was Mr. Cell
					Phone. “What the hell was that?” he asked in a hushed voice filled with awe and
					fear.

				A battalion of sirens approached.

				“It is none of your concern,” Tarsidion grunted, rising to his
					full height.

				Gavin was grateful for Tarsidion’s health for two reasons:
					first, because he loved the man and was glad to see him alive; second, because
					Gavin had no idea how he would have gotten his three-hundred-pound frame in to
					the car. Cirena was heavy enough.

				“The hell it is, man. I’m gonna have nightmares for the rest of
					my life.”

				The young man backed away from them as Gavin helped Tarsidion
					stumble to the SUV, the plainsman dragging the AK-47 in his left hand. The
					sirens were getting louder but seemed tangled in the traffic that had amassed
					behind the burning cruisers.

				“You can drive, right?” he asked.

				“Of course.”

				“Then follow me.”

				The young man continued to stare at them, curious and haunted.
					He followed Gavin to his car, stared stupidly as Gavin hopped in.

				“Get out of here before he comes back,” Gavin grunted.

				The kid’s eyes widened.

				“It’s coming back?” he asked, backstepping. After four or five
					steps he turned and ran, nearly tripping as he looked over his shoulder and up
					at the sky. It was just a little past noon.

				“He always comes back,” Gavin said in envy as the kid
					disappeared into the throngs of murmuring people.

				Tarsy flicked his lights from behind and in a duet of revving
					engines, the two of them took off.

				Traffic was light now. No cars had gone beyond their battle,
					and because of the open space, Gavin hit a hundred in seconds. Within two
					minutes they came up on three burning police cruisers, two Stateys and a Windsor
					police department vehicle. Bodies were strewn around them like broken dolls.

				“This is a nightmare,” Gavin whispered aloud, horrified as he
					sped on. Please
					be
					okay, please
					don’t
					be
					dead, please
					be
					okay...At least it was Jack who was on the case.
					Even Gavin couldn’t ride a bike like Jack—the man was just plain crazy stupid
					when it came to motorcycles, could do things that defied physics. Add Noah and
					Skip to the equation, and Gavin figured Amanda was in the best hands possible
					outside his own. Gavin was on his way to change that.

				The sky was a soothsayer. High-level cirrus rippled the autumn
					sky with wisps of silky contrails, but their happy free-ranging was about to
					end. In the distance, a flotilla of towering cumulus approached like anvils of
					war.

				Gavin took a turn as fast as he dared and hit a trail of
					twinkling glass and chrome that led to a silver motorcycle.

				Jack’s motorcycle.

				The shock came like a punch in the chest. Air turned to fluid.
					Maybe Jack was with the rest of them; maybe he’d had to jump ship. The roofless,
					battered limousine was just up ahead.

				Gavin looked around immediately for blood or a body but saw
					nothing. No body. There was still hope. Ahead of him, the limousine was pulled
					over.

				* * *

				Skip tapped his index finger against the thick barrel of
					his revolver, struggling to remain in emotional lockdown. His ears were ringing,
					the result of so much firing in such tight quarters, though the bloodcurdling
					roars of the Lord of the Underworld sure hadn’t helped, but the ringing wasn’t
					just in his ears...it was in his mind. His brain. His thinking parts. He watched
					Gavin’s Audi and Tarsidion’s GMC zoom up to the same shoulder the ruptured
					limousine was parked on with numbed detachment. There was no kind of training
					that could prepare a mind with dealing with this kind of inconceivable. Being
					battle-tested helped, but this was a different kind of trauma. A trauma to
					reality. There were monsters in the world, and they were no damn metaphor.

				The moment Gavin’s Audi screeched to a halt he bounded out, his
					face as white as a hospital wall. Tarsidion was half a step behind him,
					mirroring his fear.

				“Where’s Jack?” the long-haired giant demanded.

				Noah couldn’t say anything. She could only shake her head and
					point to the sky while tears spilled down a shell-shocked face. A greasy puff of
					black vapor dotted the distance.

				“How?” Gavin asked in a thick, breaking voice.

				Noah held up her hand in a bitter sort of victory. Dangling
					from a severed chain was a long sort of medallion, Asmodeous’s talisman, he’d
					been told. The Regolith
					Talisman. “The moment I cut it from his neck he was
					driven into spirit,” she said, her expression as listless as her words. “But as
					he...dispersed, he lashed out and just...” Noah shook her head in disbelief and
					mumbled, more to herself than anybody, “Took him.”

				Tarsidion flung his AK-47 on the pavement and howled. Gavin
					closed his eyes.

				“Where’s Cirena?” Noah asked.

				Gavin pointed to the back of the GMC with his head, fists
					clenched in anguish. Tarsidion dropped to a knee, dipped his head and shook it
					back and forth while praying fervently. Skip couldn’t help but cringe. A swath
					of blistering skin ran from the base of Tarsidion’s neck to his chest and
					branched out to his shoulders. He was lucky his motorcycle jacket hadn’t fused
					to his skin. How
					is
					it
					that
					you’re
					not
					screaming
					in
					pain? Skip could take fractures, lacerations or even
					internal bleeding, but burns were the worst. He hated burns.

				“We have maybe a couple of hours until nightfall,” Noah said.
					“Then he will return, though hopefully with less strength.”

				An army of sirens caterwauled the distance, and Skip could hear
					the distinct air-beating sound of an approaching helicopter. Helicopters.

				Gavin walked quickly to the limousine and peered inside. Ray,
					Max and Amanda stared back like three shell-shocked kittens afraid to come out
					of their box. Raymond’s blood was everywhere; he was going to need surgery if he
					wanted to keep that arm.

				“Come on,” Gavin said in a toneless, quiet voice. “We have to
					run.”

				Skip stood back as Gavin helped them out of the limousine and
					into the Suburban, his eyes darting around them at the approach of the sirens.
					Skip noticed a lone black Charger idling roughly two hundred yards away. He
					couldn’t remember if it had been there before or if it had just arrived, but in
					the one minute and thirty-seven second stretch it had taken from the moment of
					his stopping his car to the present two car motorcade of Audi and Suburban, not
					one other car had passed them.

				Except for the Challenger.

				He could see a figure sitting inside, but the distance and sun
					glare forbade details, though Skip thought he might have seen a glint of sun on
					red, like...sunglasses.

				The sirens and thumping helicopter rotors were growing in
					octave. For just a second, Skip was tempted to just say, “All right guys, I’m
					all set, lemme know how it turns out,” but then he was bowing into the GMC after
					Raymond. Inside, the anguish was thick, as were Raymond’s moans. Seatbelts
					clicked, smeared with blood, the ignition roared and then they were speeding
					off.

				Behind them, sirens wailed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				They drove in silence. The pall that had hung over them
					for the last hour was finally beginning to dissipate, though a thick residue
					remained over their hearts and thoughts. Lost in separate universes, each of
					them stared out the Escalade windows into the gray world beyond.

				With numb interest, Gavin listened to the deejay comment on the
					alert put out by the Emergency Broadcast System, warning citizens that an
					unknown “animal” was on the loose, to stay off the roads and to call the police
					of anything even remotely suspicious. According to the deejay, some civilian had
					gotten a chunk of their highway fight on a cell phone and had uploaded it to
					YouTube. Five hundred thousand hits and rising. Gavin shut off the radio.

				The scene at his house had been a symphony of controlled chaos
					and efficiency. In thirteen minutes they’d packed all they could, rearmed and
					were out. Gone. He’d imagined his last day in his home more thoughtful, with
					time to neatly fold his memories and put them in the drawers of his mind, but
					that concept, just like all the others, had been flung to the wayside.

				There were only six of them now. In the midst of the flurry,
					Gavin had had to make a decision: to split up the group or not. The police were
					looking for Max. His name was plastered all over the news because the limousine
					belonged to the “senior vice president of Dexcom,” and Gavin was as afraid of
					the authorities of this world catching scent of Theia as he was Asmodeous making
					it back home. Well, almost. Images of African slave trips blew through his mind.
					The other reason was that Ray was hurt so badly. The tendons in his rotator cuff
					were shredded, his ulna and radius absolutely shattered; if he ever wanted to
					use that arm again, he was going to need a hospital and a bag full of pins. So
					Gavin had decided to use Max as a diversion while at the same time saving his
					employer’s ass. And Ray’s too.

				“Tell me again where we’re going,” Skip said from the back
					seat.

				Gavin hadn’t said in the first place. He glanced in the
					rearview mirror. “Fall-back position,” he answered.

				“There you go, being vague again.”

				Their eyes met in the mirror. “Just sit back and enjoy the
					foliage. We’ll be there soon enough.”

				Gavin sensed a retort but it fizzled away. With a sigh through
					his nostrils, Skip sat back and joined the others in silent tumult.

				Cirena was still unconscious. They’d pulled down the left side
					seat of the Escalade so she could lay down, her long legs bent in the trunk of
					the SUV. There was a watery fricativeness around each of her breaths that
					worried Gavin, as if a fistful of phlegm was playing Ping-Pong in her throat, as
					well as the blistering burns that beaded her normally porcelain skin. Every once
					in a while Tarsidion would stroke her hair, eyes still closed, and murmur old
					incantations from their Apprentice days, the most basic of healing spells. And
					for a moment, a single wisp of light would trickle from his fingers into her
					cheek. Her eyes would flutter, the slightest tremor of a smile would pull at her
					lips and then she would sink back to sleep. Skip seemed impressed even with this
					token amount of magic.

				Gavin glanced to his right. Even though Amanda was turned away
					from him, the glimpse of the back of her jawline told him all he needed to know.
					She was in shock. Listless. Her face was a swollen, mottled bruise. She hadn’t
					said a single thing since the highway. A tremor of fear, not of horror, but of
					shame and failure wormed its way into Gavin’s guts.

				She
					will
					never
					be
					the
					same.

				Gavin shook it off. He couldn’t afford to get sidetracked
					now—there was too much at stake. Forward. Victory. Now there were two worlds to take into account.

				The gray sky faded ingloriously to a bleak twilight. It
					lingered there for twelve miles or so and then drifted into a windy, starless
					night that just continued to get darker. At seven-thirty it felt like midnight
					at the end of the world. Once they turned off Interstate 87, all the roads were
					winding and quiet. The already light traffic plummeted. Perhaps it was because
					of the EBS warning, or maybe it was just because people knew that the world was
					not safe tonight—either way, it was desolate out.

				They approached a signal light swinging lifelessly in the night
					air. The three dark circles within the soft, angled, rectangular contraption
					looked like the eye sockets of some extinct race’s skull, a totem pole warning
					trespassers, Abandon
					hope
					all
					ye
					who
					enter
					here...Looking to his left, he noticed no light
					coming from a solitary streetlight either. Like a single flag mounted on
					Neptune, it stood alone and forgotten, claiming the pavement in which it
					penetrated in the name of “why bother?”

				“Power’s out here, too,” Noah observed, voicing the
					unspoken.

				Gavin drove slowly under the dead light, could hear it groan
					above them as it fought and pushed against the wind. Driving and watching at the
					same time, he peered out at the darkness, chest tight as he scanned for a trace
					of their enemy. Could
					he
					be
					here
					already?

				He looked out at the barren night. All Gavin saw were dark
					windows and swirling leaves. The few homes they did pass looked like relics of
					times past, no longer mundane but extraordinary in their brooding mystery.

				Gavin slapped at a tentacle of fear squirming up from his
					belly.

				Now
					is
					not
					the
					time
					to
					get
					superstitious.

				* * *

				A feeling of déjà vu settled around Skip’s sphincter.
					Those little reflectors on the sides of the road winked at him as the Escalade
					wound deeper into the hills.

				At least it wasn’t snowing.

				Accustomed to the majesty of the Rocky Mountains, Skip was
					surprised to be intimidated by these dwarf cousins, these bumps in the ground,
					as they were called in the West. The round, wooded hills seemed to lean over the
					road, frowning down on the Escalade traversing their moonless shadows and
					wind-blown leaves.

				The narrow road branched off one last time onto a street
					without a signpost. It was then that Skip realized it wasn’t a street at all,
					but a very long driveway. At least a quarter mile. As they hugged one final
					turn, their destination came into view.

				It was a castle.

				Proud, somber and dignified, the Bastion (he’d heard them
					talking about it) awaited like a great, faithful guard dog, rearing its head as
					the masters returned. The moment the Escalade crossed onto the grounds through
					an automatic gateway, the light posts on both sides of the driveway came to life
					slowly. Even Amanda perked up upon entry.

				“I keep thinking I’ve seen it all,” Skip murmured, sitting up
					in his seat. It felt like they’d just entered a long-lost section of Bruges,
					Belgium. The thick barricaded gates shut slowly behind them as they coasted to a
					stop in the U-shaped driveway.

				Nobody moved.

				On top of the middle turret, watching like a spire was a
					gargoyle.

				“No, Skip,” Tarsidion said and opened his door, his leather
					jacket creaking through the smell of blistered skin. “You have definitely not
					seen it all. Welcome to the Bastion.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

				On any other day, seeing a gargoyle up close and
					personal would be something worth writing about. It still was, Skip supposed,
					but after smelling a Drynn lord’s spit, Skip wasn’t all that impressed. In fact,
					now that Skip’s wow factor was immunized, there was something almost noble about
					the grotesque creature. It was big, but not huge, about as tall as Gavin or
					Skip, leanly muscled with wings that wrapped around its shoulders like a kind of
					cape. It even had a tuft of hair dangling from its snout that looked very much
					like a beard. Had it not been for the two horns curling over its head from its
					temples, it might have appeared civilized. Almost.

				All right, maybe a little wow factor.

				“Well met, masters,” the creature said in English with a deep
					bow. “All is ready at the Bastion.” It had a very throaty, rumbling voice, which
					made Skip think of a sepulcher. At their arrival it had swooped down from the
					center turret over the main part of the structure, a keep, if you will, and had
					let them in through a huge pair of arched, metal doors made to look wooden by
					well-crafted panels of cherrybark oak. They were actually steel.

				Inside those double doors was an inner courtyard topped by a
					high, vaulted ceiling and long, narrow skylights. A great, elegant chandelier
					hung over them, comprised of supple bronze branches, each ending in sculpted
					cups of crystal willow leaves. Tongues of flame danced within each cup and cast
					a light that was warm and welcoming.

				“Well met, Sikomi,” Gavin responded and placed his right hand
					on the creature’s left shoulder.

				The gargoyle returned the gesture just as naturally as Mr.
					Jones down the street. Of course, Mr. Jones didn’t have such sharp-looking claws
					and teeth, but hey, it was a brave new world.

				As for Amanda...she took it well. Too well. There was something
					diminished about her reaction altogether. Instead of wonder or even fear, a dull
					glaze hung over her face like a gray cloud that separated her from reality. She
					looked like she was about to fall over, her eyes unfocused and faraway.

				“Where is Sur Juekovelin?” it asked.

				“Taken,” Tarsidion said, barreling past them, Cirena in his
					arms. He strode deeper into the castle. “But we shall soon retrieve him,” his
					voice announced, floating back to them.

				The three others looked at each other anxiously.

				“Your presence here can mean only one thing, Sur Stavengre,”
					the gargoyle said. Not bad pronunciation for a monster, if Skip didn’t say so
					himself.

				“Yes, our worst nightmares are realized,” Gavin said as
					Tarsidion pushed open a set of double doors with his booted foot. “Asmodeous is
					free.”

				A shudder ran through the creature, right up to its eyes, but
					then dissipated. “Ainima?” it asked. He asked. Whatever asked.

				Gavin shook his head.

				The stony skin between its eyes bunched and creased then
					smoothed. “We will be prepared. I will see to the defenses.” It turned its
					attention to the visitors. “Who are your guests?”

				“Sikomi, this is Amanda and Skip. Amanda and Skip, this is
					Sikomi. The last gargoyle on Earth.”

				As introductions went, that one went on Skip’s all-time strange
					list. Hoping that offering a hand wasn’t the equivalent of flipping the bird in
					gargoylian, Skip extended his hand.

				Sikomi stared at it, once again the skin between his eyes
					creasing, and then extended its own clawed hand to grasp Skip’s.

				“Not too hard,” Skip warned as the creature’s power poured into
					its grip. Its fingers were hard and coarse like rocks, and Skip was thankful it
					didn’t push its talons into the top of his hand. It quickly released and then
					turned to Amanda. This time it was Sikomi who offered the hand.

				“He’s a friend,” Gavin said softly.

				A flicker of life pierced the haze in her eyes as she accepted
					the clawed hand in hers. He was gentle.

				“There may be another intruder,” Gavin continued when they
					disengaged.

				The gargoyle turned questioningly.

				Gavin showed him the same picture he’d been using all day. “If
					you see this man, bring him to me. If he resists...” Gavin’s eyes turned to
					steel. “Kill him.”

				“As you wish, Sur Stavengre.” After a thoughtful nod, Sikomi
					launched into the air with a fwoosh of his
					wings.

				“Let’s go,” he said, and suddenly they were speed-walking after
					Tarsidion.

				“Who’s Sir Juekovelin?” Skip asked, matching Gavin stride for
					stride. “Jack?”

				Gavin nodded.

				“You guys are knights?”

				Another nod.

				“Like Sir Lancelot?”

				“Part,” Noah said from his left. “But we are Magi, Skip. Shardyn. We fight with both steel and magic.”

				Ah, the
					deluxe
					version.

				Skip followed him through a maze of gray stone corridors that
					intertwined elegant beauty and functionality seamlessly. On his left were long
					portraits of mystical landscapes. On his right, vertical tapestries hung between
					sconces masterfully sculpted to look like willow trees. Within the crystal,
					foliated cups danced naked, smokeless flames. Skip was in a real, live
					castle.

				The doors at the end of the hallway opened up by themselves,
					and even before they stepped into the room, warm light greeted them. Skip heard
					running water. “Now this is how you do it.”

				It wasn’t a room; it was a frickin’ chamber—it could have held
					an entire symphony. The ceiling had to be at least twenty feet high, domed not
					square, and though the stone used was a deep purple-gray, somehow Skip was
					reminded of a planetarium. Dominating the back wall was a tasteful fusion of
					east and west—a dojo enclosed in shōji walls, preceded by a large basin and
					fountain that was grand enough to not be swallowed by the vastness of the room.
					It murmured a soothing, endless cycle of splashing water. Above, three great,
					ornate chandeliers poured down golden light like honey.

				It was a fusion of medieval elegance, Japanese serenity and
					some other culture Skip couldn’t identify—probably Theian.

				Tarsidion didn’t even pause. He strode right through to the
					other side, the heels of his boots audible even through the thick carpet that
					adorned the floor, and right out a massive oak door on the western wall.

				When they finally arrived at what had to be the Bastion’s
					medical room, Tarsidion went for the first of eight beds and lay Cirena down on
					it as gently as if she were a child. This room, just like everything else here,
					was big. The walls were a soft chocolate-brown, painted to resemble quartz, and
					the room smelled of incense. Warm firelight dancing from sconces placed around
					the room, complemented by brown recessed lighting fixtures. At the head of the
					room was a big black desk with trays brimming with medical equipment on both
					sides.

				Gavin unzipped Cirena’s boots while Noah carefully unbuttoned
					her shirt, carefully peeling her out of it.

				Skip had to fight the urge to jump in. As a PJ, he’d been
					trained to hunt and heal. He went to check on Amanda
					instead. She stood alone, staring at them, her jaw slightly open.

				“Hanging in there?” he asked in a gentle baritone.

				She gave a slight nod.

				“Why don’t you sit down and let me have a look at you.”

				There was still some life left in those hazel eyes, and after a
					moment’s deliberation she acquiesced and sat.

				“He sure did a number on you, huh?” Skip asked, delicately
					moving her face from side to side, aghast. How could somebody hit a face like
					this? She had a square jawline that was strong and smooth, a full mouth that was
					split in two places and high cheekbones marred by broken blood vessels and
					internal bruising. She still had all her teeth, which was always a good thing,
					and though she looked terrible, she was battered but not damaged. Physically, at
					least. “Anything else hurt besides your face?”

				“Back of my head,” she said softly.

				“Yeah?”

				“That bastard threw me against the wall. First time I’ve ever
					seen stars—I felt like Sylvester the Cat.”

				Skip was glad for the smile because otherwise he would have
					felt homicidal. Just wait ’til he got his hands on Donovan fucking Smith. “Do
					you feel nauseous?” he asked her.

				She nodded. “A little.”

				“Dizzy?”

				She thought about it a second. “Not really.”

				“Hmmm. Hold on.” He turned around and while the others were
					tending Cirena, he went to the black metal desk at the north end of the room and
					pilfered through it. “You guys definitely got the spare-no-expense memo,” Skip
					muttered, walking back to Amanda with an ophthalmoscope. “All right, look
					straight ahead and follow my fingers.”

				She obeyed. Her dilation was good, motor skills perfectly
					functional. “Do you actually know what you’re doing?” she asked.

				Again Skip smiled. “Yup. You’re talking to the Skipster. I know
					lots of stuff.” This time he even got her to smile. “I could do a breast exam if
					you want?”

				Her smile widened.

				From beside them, Tarsidion was getting upset, though their
					conversation was in their own language. “Vo
					tien,” he snapped at them, and Skip could just
					imagine the big exotic saying “I’m fine.” And then he rattled something else
					off.

				“You’re not going anywhere, Tarsy,” Gavin said in English.
					“That’s exactly what he wants—to separate us and pick us off one by one. We stay
					here.” Gavin’s tone was full of authority, bordering on booming, but then he
					lowered it. “He has to come here. The next Fourth Moon isn’t for another two
					years. If he wants to go home, he’ll be here. Bank on it.”

				Tarsidion’s jaw clamped tighter than a pit bull hanging from a
					tire swing. His nostrils flared and his breath came out in snorts. Beneath their
					conversation, Cirena was motionless.

				Amanda left Skip and approached Gavin. “What’s the Fourth
					Moon?” she asked.

				Gavin turned, surprised by her question. He licked his lips and
					seemed to contemplate how he wanted to answer. “Normally the span of time
					between a solstice and equinox contains three full moons,” he began, “but once
					every literal blue moon there are four. The third is the blue moon, the fourth
					is...the Fourth Moon.”

				“Relevance?” Skip asked.

				“Mandatory for crossing worlds,” Noah said.

				“Short answer, in order for a tornado to form, you need two
					opposing masses of air—one really hot, one really cold. Think of a Fourth Moon
					as the really hot air mass.”

				Skip looked at the three of them. “What’s the cold mass?”

				“The talisman.”

				A heavy, sad silence followed. Each of them knew what the price
					had been for that.

				“You guys got weapons?”

				It was Tarsidion who answered. The dispassionate mask of
					pain-control ebbed from his face to allow a fracture in his lips. “Lots.”

				Skip had thought as much. “Take me to them.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				He hadn’t intended to hit her so much. Donovan had
					become so accustomed to people wilting in his presence that the fact that this
						girl would defy him had...angered him.

				The image of Amanda Kasey screwing her eyes shut as he
					bludgeoned her into the coffee table kept flashing in Donovan’s head like a
					movie reel stuck in a loop, the way her hair had jumped when the back of his
					hand had splattered her face. He could still feel those soft tresses bunched in
					his fist as he’d yanked her off her knees. Her brave whimpers.

				It was nothing he hadn’t done countless times before—defiance
					equaled pain, concession equaled no pain. So why did he give a shit now?

				And why should the feel of her body sagging under his, the
					scent of her breath laced in fear be so vivid to him? So...

				Donovan furrowed his brows and banished his emotions back to
					their pens. They had grown stronger lately, impetuous. He focused on something
					else.

				Like the Whisperer.

				As ferocious as these Blackburn warriors were, they had failed.
					Bullets had merely hurt the creature and despite the vast amount of punishment
					they’d pumped into it, the Whisperer had kept
					coming.

				It was a smart fucker, too. Within two hours of the battle on
					the highway, the creature had taken out the entire power grid to both
					Connecticut and New York by sending a power surge in the form of a ball of
					lightning right into the transmission grid. Burned everything. A total blackout
					had rippled all the way out to Ohio and up to Montreal—a huge swath of
					darkness.

				Airports were down, streetlights were out for hundreds of miles
					and the eerie drone of generators wailed into the night. The commentators and
					journalists covering the story spoke in hushed, somber tones, and there was a
					sense of people merely trying to ride out a sudden storm. A tempest.

				In one afternoon this squash-faced fuck had altered the world.
					But there was one thing it had failed to conquer...Donovan.

				...soft
					tresses
					in
					his
					hands.

				Amanda Kasey would be the second, he decided.

				He wasn’t done with her yet.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Gavin plodded across the thick carpet of his sanctuary,
					head down, hands clasped behind his back. When he reached the wall—a eucalyptus
					and walnut library brimming with books, scrolls and DVDs—he pivoted on the balls
					of his feet and plodded back the way he’d come.

				Another
					of
					the
					seven
					had
					fallen.

				First Alyssandra, then Lucian and now Jeukovelin. Would Cirena
					be next?

				It would have been different if Lucian were here. Lucian always
					had an answer, always knew what to do. He wouldn’t have backed out. He would
					have done as he’d said and opened that tomb, just as they’d planned. Their way,
					their rules. If Gavin had been more like his brother, Jack Nyx would still be
					alive.

				Cirena should have opened his throat.

				He glanced at the Talisman sitting
					on his desk like a radioactive time bomb. That thing
					had been bought with Jack’s blood. Their ticket out of here.

				In three hours it would be nightfall, and the war for two
					worlds would be waged.

				The coverage of their fight with Deos was everywhere—local,
					regional, national. Thanks to Mr. Cellphone Guy, it had gone viral. The video
					was unsteady and of low quality, narrated by a breathless teenager, but enough
					of it was discernable to have set the whole media world in a blaze; it had over
						forty-seven million
					hits on YouTube.

				The four of them appeared clearly enough, the best shot being
					Cirena as she launched herself off the SUV with K’lesha leading the way, her
					beautiful face contorted in battle lust. There wasn’t enough money in the world
					to have paid an actor to get that shot.

				They kept playing the same clip over and over, trying to figure
					out who Cirena was and just exactly what she was jumping at. Asmodeous himself
					appeared blurry and warped, as if his very presence was incapable of being
					captured by something as crude as digital pixels, which left much to the
					imagination. One thing was certain though. Whatever it was she was jumping at
					was big. And frightening.

				The incident at exit 40.

				Gavin checked his watch. In two hours, the Fourth Moon would
					rise and a brief window would open. Whoever was left standing would go home.

				There was a knock at the door.

				“Yeah?” Gavin asked.

				“It’s Skip.”

				Gavin had both hoped and dreaded that it might be Amanda; he
					still hadn’t told her everything. Just the small detail of being from another
					world and such. But he would let her sleep—that was a conversation best had with
					a clear head. “Come in,” he said.

				His door opened noiselessly and in came Skip, a glimmer of
					silver on a very black cloud. “Now this is what I call a getaway house,” he
					commented, walking into Gavin’s sanctuary. “I feel like I’ve walked into another
					world.”

				“That was the point.”

				“Except for this,” Skip said with a smile. “This is how I know
					we’re going to get along.” He’d stopped in front of Gavin’s guilty pleasure, an
					original life-sized movie prop from Rocky
					III, circa 1982. Skip’s smile remained while he
					looked over Sylvester Stallone’s unbreakable expression of composed confidence,
					his boxing gloves resting on his thighs, lowered but ready. “I’m gonna be
					honest, Gavin,” Skip said, eyes fixed on Sly. “This waiting around bullshit is
					driving me nuts. I’d sure feel better if I knew what the plan was.”

				“I thought you said you were a soldier.”

				Skip took his eyes off the prop. “I was.”

				“Then you should know that waiting is part of it. Don’t worry,
					in two hours your wait will be over.”

				Skip shrugged. “I still wanna know.” He continued with his
					little tour and stopped in front of the portrait on the wall behind Gavin’s
					desk. “Hey, that’s all you guys, plus two more,” he said, pressing his face mere
					inches from the painting. “Is that armor real?”

				“Yes.”

				Skip smiled. “Crazy. Who’s the babe?”

				“Her name was Alyssandra.”

				“Was?”

				Gavin nodded, feeling a long-familiar current of sadness wash
					through him. Even after all this time he couldn’t talk about it.

				“Sorry,” Skip said, giving his head a little bow. “She’s
					beautiful, though it looks like she’s got...pointy ears or something.”

				“Yes.”

				Skip studied the picture and then shifted his attention to
					Gavin, waiting for elaboration. None came. With a shrug he returned his
					attention to the portrait, which really was Noah’s greatest creation. She had a
					way of capturing the spirit of a scene in both color and stroke better than any
					person Gavin had ever met, both worlds counted. Gavin loved that picture, had
					spent countless hours gazing into it, remembering, smiling, crying, even now he
					never got tired of looking at it.

				“Wow, this other guy looks just like you. Brother or twin?”

				“Twin. Identical.”

				“Really? His hair looks blond,” Skip said, absorbing the
					painting with his eyes. “Where is he?”

				“Same as all the others. Dead.”

				Skip stopped. He turned around and faced Gavin and did
					something only Skip Walkins could get away with. He smiled. “There’s a new
					sheriff in town. That shit ends tonight.”

				Gavin almost snorted. That was one way to look at it. At least
					he was optimistic.er naHer

				“I have a question for you,” Skip continued, sucking his
					teeth.

				“Shoot.”

				“Why’d the Lord of the Underworld fly three quarters across the
					country to try and flambé you all when he already had the talisman? Why’s he
					have such a hard-on for you guys?”

				“Besides the fact that he was defeated by mere mortals for the
					first time in his life and stuck in a cold alien ground for the past seventeen
					years? He wants the same thing we want—to go home.”

				“So there’s no chance he might just go home without stopping
					here first?”

				Gavin let out a laugh. “No.” The smile disappeared as if it had
					never been there. “His way home lies through us. I have something he needs.”

				“Which is?”

				Gavin studied the police chief before answering. If this man
					was still sitting here ready to pledge his life to this cause, he deserved to
					know. “He needs my Quaranai.”

				“Your kwore-ah what?”

				“Quaranai, the weapon of all
					Shardyn.”

				“What for? I thought there was a ‘Fourth Moon’ coming.” Skip
					even used finger-quotes.

				“Step one of three.”

				“Well, what are the other steps?”

				Gavin sighed. “That, my new friend, is not a simple
					conversation.”

				Skip walked over to a leather sofa-chair and made himself
					comfortable. He put both hands behind his head and rested his ankle on his knee.
					“I’m not going anywhere.”

				Gavin looked at him then out of the window behind. There was
					still a little time left. He shrugged and leaned forward, resting his elbows on
					his knees. “This is advanced shit.”

				Skip unclasped his fingers and leaned in as well. The two were
					just outside acceptable bubble space. “Try me.”

				“Well, all right then. It used to be that one could cross the
					worlds if one knew where and when.”

				“Past tense?”

				“Yes. All natural-occurring portals were sealed centuries
					ago.”

				“Why?”

				“It got too dangerous,” Gavin said. “Think about it. Do you
					honestly think that the legends and fables of your past societies were all a
					simple matter of superstition and exaggeration? Why is it that every culture on
					this world has its own version of vampires and trolls, giants and goblins? Do
					you think it’s possible, in light of certain...distinctions you’ve made in the
					past day or so that those myths might possibly be the results of world
					crossovers? My world to yours? And don’t think it was just one-sided either. A
					band of marauding Visigoths crossed over in 327 AD—this world time—and invaded
					the Barony of the Southern March, a frontier land on Theia between the civilized
					realms of Men and the Wildlands. They wiped out three villages, one whole town
					and laid siege to the Emerauk Castle for seven weeks. The timing of that raid
					could not have been worse. The Southern March was already at war and as a
					result, three months later the Barony fell. To this day it has never been
					recovered.”

				Skip stared at an imaginary spot on the floor as he processed
					Gavin’s words. “Well, that sucks.”

				“It most certainly did. What replaced it was a perversion of
					mankind. Man’s dominion on Theia diminished that day. For a thousand years the
					final separation of our worlds was a subject of great debate among the people of
					each world, as well as across worlds. One side wanted to learn from the other,
					or exploit the other, and the same was true on the other side, while others just
					wanted to separate them forever and be done with it. Hundreds of years they
					debated. Finally, sometime in the fifteenth century, the wizards of both worlds
					decided to create the most powerful, audacious and dangerous spell in the
					history of both worlds—a spell that spanned the cosmos itself.”

				“We had wizards?”

				“Oh, yes. You’ve never heard of Merlin?”

				“Get out of here.”

				“I will not. Makes sense though, right?” Gavin said, almost
					smiling. He liked Skip. “Everybody knows about Merlin, and there’s a reason for
					it. The station of Merlin was appropriately revered.”

				“Station?”

				“Yes. Merlin was not just one man. He was a position, held by the most powerful and wisest wizard
					of the time. It was passed down from generation to generation.”

				“So, what happened?”

				“You have to understand, only a very select few know about this
					even from where I come from. Most educated people would simply dismiss this as
					nonsense. A place without magic, bah-humbug. No such place exists.”

				“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’d bet my left nut
					that people here would say the same about a place with magic.”

				Gavin smiled. “An unpleasant and unnecessary wager to propose,
					but a safe wager nevertheless.”

				“Lay it on me, brother. I wanna know.”

				Gavin’s earlier malaise was replaced with a slight hum of
					excitement. For the first time he could really be honest with someone, and it
					was unexpectedly refreshing—therapeutic. Truth was the foundation of the Knights
					of the Shard, and though their deception was for the greater good, the
					opportunity to address such an extensive deception was like ambrosia. It gave
					him something else to focus on. “Both sides had valid complaints. There was the
					Southern March incident on Theia, which had a huge ripple effect, and Vladimir
					the Impaler, aka Count Dracula most certainly had a negative impact here, as
					well as thousands of other examples over the millennia.”

				“Dracula was from Theia?”

				“Where else do you think vampires come from? We digress. The
					whole point is that it was just too dangerous to allow crossovers, so in the
					early Renaissance—this world time—the wizards of both sides decided to shut the
					ways forever.”

				Gavin paused for effect.

				“I’m listening,” Skip responded, almost annoyed. “How’d they do
					it?”

				“The Spell of the Black Veil,” Gavin said dramatically and felt
					a familiar flutter go through him. As Apprentices, they had studied it in
					detail.

				“Sounds ominous.”

				“To say the least. It was an undertaking that required two
					generations and supreme power and calculation. And also great risk. The results
					of an error could have had consequences beyond comprehension.”

				“It’s a good thing they did it right, then.”

				“They didn’t. To put it in ‘laymen’s’ terms, our wizards
					screwed yours.”

				“Say what?”

				Gavin looked around, scratching his head, trying to figure out
					how best to say this. He noticed a wool blanket lying neatly folded on one of
					his chairs. He walked over, picked it up and let it drop so that it was hanging
					between his two hands. “This blanket represents all the magic between our two
					worlds. On this side,” he said, wiggling his left hand, “is Earth. On this
					side,” he said, wiggling his right, “is Theia.”

				“Go on.”

				“Now, in order to achieve success with this spell, a huge amount of magic was going to be needed to sustain
					it. I cannot stress enough the magnitude of what was being attempted.” Gavin
					draped the blanket over the circular coffee table in front of them. He arranged
					the blanket so that it was centered, allowing the same margin of slack to fall
					on all sides. “This is what was agreed. The table represents the spell itself
					and how much magic would be required. The remainder,” Gavin said, flicking the
					extra edges, “was what magic would remain in both worlds, evenly distributed.”

				Skip continued to watch.

				“What actually happened was this—” Gavin pulled the blanket to
					the right, to the side of Theia. He pulled it so that just enough blanket
					covered the table. The rest was gathered on Theia’s side. “They cheated.”

				“Those sons of bitches,” Skip muttered as comprehension dawned.
					“They took all the magic.”

				“They changed the very fabric of your world forever.” Gavin
					used his voice to convey the impact of his words, dropping his tone and using
					precise articulation. He watched Skip’s reaction, which was minimal. The man had
					a good poker face.

				“So if I’m wondering why there are no unicorns running around
					over here, now I know.”

				“Exactly,” Gavin said, amused at Skip’s ability to convey so
					much with so few words.

				“So all around, wizards suck.”

				“Wizards are an abomination of humanity. I’m ashamed to say
					that they are Men. They are the worst parts of mankind encapsulated in one
					breed—cruel, merciless and wielding absolute power.”

				Just saying their name made him sweat. All of this was their
					fault, and Gavin was no blamer. When all of this was said and done, there was
					going to be a reckoning.

				First things first. They had to live out the night.

				“I’m going to show you something, Skip, something no person on
					this world has ever seen.”

				“Deal me in,” Skip said.

				Gavin walked out of the room.

				* * *

				So
					that’s
					how
					brothers
					were
					supposed
					to
					be, he thought, staring at the picture. Skip
					wouldn’t know anything about it. If he tried real hard, he could probably count
					on both of his hands how many times he’d felt close with his own brother. Dexter
					and Everett Walkins, rivals in all things.

				“Now, to answer your original question,” Gavin said, striding
					back in as if he hadn’t missed a beat. “Asmodeous needs this.” Gavin set the
					wooden box atop the blanketed table. “Not this one in particular—he needs
					mine—but this will give you an idea.” The scent of seasoned wood, burnished
					metal and a sharp ozone smell wafted out after he opened it.

				Skip looked inside and whistled. “That is bad-ass,” he
					breathed.

				“This is my brother’s Quaranai, and
					yes, it is very bad-ass. A Quaranai has no
					equal.”

				The hilt was a deep, royal blue, overlaid with fancy etchings
					that were engraved all the way down to the pommel. In the center of a small,
					circular crossguard was a jewel the size of a strawberry, and gleaming softly
					like old onyx was a short black blade rising from the hilt. It looked very
					sharp, but too small for the hilt.

				“Why’s it black?” Skip asked, his fingers twitching to grab
					it.

				“Because the Shardyn who wielded it is dead.”

				Now that was an awkward silence. But it didn’t stop him from
					wanting to hold it.

				“May I?” he finally asked.

				Gavin offered it, hilt-first. “You may.”

				Feeling like a kid, Skip grasped the hilt of the Quaranai tentatively and took it out of the foam
					setting. “I’m sorry about your brother, by the way.”

				Gavin nodded.

				“This thing is awesome,” Skip said, hefting it in his hand,
					admiring it with a smile. It was just heavy enough to feel dangerous, but light
					enough to move around. “It seems kind of short though.”

				“That’s because it’s in repose.”

				“Repose?”

				“When awakened, that blade shoots out like a stiletto, long and
					elegant, and then bursts into pale blue light. Our enemies call the cold wind
					that blows off the blade ‘Death’s Breath.’ An apt nickname.”

				The hilt was long enough for Skip to hold with either one hand
					or two. He sliced the air several more times before reluctantly handing it back
					to Gavin. “Isn’t Asmodeous dangerous enough without this?”

				“Asmodeous doesn’t want it as a weapon. He wants it as a key.
					It’s my Quaranai he’s after. Mine’s the only one
					that will do.”

				“I don’t get it.”

				“That’s because we’re getting into trigonometry when you’ve
					only learned arithmetic.”

				“I was a detective for seven years. Walk me through it.”

				Gavin cracked his neck with quick jerk of his head. “Just
					warning you.”

				“By all means, suh, proceed.”

				“You’ve already learned about the Black Veil, that nothing cuts through it. Did I mention that it took
					two generations of wizards on two worlds to construct it?”

				“You did.”

				“So you can imagine our dismay when on the cusp of his defeat
					at Carnage Gate, Asmodeous did the impossible and
					cut a hole in the Veil, and then slipped away.”

				“And let me guess, popped out in a little place called Rolling
					Creek, Montana.”

				“Now you’re just showing off,” Gavin said.

				“So how did he do it then? How’d he cut through the—” Skip
					paused for effect and initiated visual quotation marks, “—‘Black Veil’?”

				“And that, Skip, is what brings us to our present
					circumstances.” Gavin stood and walked over to his desk. “Do you know what a
					talisman is?”

				“Uh, fancy necklace?”

				“Nope, you’re thinking of an amulet. This—” Gavin said, sliding
					on a black leather glove before brandishing something unholy and beautiful at
					the same time, like a black hole devouring a sun, “—is a talisman.”

				It was clearly evil, and to his knowledge, Skip was unaware
					that inanimate objects could be anything. It was
					poison and chaos; the cup of bloody oatmeal...Skip gripped his seat as a
					malignant force radiated from its surface like heat off a highway.

				“Think battery storage and...a mini-nuclear reactor. Only
					magic, not science. Noah managed to cut this from his neck back on the highway.
					That’s why he burst into spirit under the sun. It’s the only thing that’s gone
					right in this whole clusterfu—” Gavin paused and took a deep breath, “—snarl.”

				Skip nodded, unhooking his fingers to get a closer look. Now
					things were beginning to make sense.

				“This right here, Chief Walkins, is a genuine, bona fide
					product of the Underworld. The Regolith
					Talisman.”

				Skip leaned closer. He’d seen it before but this was his first
					real good look. It wasn’t that large, about as big around as an apple, but it
					seemed gigantic. There were two circles, a ring within a ring, and in the middle
					was probably the most disturbing part; a perimeter of splayed arms and legs of
					prisoners chained together. Their arms and legs also served as cracks in a hole
					that was forming in the middle of the talisman. The hole seemed like an eye, but
					there was no pupil or iris, just blackness, and each of the prisoners carved
					into the metallic stone was suffering; it was uncanny how well that emotion was
					rendered.

				“This is sick. Like Charles Manson sick, not cool sick. Who are
					the prisoners?” Skip asked.

				“An elf, a troll, a dwarf, a man and a goblin. Each of their
					blood was used in its forging.”

				Skip stared at it in fascinated repugnance. “And I thought
					trolls sat on top of pencils. You’re telling me is that this thing...”

				“Allowed him to cross the worlds. It pierced the Black
					Veil.”

				Skip let out a whistle.

				“Because talismans are so dangerous, they were outlawed back
					home and could only be created by royal decree. Well, depending on where you
					live. Drynnian Overlords have no such restrictions. When the wizards of both
					worlds made that Veil, they had not taken into account the Drynn or the
					Underworld. At that time, they were just myth—not even, stories.” Gavin’s face
					went grim. “Asmodeous and his Warlocks made the Regolith
					Talisman in two years when it would have taken Men
					decades, generations.”

				“What did you call it? A Rego-what?”

				“The Regolith
					Talisman. You see here,” Gavin said, putting the
					talisman down to point at the strawberry-sized jewel in the middle of the
					circular crossbar of Lucian’s Quaranai. “That is a
					shard of regolith encrusted in blue diamond. It’s what gives a Quaranai its power. Usually regolith is measured in
					granules. A shard is indeed, very, rare.”

				Skip peered closer, and dammit if there wasn’t a fragment of
					something inside the diamond, like a leaf in amber. A light went off in his
					brain. “Ah, that’s why you’re called Shardyn.”

				“Yes. Regolith has many names. To us it’s known as shardstone,
					to others moondust, but it has one universal trait known to all...that it is a
						super-conductor of magic, making it hands down
					the most valuable substance on our world. It makes silver, gold and diamonds
					seem like dirty toilet paper. Whoever possesses even a trifle amount possesses
					power. This unholy abomination,” Gavin said, shaking the talisman, “is rumored
					to be almost half regolith. That would equal about, oh, say six, seven billion
					of today’s dollars.”

				“That is madness.”

				“Madness and poison.” Gavin’s face was like a fast-moving
					storm, one moment beams of sun through iron clouds, the next...Armageddon. “The
					night we crossed over, Lucian, my twin brother, was decapitated in front of me.
					I can’t explain what happened next, words seem inadequate, but from that moment
					on nothing in the universe mattered more than killing Asmodeous in the most
					brutal, bloody way as I could devise. I felt no pain, no fear, just an
					insatiable, all-consuming anguish and rage that I’ll never feel again. At least
					I hope I don’t. I followed Deos through the portal without a second thought. I
					didn’t care where it went, I didn’t care about dying, I didn’t care about
					anything. My friends followed me.”

				And so it came full circle.

				“When I stabbed him in the chest right through his talisman
					with my Quaranai in that tiny graveyard seventeen
					years ago, I reversed its power. I didn’t mean to. I don’t know how I did it—I
					was just trying to kill him, but it went from being the ultimate key...what’s
					the opposite of a door?”

				“Uh, no door.” A bolt of mental lightning zapped Skip’s brain.
					“The Black Grave.”

				“Yes,” Gavin said with a nod. “You might want to try your hand
					at being a detective.”

				They allowed themselves that moment of lightheartedness, but it
					faded within two breaths.

				“So if the talisman’s no longer a prison, what’s he need your
						Quaranai for?”

				“Think of it like this—his talisman is a supercomputer whose
					operating system just got wiped. Only my Quaranai
					can restore it. Because it was my blade that reversed it, it’s my blade that’s
					gotta give it back. Like a signature key. However way this Donovan let him out,
					he didn’t reset the talisman. Which means it’s inert. What good is it for him to
					open a doorway back home if he can’t pass the Veil? He has to come here. He
					needs my Quaranai and he needs me alive. If I
					die...”

				“Your Quaranai turns black, just
					like this one, and adios, signature key.”

				“As Jack would say, if I had a cigar...”

				“Gee whiz, Wally, I think I got it.” Skip went over it again in
					his head just to make sure. “So basically, the Bastion is where it’s all going
					to go down. Last stand. Alamo-style.”

				“No. Everybody died at the Alamo. If we fail here, it isn’t
					just our lives that will be lost. If Deos wins and gets back home—” Gavin
					tightened his lips, remembering the screams of the desperate and helpless, the
					pall of despair that had settled over the world. “There will be nobody to warn
					them. We have to win.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Nine

				The sweet fragrance of incense mixed with the cloy of
					ointments, herbs and the sour tang of perspiration. It was a familiar scene, one
					of which Gavin had hoped he’d never have to see again, but seventeen years
					later, here they were.

				Cirena was still unconscious. They had dressed her wounds as
					best they could, but she also had a serious concussion, and the wound in her
					side looked ugly. It wasn’t a clean cut, but jagged, just like the ridgebone
					that had opened her up.

				Tarsidion lay next to her on a mass of sleeping bags and
					blankets, since there was no futon or air mattress that could accommodate his
					bulk in the dojo. Nothing portable, at least. He’d finally succumbed to his
					injuries and fallen asleep. Although each of them had his or her own sanctuary,
					it always came back to the dojo. It was where they’d spent the most time,
					training, meditating, talking—it was the center of the Bastion.

				Living under the Blackburn banner for the first five years on
					Earth back in Rolling Creek had been invaluable, both to their sanity and to
					their ability to cultivate the transfer of their skillsets to a completely alien
					world. Not to mention the access to lots of money. If it hadn’t been for the
					Blackburns—Matilda, Daniel and of course ten-year-old Joanna (at the time) who’d
					stashed them in a barn that one blizzard night, who knows what would have
					happened to them?

				Still, it hadn’t been until they’d commissioned the building of
					this here Bastion, paid for by selling their sacred Nais—the accompanying dagger sidearm to the Quaranai—to a privately funded research team of medieval
					archeologists whom Daniel Blackburn II had introduced them to that they’d
					finally had a “home.” A place they could always come back to. A piece of Theia.
					In addition, the Bastion was built on a very rare piece of earth in Woodstock,
					New York, a place that had required more than two years to find, an intersection
					of three vortices, breaks in the world that emitted energy like radon gas.
					Earth’s version of meridians in the human body. The oxygen needed for fire. For
					magic.

				In between Cirena and Tarsidion was Noah. She was in the
					classic meditation stance, knees folded beneath her, hands on thighs, back
					perpendicular to the teak floors. She had a hand on each of them.

				“It’s time,” Gavin whispered. Candles and incense burned on
					pedestals in the corners, throwing shadows on the wall.

				Noah acknowledged him with an imperceptible nod. Before Gavin
					stepped in to join her, he heard the faint rustle of movement behind him.

				“Time for what?” Amanda asked.

				His heart rate surged and at first Gavin didn’t turn around.
					Amanda was awake.

				Slowly, controlling his breathing, Gavin slid the shōji doors
					shut and turned around. He was greeted with bright, hazel eyes that scintillated
					between a dozen different emotions, both timid and forbidding. Sleep had done
					her well. Her face wasn’t as swollen and the angry purples and reds marking her
					face had lost some of their vitriol. In a warped sort of way they added to her
					appeal.

				“You don’t have to lie to protect me,” she said. She’d brushed
					her hair to the left in a way he’d never seen before. It wasn’t stylish, wasn’t
					fashionable, but to him she looked more beautiful then he’d ever seen her.

				“I hated lying to you.” Gavin swallowed and looked down; this
					was even harder than he’d dreaded. He looked back up.

				Her expression hardened, became more forbidding.

				“Even though it was for the greater good, even though I lied
					because of an oath I took, an oath on blood, each lie was a knife in my heart, a
					wound to my soul.” He dropped to a knee and then tucked the other leg as well.
					He almost wished she’d hit him. “Please forgive me,” he whispered.

				A long moment went by.

				Amanda reached down and took his face in her fingers, pulled
					his chin up so their eyes met. “I’ll forgive you on one condition.”

				“Anything.”

				“Don’t ever lie to me again.”

				Gavin looked up and right into her eyes. “I will never lie to
					you again. You have my word.”

				There was no change in her expression. “Do you love me?”

				His shoulders drooped. That she would ever have to ask...”Yes,
					I love you.”

				Nothing. She was going to make him suffer, he could see it in
					her eyes, and for a reason he couldn’t hope to explain, he did something he
					never would have advised another person do. He smiled.

				She tried not to smile back.

				“Oh, yeah?” she asked, her left eyebrow arching ever so
					slightly. “How much?”

				“To the moon.”

				“That’s nothing,” she said and turned her head away as if she
					couldn’t bear to watch. It was an Amanda-ism, both demure and sexy.

				“To Pluto,” he said.

				She shook her head. “Pluto’s not even a planet anymore.”

				“To the Andromeda Galaxy,” Gavin said, his smile shifting to a
					smirk.

				“Now we’re getting somewhere,” she replied, still looking down
					at him. There was something in the way she looked at him that stirred another
					part of his body. “From now on I want to know what the hell is going on.”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				“No more let’s-spare-the-chick’s-feelings crap. I hate that. No
					more lies.”

				“Unless you ask me if you’re fat.”

				Her smile broadened. “Deal. Now get up here and kiss me like
					you mean it.”

				He rose from his kneel, brushing his chest against her thighs,
					stomach and both breasts, and then looked two inches down and captured her eyes.
					The right side of her mouth was a healing mess but with the tenderest of kisses,
					he brushed her lips with his. Softly at first, she pressed her lips against his.
					He could taste her blood but it was fitting somehow, a sensual cousin to kissing
					her pain away. She pushed into him, and a column of startled butterflies lifted
					off and fluttered through his body. Well
					now.

				One down, two to go. The next was Jack. Gavin refused to
					consider what might be happening this moment, but more than likely Jack would be
					relatively whole if Asmodeous wanted to do any bargaining. To be in the world of
					the spirit would indeed be terrifying, but it just might be keeping Jack intact
					as well.

				When they separated, she looked at him. “I do have one more
					question for you.”

				“Just ask.”

				“What happens after tonight?”

				He tried not to sound grim. “If we win, we go home. If we
					don’t...we die.”

				The two of them stared at each other, the weight of his words
					settling on them like a squadron of lead snowflakes, but the sinking was brief;
					the paper walls of the dojo slid open and out stepped Noah, magnificent in her
					full ensemble. Her voluminous cloak, though lifeless and unmoving without magic,
					flowed over sapphire mail that glittered like blue diamonds. The chest plate was
					adorned with inlays of pearl, and in the middle, a willow tree in flames.

				“Still fits fine,” Noah said with a flushed smile. She donned
					the deep hood of the cloak that fell down her back and her face disappeared,
					dark and shadowed. “Will yours?”

				The flames of levity sprung right back up, like those trick
					candles.

				Gavin slapped his stomach two times. “Of course.”

				“Now that, “ Skip said, appearing from behind them and taking a
					swig from the bottle of Sam Adams in his hand, “is bad ass. You look hot.”

				Noah’s smile, barely visible from the depths of her hood, took
					on a hint of swagger. It lit up the gloom.

				A breeze of hope washed through Gavin. It wasn’t over yet.

				“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Amanda said. “Do you mind?”
					She reached out and touched the velvet fabric of Noah’s cloak even before being
					answered. It was embroidered with undertones of lazuline and topaz, interwoven
					by patterns of pearl. “Suits you to a T,” she said. “Mysterious, but
					menacing.”

				Noah responded with a slight nod.

				Amanda’s hand strayed to the glittering rings of metal that
					made up the mail, feeling them beneath her fingers. “What kind of metal is
					this?”

				“Blue Steel from a Valisian mine back home,” Noah answered.

				“You have one of these, too?” Skip asked Gavin.

				Amanda turned and waited for the answer.

				“We all do. I was just about to change before somebody decided
					to get all nosy.”

				Amanda narrowed her eyes at him. “Well, why don’t you so I can
					have a look at you? Maybe I’ll forgive you even more?”

				“Would you like to help me?”

				Amanda looked at him questioningly.

				“It’s easier with two people,” he added.

				Amanda smiled. “I would be delighted.”

				* * *

				Their momentary buoyancy flattened. Amanda had never
					been around anybody who’d been burned before, but there was a distinct,
					unforgettable cloy stuck to the inside of her nostrils as they entered the dojo.
					It lingered in the air, mingling with the eddies of incense and the sterile,
					medicinal odor of ointments.

				“It is time?” Tarsidion asked, stirring on his mattress of
					blankets and sleeping bags.

				“Yes,” Gavin said. “Can you fight?”

				“Of course,” he said with a controlled groan as he sat up.

				It was hard for Amanda to look at the giant man. She had no
					idea how he could not be going crazy from pain, how he could be so calm.

				“What about the Barrett?” Gavin asked him.

				Tarsidion thought about it a second. “If I had to,” he said.
					“But it would be unpleasant.”

				Gavin nodded.

				“Before I think of such things, I’m hungry,” he continued,
					standing to his full height. He looked down at Amanda. “Little lady,” he said
					with a nod, slid open the wooden-framed paper walls, stooped his head and
					stepped outside. It was the first time anybody had ever called her “little”
					since she’d been in junior high.

				When the doors closed, she turned to Gavin. “How can he even
					move?”

				Gavin walked out to the middle of the wooden floors, and Amanda
					followed. “He had extensive training.”

				“Like you?”

				“Like me.”

				“There is so much I don’t know about you now,” she said with a
					shake of her head, which felt like it wanted to float away from her
					shoulders.

				“All you need to know is that I love you, and that I’m not
					going to let anything happen to you, all right?”

				He looked like he meant it. His
					eyes were unblinking, his voice strong and without hesitation. Still, he’d lied
					rather spectacularly to her for the past two years. Then again, what choice did
					she have?

				“Okay,” she finally whispered.

				“Good. Now come with me.”

				This dojo was different than the one at Gavin’s house, much
					bigger, and reminded her of a cross between a Zen monastery and a medieval
					castle. There was a tranquility within the shōji walls that soothed her nerves,
					made her calmer.

				The biggest difference however, was the set of stairs leading
					down at the far wall. Their entrance was marked by a pair of sconces alight with
					open flame, beckoning and inviting.

				“Go downstairs and wait for me there,” Gavin said to her.

				She looked at him questioningly.

				“I’d like to be alone with Cirena a moment,” he continued,
					looking at the woman’s unconscious form on the couch bed. His eyes had changed
					to still water, utterly unreadable.

				“Of course.”

				He turned and approached Cirena with reluctant yet determined
					steps. He kneeled beside her bed then turned his head halfway around, as if
					waiting for Amanda to leave. She took her cue.

				The sconces continued downward, spaced directly across each
					other at even intervals. There were only eleven of the gray stone stairs, but
					she felt as if she were descending into yet another world. At the bottom was a
					thick, antique-looking door that was half-ajar. Soft blue luminance summoned
					from behind. She pushed the door open, expecting it to creak, but though heavy,
					the door swung easily on well-oiled hinges.

				There was nothing drastic about the hexagonal chamber, nothing
					overwhelming about its elegant simplicity, but the feeling of solace that
					embraced her, the ceremonial serenity that lived within this room, gave her a
					sense of peace she couldn’t ever remember experiencing.

				If she had closed the door behind her, spun herself in several
					circles and then opened her eyes, she wouldn’t have known which door she’d
					walked in. Each wall of the hexagon room was identical, a thick, antique door in
					the middle, bracketed by twin sconces. It was a big room, with enough space to
					have a singles tennis match in, but still managed to feel cozy.

				Perhaps it was the symmetry of the luxuriant, square carpet in
					the middle of the chamber. The rug created triangles and trapezoids of bare
					pewter stone where the carpet didn’t reach, depending on the wall. Burnished
					gold patterns tinged with orange-red weaved through royal blue. Like a sunrise
					over the sea.

				How could she have not known this part of Gavin? How many times
					had he artfully deflected her questions or change the subject when speaking of
					his past? “Nothing worth mentioning,” was one of his favorite proverbs. How did
					a person maintain a second life so...convincingly?

				The only clue he’d ever given her was that look he got in his
					eye when he thought she wasn’t looking, or if they ever brushed past the subject
					of his brother; his face got enigmatic, distant, as if he were on
					another...world. This was all making way too much sense.

				Amanda waited in the middle of the room for several minutes,
					arms crossed over her chest, but as the minutes ticked past, her curiosity
					peeked from behind its fingers.

				Each of the remaining five walls of the room stared at her, the
					twin sconces like eyes, the wooden door like a big, vertical mouth. They seemed
					official. Amanda studied them closer and realized that the door at two o’clock
					from her position was slightly open. Hmm.

				Like a cat entering unfamiliar territory, she walked toward it,
					leading with her head. Standing in front of it, she peeped through the crack but
					saw nothing. She glanced over her shoulder and wiggled her mouth uncertainly. No
					sign of Gavin. He never said she couldn’t take a look around. The only thing
					that made her nervous was running into Sikomi—she didn’t think she could handle
					that right now—but he wouldn’t be lurking down here, waiting in a cracked door
					at the bottom of the castle, lying in ambush just for her, right? She reached
					out, put her hand on the thick oak door and pushed.

				No gargoyle lurking.

				Inside was more of an alcove than a room, lit by six sconces
					arranged around an empty treasure chest. It was rather large, perhaps the size
					of a loveseat, and empty. Beside it was a simple stool. She approached.

				The air was different in here, charged somehow. She sniffed,
					trying to identify the scents. She smelled stone, wood and an unfamiliar
					undercurrent given off by the blue-tinged flames of the room. She investigated
					closer. There was something different about these flames. And then she realized
					they weren’t giving off any smoke. Curious, she put her hand next to the sconce
					and felt no heat.

				“I’m glad to see some things don’t change,” Gavin said from
					behind her, and she lost another year from her life. How many times did she have
					to tell him she hated it when he did that?

				“That wasn’t very nice,” she said, bearing her teeth in an
					exaggerated smile.

				“Ever the snooper, Amanda Casey.”

				“I’m not a snooper. I’m merely curious. Those flames aren’t
					giving off any heat.”

				“I know.”

				“Why not?”

				“Because they’re magic flames,” he said with a light smile.

				“Ever the annoying and vague...whatever your name is.” The
					sentence started off airy but didn’t end that way. All it did was remind her how
					long she’d lived a lie. It was going to take a little time for her to
					adjust.

				“You can still call me Gavin, Amanda.”

				“But it’s not your name.”

				“It’s one of them, an aspect of me. Think of it as a
					nickname.”

				Amanda nodded a few seconds later, accepting it, not wanting to
					pick a fight. At least not right now.

				“Come on.” Gavin motioned for her to follow him back into the
					main chamber. He crossed over the thick carpet and stopped at an identical
					antique door, three down from the one they’d just left, and took out a key.

				Amanda looked at Gavin closer. “Are you the leader?”

				He stopped unlocking the door and turned his head half around.
					“Why do you ask?”

				“Everybody seems to listen to you.”

				Gavin regarded her so long she wondered if he was going to
					answer her, key still in lock. “I am now, I suppose.”

				“Now?”

				“My brother was our real leader.”

				Click. Another piece fell into place. Gavin turned back around
					and unlocked the door.

				This room was dark. Gavin walked in first, spoke a couple of
					syllables in a strange, slithery language and six sconces burst into flame.
					Amanda froze, eyes wide. Gavin winked at her.

				“Have you always been able to do that?” she asked.

				“Just here. And back home, of course.”

				“Why here?”

				Gavin looked around the gray-blue granite walls around them.
					“First things first.” He took in a very deep breath, like a karate master does
					before breaking twelve bricks, and then let it out slowly. The still waters
					returned to his eyes.

				He began to take off his clothes. Amanda smiled uncertainly,
					caught off guard, but with ceremonious solemnity, he disrobed, folded his
					clothes precisely and piled them neatly next to the chest. He’d stripped down to
					his black boxers.

				Amanda looked at his familiar scar-speckled body in a new
					light. Tall, lean and pleasantly muscular, the random scars across his body
					began to make sense...knights got scarred, right? Who knew what sights his eyes
					had seen?

				“Are you ready?” he asked softly.

				“For what?”

				Gavin didn’t respond, just waited.

				“Yes,” she said. “I’m ready...for whatever.”

				“Then come here.”

				* * *

				Piece by piece, Amanda participated in Gavin’s
					metamorphosis. Although she’d never done any of this before, his gentle words
					and instructions made her feel as if she knew exactly what to do. There was
					something very ceremonious about it, poignant and personal, and emotion brimmed
					in her throat.

				The first thing she pulled out of the chest was something
					called an aketon. It was a sort of doublet with a banded collar, and felt as if
					it had a layer of goose in between the quilted fabric. It was of a material
					she’d never seen before; a deep royal blue with pearl and silver embroidery,
					beautiful and somehow official, like a uniform. She held the aketon in front of
					her, but before she slipped it over his head, she kissed the back of his neck
					and was rewarded by a shudder. Then she slid it over
					him. She took a step back and smiled. It fit him perfectly, and the
					transformation began.

				The trousers seemed to be a combination of supple leather on
					top, satin on the inside. He pulled them on in one graceful movement, somehow
					making even that mundane motion ritualistic.

				His boots were black, handmade and of very high quality. She
					stared right in his eyes as she encircled his waist with a studded leather belt,
					kissed the corner of his mouth as she buckled it against the middle of his hips,
					gliding her fingers slightly south and then flowed to what was next in the
					chest—an armful of blue diamonds.

				It was called a habergeon, and it was armor. It was heavy,
					though not as heavy as it should have been, and splashed light from the sconces
					around the room. He kneeled before her and she slid it over his head with a
					jingle of metal, and like a shirt it covered his chest, shoulders and arms,
					right past his elbows.

				Like a knight of old, she fastened greaves to his shins and a
					cuisses to each thigh. The blue metal plate that protected his knee was called a
					poleyn, and his forearms were covered by metal bracers. And then came the
					breastplate.

				If she’d thought the aketon had been beautiful, this work of
					art was exquisite. She slid her fingers across the intricate etchings and
					embossed patterns engraved in it, ran her fingertips over the willow tree in the
					middle and rubbed the coarse texture of the myriads of tiny jewels that set the
					willow branches on fire. It opened up, and like a steel trap she encased his
					torso in blue-steel protection. A fauld of three lames, or layers of plate
					metal, spread down his upper legs from the breast plate and covered his groin.
					She smiled. That was a good thing.

				On the bottom of the chest was a deep-hooded cloak, folded
					immaculately. She picked it up, noted its luxuriant thickness and stared
					admiringly as it fell open between her hands. The fragrance of the wooden chest
					mingled with the scent of something distinct, yet indescribable within the
					fabric. A cousin to electricity, perhaps. She donned it over his shoulders and
					fastened it to his neck with a silver-blue brooch with the same willow tree in
					flames. The cloak flowed down his shoulders and back like a cape. It was the
					final touch, the frame to a Picasso, and the man she’d known for the last two
					years no longer stood before her.

				Her boyfriend, a knight in shining armor.

				“What do I call you?” she whispered.

				“I told you, I will always be Gavin to you.”

				“You don’t look like Gavin anymore.”

				Gavin closed the distance between their faces so that his
					breath tickled her cheek. “I am Gavin,” he said gently, but with a chord of
					seriousness that was only now becoming familiar to her. “And I am more. I am a
					Magi, and I am a Knight of the Shard.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty

				Science had made an offering to magic.

				About nine years ago, Cirena had dated the CEO of Starlight
					Industry Semiconductors. It just so happened that this company dealt extensively
					with all sorts of liquid crystal. In the semiconductor industry, liquid crystal
					sheets were used to test prototypes, indicating heat failure by a change in
					color, and Noah got it in her head that if liquid crystal was such a good
					conductor of energy in LCD monitors, televisions, digital clocks and a half
					thousand other applications in modern-day America, maybe it could conduct magic.
					Energy was energy, right?

				As it turned out...

				Though by themselves the trace amount of magic radiated by each
					of their Quaranai was insignificant, combined there was something that could be pooled and
					collected. That was the theory, at least. After fourteen months, seven weeks and
					two days of experimenting with different LCs and gemstones, that theory
					manifested into scientific fact.

				“Would you like to do the honors, Noah?” Gavin’s mouth was dry
					and his palms were clammy. What happened here would decide whether or not they
					lived or died because if this didn’t work, they had no magic, and no magic meant
					Deos would feast on their souls. Even half-conscious Cirena realized the gravity
					of this moment. She’d roused herself from her self-induced trance, donned her
					armor and stood stoically with the rest of them, her face an inscrutable mask of
					alabaster pain.

				Noah looked up, lifted her foot and pressed her boot heel
					directly in the middle of a cluster of willow leaves on fire woven into the
					carpet. From above there was a grating noise, two smooth stones riding against
					each other. What emerged from the ceiling was impressive enough to draw a gasp
					from Amanda, who observed from behind with Skip against the wall, between two
					sconces and in front of one of six closed doors.

				With a stony whisper an octahedral slat of white crystal slid
					down and stopped in front of the five assembled Shardyn like a stalactite. It
					was about four feet long, with a circumference roughly to that of a
					volleyball.

				“At last,” Noah murmured.

				Embedded in the crystal column were five Quaranai, like rifles in a gun rack, and in the middle, a gigantic
					sapphire encased in liquid crystal. Within that sapphire was a faint, swirling
					glimmer of ghostly light.

				Amanda forgot her earlier promise and crowded around it with
					them. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “What is it?”

				What it was, in a nutshell, was magic encapsulated. Starting
					with the five Quaranai embedded in the crystal
					stalactite, each blade seeped a miniscule amount of magical energy that trickled
					into the stalactite the way alcohol fumes might seep into cotton. From there the
					magic infused slowly into the liquid crystal encircling the jewel, finally
					collecting within the sapphire in the form of faint ethereal iridescence. Magic
					on Earth.

				It was like distilling water. Only different.

				For the last five years and change, the liquid crystal had been
					charging the same way a cell phone charged, and now it was time to make that
					call.

				The magic wouldn’t be full strength, maybe thirty or forty
					percent of what it was on Theia, they figured, but it would be a truck full of
					Evian in the middle of the Sahara Desert.

				Real nice to have.

				“Now the question. Who’s going to wear it?” Gavin asked.

				“That is a foolish question, Stavengre,” Cirena said.

				“Noah could,” Gavin said, looking at the lithe little
					warrior.

				“Now is not the time for humility, Stavengre,” Noah said.
					“You’re the one who put him in the ground the first time.”

				He couldn’t argue with that. Theoretically, he could do it
					again. Gavin was the only person in history ever to defeat Asmodeous the Pale.
					He took a deep breath, brushed aside the chaos in his head the way a hand might
					clear a cluttered desk and picked up the amulet. A hum of light rippled through
					his body the moment his fingers made contact, evoking a delicious shudder. He
					gasped.

				“Yes?” Noah asked.

				“Oh yes,” Gavin said, panting. “Oh yes, indeed.” Streams of
					warmth and pleasant vibrations surged through his hands, up his arms and into
					his chest. He shuddered.

				“So you can do magic now?” Skip asked, lifting from his wall
					lean to join the rest of them.

				Gavin stared at his hand, could feel it prickling with static
					electricity, and lifted the amulet to his face. Everybody huddled around him and
					stared at the miniature galaxy of light eddying within.

				“Think of it this way. Here at the Bastion, I’ve been allowed
					to play ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ on a recorder,” he said, “and that’s
					better than no music, I guess. However, with this, I just got me some speakers,
					an amp and I’m about to play me some Jimmy on a Strat.” Jack would have liked
					that one.

				No matter how hard they tried, not one of his childhood friends
					could conceal the desire in their eyes, the longing to experience what he was
					feeling, and it made him sick enough to want to rip it off.

				Bliss spread to every capillary of his body. He fought through
					the guilt and with reverent deliberation slid the white-gold chain around his
					neck. The amulet settled on his breastplate and poured heat into the metal of
					his chest.

				“You gonna test it out?” Skip asked.

				Gavin reached for Cirena. “Brilliant idea. Give me your hand,
					Cirena.”

				“You will do no such thing,” she said, yanking her hand away
					from him.

				Tarsidion nodded in agreement and so did Noah.

				“You’re injured seriously, both of you. In order to—”

				“Conserve whatever magic has been stored in that jewel for the
					fight. For all we know just one healing might drain it.”

				“We all need to be a hundred
					percent.”

				“What we need is to kill him. Tarsidion and I will be
					fine.”

				Gavin didn’t like it, but she was right. None of them had any
					idea what the capacity for stored magic was within the sapphire, and healing
					always took up more magic than anything else. It’s always easier to kick over a
					sandcastle than rebuild it.

				“Then I’ll test it another way.”

				The flights of butterflies bombarding his insides finally
					landed. He grasped the hilt of his Quaranai from the
					crystal fang, held the short, inert blade rippled with glimmers of silver and
					cobalt out by his chest and whispered, “Efil.”

				The short blade shot up like a giant stiletto in an ominous
						shing!, tripling in size at a word. Cold light
					poured off the gleaming metal like ghostly streamers, dissipating in a crackle
					of vaporous light, and an angry wind filled the room as if Siberia were down the
					hall.

				“We have one hour before the Fourth Moon rises,” Gavin
					announced, his chest somehow deeper, his voice more resonate. “Bullets hurt him
					but won’t kill him, so use our firearms to stun him. Then move in, take his
					head, cut out his heart and then...” He looked at the five of them like a
					quarterback in a huddle. “Burn them to cinders.”

				“Simple,” Skip said. “Just not easy.”

				“Exactly,” Gavin said.

				“Will they be able to use their Quaranais without the amulet?” Amanda asked, pointing at the other
					blades embedded in the crystal fang.

				“They won’t light up like this, but even without magic the
					blade of a Quaranai could still cut into—”

				Tarsidion looked up suddenly, his eyes alert, nostrils working.
					A high-pitched shrieking roar reverberated through the castle walls.

				“That’s coming from outside,” Noah said.

				“Sikomi!” Tarsidion whispered, and just like that they were
					sprinting up stairs, Gavin in the lead with his Quaranai alight, the rest snatching their own blades from the fang a
					breathless second behind.

				There was another roar, much deeper this time, and once heard,
					never forgotten—the roar of Asmodeous the Pale. Up the stairs they dashed, out
					the dojo doors, through the east door of the main hall and onto the courtyard
					outside the back in a rustle of cloaks and jingling armor.

				“There!” Gavin yelled.

				Like a peregrine falcon against a condor, the silhouettes of
					Sikomi and Asmodeous thrashed and screamed from the sky. Gavin pointed up with
					his free hand, a pool of heat humming in his fingers, but the two aerial
					combatants were locked together, whipping and whirling around each other with so
					much speed that a bolt of electricity would hit them both—and do more damage to
					Sikomi.

				“Save it,” Tarsidion said, grabbing Gavin’s forearm with thick
					fingers long enough to meet around the armor of his forearm. “This is Sikomi’s
					purpose, his destiny. Just be ready.”

				Skip had his .357 out. The rest of the Shardyn had their Quaranais brandished, blades extended, and though
					there was no light or wind emanating from them, they glinted the waning sunlight
					that was just now beginning to dip behind the horizon.

				“How can he be here? It’s not even nightfall yet!”

				“It’s this place,” Cirena said, her eyes free of pain and
					swirling with adrenaline. “There’s magic here.”

				“Amanda, get back inside!” Gavin snapped, suddenly aware of her
					vulnerability. She had no weapon, no armor, was just a sitting duck waiting to
					get plucked. “You too, Skip. Get her inside.”

				“What?”

				“Inside!”

				Skip grit his teeth but acquiesced. He took Amanda by the arm
					and dragged her with him.

				The gargoyle was extraordinarily agile, especially on his home
					court. Deos was too, for that matter, but pound for pound in the air, the
					gargoyle had more acceleration and speed and had already raked the Drynnlord
					repeatedly with its own talons. Asmodeous got tired of it. They disengaged;
					Deos’s eyes rolled with ribbons of light.

				“Now!” Tarsidion yelled, and a bolt of lightning ripped out of
					Gavin’s hand like a fiery javelin, but not before Asmodeous’s own fiery missile
					blew off Sikomi’s left wing in an explosion of crimson flame.

				The gargoyle screamed as he plummeted to the earth, while
					Asmodeous tucked into a spin, leaking silvery-blue contrails of magic into the
					night behind him. That was more than a little magic.

				“Go, go, go!” Gavin yelled, sprinting toward the wounded
					gargoyle, but Asmodeous had had already spun around, using the velocity of his
					roll to come dive-bombing like a Luftwaffe fighter and spitting darts of crimson
					flame at the four of them.

				Long-dormant reflexes spurted to the surface as Gavin leaped
					into a somersault, landed in a ball and sprung back up without missing a stride.
					The others dodged aside as well. Too late. Deos swept down from the sky and
					landed on top of Sikomi with a sickening crunch, smashing whatever was left
					alive inside the gargoyle. With a quick, mauling bite, Deos ripped out Sikomi’s
					throat and looked up, his amber eyes alight with glee, gargoyle blood dripping
					from his fangs, and then erupted into the air.

				From behind, the booming of an M4 carbine shattered the night
					as Skip came charging out, firing from his shoulder, looking through the
					Advanced Combat Optical Gunsight, or ACOG for short. Skip pulled the trigger so
					fast it was nearly automatic. When he went dry, he ejected the magazine and
					reloaded in a movement so liquid he must have done it a thousand times
					before.

				Gavin couldn’t decide whether Skip was too thickheaded to be
					scared or if he really was that brave. He certainly wasn’t very good at
					following orders. Deos’s silhouette even jerked a couple of times as he flew off
					but soon they were standing alone, echoes of his gloating laughter filling the
					approaching dusk around them.

				The four Shardyn rallied around Sikomi, swords drawn, back to
					back, each looking outward, but the Overlord didn’t return. Gavin closed his
					eyes in dread and forced himself to look at what was left of their friend and
					ally, at the last Gargoyle on Earth. It was worse than he thought. Sikomi’s body
					was broken, eyes clouded in agony, but despite missing most of his throat,
					somehow he was still alive. He tried to speak but all that emerged was a fizz of
					blood bubbles out of his neck. The dying creature strained weakly and tried
					again.

				“I fared no better than my rival,” he gurgled, and somehow,
					Gavin made sense of his growling words. Sikomi and Ainima had been rival clan
					chiefs hundreds of years ago. Each of them had been the last of their tribe. He
					stayed by Sikomi’s side, squeezing the creature’s hand as a final shudder rolled
					through him. And then he was gone.

				“And
					so
					ends
					the
					last
					line
					of
					the
					gargoyles,” Noah whispered in their native tongue as
					she closed his sightless eyes. Already, a film of frost condensed across his
					body; in an hour he would be dust.

				Gavin stood and faced his friends. Asmodeous’s tactics hadn’t
					changed at all. He was going to pick them off one by one, separate them,
					antagonize them, play to their weaknesses, stretch it out and savor his victory
					for as long as he could. Same as he ever was. They looked up at the last sunset
					they’d ever see on Earth.

				Asmodeous would be coming again...and soon.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-One

				It was just a matter of waiting now.

				Skip lay quietly on the upper terrace, looking through the
					AN/PAS-13 Thermal Weapon Sight attached to the most powerful sniper system in
					the world. He might not know much about their “order,” but one thing was
					certain—these guys knew how to come to a fight.

				What they couldn’t have possibly known was that in three
					different theaters of war, Skip hadn’t become merely proficient with the weapon;
					he’d become a specialist. Yup, Skip was well versed with the Barrett M107. It
					fired a tungsten carbide fifty caliber round and could blow a hole right through
					a concrete wall and still splatter the target behind. The
					only
					gun
					to
					have
					when
					going
					against
					the
					Lord
					of
					the
					Underworld. He took his eye away from the scope
					briefly to expand his field of vision. Even Tarsidion had seemed impressed with
					Skip’s familiarity with the weapon.

				One didn’t get to wear the maroon patch of Pararescue for
					pudwacking.

				After a quiet scan of the night with his naked eye, Skip put
					his eye back to the scope and gave the grounds another meticulous pan, looking
					for any black-hot movement. So far, Asmodeous was steering clear.

				Skip’s orders were to engage only on their signal. He didn’t
					need to be able to speak their strange language to know that getting Jack back
					was of primary importance. Each of them was serious, but loose, just like his
					guys used to be back in the 210th before a big mission. These were
					professionals, and Skip appreciated that. Anything else would be unacceptable.
					Their hope was that Asmodeous would want to get home more than he wanted to make
					them suffer.

				Directly below him, two stories down, Tarsidion lurked in the
					shadows, deep hood drawn like an agent of death. He cradled his fully automatic
					AK-47. He gave no appearance whatsoever that he was even uncomfortable, no
					indication of the agony he had to be feeling. Had to be. The giant exotic was a
					strange juxtaposition of twenty-first century Earth and a medieval sentry.

				Skip took his eye from the scope and looked up at the full moon
					making its way from the horizon. It was brighter than usual, redder. It almost
					seemed foreign. Below it, standing unconcealed in its luminance, were Noah and
					Gavin—calm and resplendent in their armor and long cloaks, hoods drawn like dark
					sorcerers.

				What was it about the moon anyway? Working a beat in Philly,
					Skip had discovered that the freaks indeed did come out on a full moon, as any
					big-city emergency room doctor would attest. Incidents always spiked.

				Skip shook his head. Focus, damn
					you, he thought. Focus.

				Amanda was safely inside with Cirena. In addition to
					second-degree burns, Cirena also had a severe concussion. She was being held in
					reserve, conscious, but in a lot of pain. And still she managed to make Skip
					feel like a bug.

				Something in the yard caught his eye.

				“I’ve got movement,” Skip said lowly into the radio transmitter
					attached to his skull.

				Gavin’s head cocked slightly, and then both he and Noah were
					scanning down range, Noah with an MP5, Gavin weaponless, though an MP5 just like
					Noah’s was slung across his back, waiting to be summoned. And of course they had
					their Quaranais. Skip centered the crosshairs on the
					approaching form.

				It was Jack. He was alive! Barely. He stumbled forward in
					halting, staggering steps. His left arm hung uselessly at his side, and his
					right hand was over his mouth. Something glistened between his fingers.

				Even from four hundred feet back, Skip could hear the shiiiing the Quaranai made
					when it sprang to life, could see that ethereal light billowing from the blade,
					illuminating Gavin’s face. Gavin and Noah saw Jack and ran to him, Gavin in the
					lead, Noah scanning all direction with her submachine gun. Moonlight glinted off
					their armor like sapphires on a beach. Skip could practically smell the tension
					radiating from below him, could feel Tarsidion’s muscles twitch as he fought the
					urge to join them. He didn’t though. Tarsidion remained in the dark.
					Watching.

				Color was impossible to decipher by the background white of the
					thermal scope, but Skip had the horrible feeling that the black liquid running
					down Jack’s fingers was blood.

				Jack seemed to be trying to say something. Skip adjusted the
					magnification of the scope and panned beyond him, looking for movement, but
					there was none. He could hear Jack’s voice but could distinguish nothing. It was
					more like grunts. Skip focused on the trio with just his naked vision and
					watched a bucket of black liquid stream out of Jack’s mouth as he opened his
					mouth.

				Jack had no tongue.

				Both Noah and Gavin flinched. Unable to speak, Jack tried
					several times to raise his arms to point or gesture, but from their odd angles,
					Skip suspected his arms were broken. Or worse.

				Jack ignored their reaction and kept walking—a shuffling,
					exhausted, pain-filled stagger—and pointed at the base of the Bastion, then to
					the ground.

				Skip felt it, a shudder in the earth.

				* * *

				Amanda tried not to stare. Even though Cirena’s eyes
					were closed, Amanda knew the woman was lucid. She’d gotten used to the smell;
					most of it was covered by the incense and candles anyway, but not all of it.

				“Tell me how you met Stavengre,” Cirena said without opening
					her eyes.

				Surprised at the sudden question, Amanda chose her words. “It
					was uh, an...unconventional introduction.”

				“Tell me,” Cirena said, and though her eyes didn’t open, they
					fluttered in interest.

				Amanda adjusted the shotgun in her hands. It was a
					nasty-looking thing, a semiautomatic instead of pump-action, and heavy, but it
					made her feel good, less helpless. She knew how to use it too. When she’d been
					thirteen, she’d spent a summer with Uncle Billy up in Maine, who was an avid
					hunter and had an arsenal. By the time that summer was over, she’d fired every
					gun he had (except the AR15—he never let anybody touch that one), shotguns
					included. She’d never been any good with any of them, never really saw the
					allure, to tell the truth, but at least she didn’t yelp every time they
					fired.

				“I flipped him off,” Amanda began, remembering the incident
					clearly. “It was about two years ago, around this time, and I was over an hour
					late for girl’s night out. I was tailgating and this Audi suddenly stopped in
					front of me. Right in the middle of the road. I came this close to rear-ending
					him,” Amanda said, holding her thumb and forefinger a centimeter apart, but then
					realized it was a moot point, since Cirena’s eyes were closed. “I swerved around
					him, blasted my horn and flipped him the bird, but as I sped past I got a
					glimpse of this guy slumped in his seat. It was just a second but...” She
					shrugged. “Something about him just called to me. I couldn’t tell if he was
					hurt, didn’t think he was, and then I saw the reason. He’d hit a dog.” Amanda
					swallowed. “Talk about feeling like a heel.”

				Cirena’s eyes were still closed, but Amanda could tell she was
					listening.

				“I don’t know why I circled back around. Like I said, I was
					late and it had taken an act of congress to align my girlfriend’s schedules, but
					I did, and when I came back from around the block, this man had gotten out of
					his car and was kneeling beside the dog. I drove by slowly and couldn’t stop
					staring at him. I mean, yes, he was very good-looking, but it didn’t even really
					matter. I don’t know what it was, can’t explain it. His eyes were closed and his
					head was down, but there was something dignified about his sadness. I pulled
					over in front of him and just watched, the ultimate, proverbial rubbernecker.
					After a minute, I got out of my car.”

				“That sounds very much like Stavengre,” Cirena said. Her voice
					had softened.

				It was strange hearing Gavin’s real name.

				“I asked him if he needed help. He looked up at me, but I don’t
					think he actually saw me. It was more as if he were staring through me. He telegraphed so many things in that one look—pain,
					strength and dignity.” Amanda paused, remembering. “And that’s all it took.
					Until that moment I thought that love at first sight was a crock, but I forgot
					all about my girl’s night out, forgot about my day and the boy I had just met
					the weekend before. All I wanted to do was get to know this guy, this man. People say men are from Mars. Well, I always
					thought Gavin was from some other planet, Jupiter maybe. As it turns out it was
					Theia.”

				Silence.

				“Go on—” Cirena’s words were seized by a fit of coughing filled
					with phlegm.

				Amanda listened with sympathy.

				“Continue,” Cirena wheezed when the coughing abated. “And you
					can keep your pity. I am fine.”

				Amanda didn’t bristle. “Well, Gavin looked up at me and told me
					he needed to find out whose dog it was. I asked him if he’d like help. And then
					I saw it, that crooked, lopsided smile of his. Though it was sad, almost gentle,
					it gave me the butterflies. I was hooked.”

				Was that a smile Amanda saw?

				“He accepted my help and one by one, we knocked on all the
					surrounding doors until we found a little boy. It was awful, but Gavin was so
					calming, so warm and soothing. It’s so hard to explain, but there isn’t anybody
					else you’d want to get your bad news from. I guess you’d just have to know
					him—”

				“I know him very well, Amanda,” Cirena said, the frost in her
					voice back with revenge.

				Amanda ignored it. “We’ve been together ever since.”

				It became very quiet.

				“You’re right. An unconventional introduction.”

				“How ’bout you, Cirena? How did you two first meet?”

				Her face, though pasty and ravaged, stretched tighter still,
					her full lips narrowing almost into a line. “Our first meeting was not
					as...auspicious as yours.”

				Amanda settled into her seat. “Tell me,” she said, imitating
					Cirena’s earlier comment.

				Once again it became very quiet. Amanda wasn’t sure if she was
					going to say anything, but after a moment she began to speak. “The first time I
					crossed paths with Stavengre and his brother, Lucian, I had him flogged an inch
					from his life.”

				Amanda cocked her eye at Cirena, wondering if she was kidding.
					Cirena’s eyes were still closed.

				“Before it was discovered that I was Magi, I was nobility,
					second-born to my father, the Archduke of the Northern March, the most powerful
					of the Marches besides the Royal Court itself.”

				Amanda was still stuck on flogging.
					“You mean, you could do that? You could just have somebody—”

				“I could do anything I wanted to. My only restriction was that
					I could not have anyone put to death because I was only eleven, though at
					sixteen, the age of adulthood, that would change.”

				Amanda’s hand had snuck up to her mouth. Cirena remained in
					repose.

				“Why would you do that? What made you want to have
					him...whipped?”

				Cirena took a deep, watery breath. “He refused to lick my
					boot.”

				Amanda did a double-take. “What?”

				“And what was worse, I was offended that I could feel such an
					attraction to a lowborn.” Cirena was silent a good fifteen seconds. Amanda
					couldn’t tell if she was done, being emotional or had fallen asleep. Finally,
					she continued. “I was merciless.”

				Amanda shook her head. “I don’t know what to say.”

				“Don’t say anything.”

				“That really is some history.”

				Cirena licked her lips. “Lucian tried to intervene, and I had
					him flogged an inch from his life as well. Him I could have had killed for
					interfering, but for a reason I cannot recall, I spared him. Though it was a
					long time ago and he has forgiven me, Gavin will never forget.”

				Amanda was speechless. “Wow. You win.”

				“You are familiar with the story of Cinderella, yes?”

				“Of course,” Amanda answered.

				“I was the wicked stepsister.”

				I
					can’t
					argue
					with
					you
					there.

				Something thudded downstairs.

				Cirena’s eyes flew open. She sniffed the air like a wolf at the
					approach of hunters. “Go get the others,” she whispered, standing with only a
					little struggle. She reached down with one hand for the crossbow next to her
					bed. Another thud, only this time there was the
					distinct heavy grate of crumbling rock. With the other hand she strapped on her
						Quaranai.

				Paralyzed, Amanda stared as the blue flames burning atop the
					sconces within the dojo began to hiss and flutter, creating a strobe affect.

				“Go!” Cirena snapped.

				A moment later there was a tremendous crash downstairs,
					followed by a stomach-curdling roar mixed with shades of shriek and scream.
					There was nothing on this planet that even came close.

				Amanda ran.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Two

				Terror was a mighty fine motivator, but had the dual
					effect of turning her legs into quicksand. What was only twenty feet to the
					outside doors stretched for two hundred and took an eon and a half to reach.

				A huge shadow materialized at the entrance of the large, arched
					double back doors but was blown backward in a snap of electric crimson. The yell
					just barely stayed free of becoming a yelp.

				It was Tarsidion. She could tell by his voice.

				From behind her a deep, guttural voice boomed through the
					castle, contaminating the air with its unnaturalness. Tarsidion slashed with his
						Quaranai at the door again but was repelled by a
					crack of electric crimson, although now there was a tear in the light. He hacked
					again and again, oblivious to the sparks of light that cascaded over his
					forearms and into his face with each strike.

				“Stavengre!” he bellowed.

				Amanda dared a glance behind her. A tsunami was rocketing
					toward them, sucking away the tide as it approached. Cirena was still back
					there. She looked down at her gun. Then back at the direction she’d just run
					from, knowing that Cirena was alone.

				Defying every shred of her body’s sense of self-preservation,
					refusing to even consider the consequences, Amanda turned around.

				She had a shotgun. She was going to use it.

				With a sense of purpose and confidence that seemed
					inconceivable yesterday, she marched right back into the inky darkness that
					clung to her skin like the humidity in the African Savannah and looked for
					Cirena.

				From behind her, Tarsidion continued to hack repeatedly at the
					field of light, the crackle of electricity near constant...a frenzy.

				Amanda entered the dojo. Cirena stood brave and calm, her
					crossbow trained directly at Hell itself. He loomed like a prehistoric
					nightmare, great leathery wings furled around muscle-knotted shoulders and
					lupine amber eyes burning from bone-armored eye sockets. His head was long and
					sloped back, culminating into a face that gave birth to fear and darkness. One
					solitary sconce burned from sixteen, a lone island of stubborn Bastion light,
					refusing to succumb to the evil radiating out of Asmodeous like black mist.

				Asmodeous turned to her and smiled through lips the color of
					raw tripe. “Hello
					she-cattle,” he
					said...inside her mind! Though the words that came out of his mouth were harsh
					and rolling, she knew exactly what they meant in her head.

				Cirena fired. The phosphorous quarrel streaked toward his head,
					but before it reached its target, Asmodeous batted it out of the way as if it
					were a mere spitball. The shaft deflected and speared through the shoji wall,
					igniting it, and then thunked into the reinforced granite wall behind, exploding
					into a blinding, spectacular explosion of white-hot light. The shoji walls
					rippled into flame.

				“Olonan
					na
					choki,” he said, laughing. Amanda could almost
					imagine him saying “Not this time.” And then it was Asmodeous who attacked,
					leading with his wing tips, which he used like long daggers.

				Cirena danced to the side with focus-defying speed, despite her
					injuries. She threw down the crossbow and a nasty-looking ax emerged from
					beneath her cape. With her other hand she drew her Quaranai. “Efil!” she yelled, and the
					short blade shot up and tripled in size. Her armor scintillated from the flames
					behind her; she was a double-fisted silhouette of hooded diamonds.

				This
					is
					not
					real. Amanda raised the shotgun, braced the stock
					against her shoulder as she’d learned years ago and aimed. A long time ago
					Amanda promised herself that should the time ever come, she’d never be the
					stupid blonde in horror movies who trips over a curb and falls down in the mud.
					Now was her chance.

				Amanda let out her breath and squeezed the trigger.

				* * *

				One thing the M107 most certainly was not, and that was
					compact, especially with a bipod hanging from the bottom.

				There was a roar, rather on the bloodcurdling side, and a few
					moments later, a flash that vaporized his night vision three floors up. Skip ran
					down the stairs of the castle three at a time, the long barrel of the M107
					leading the way, his chest a knot of adrenaline and coiled terror.

				A moment later a wall of white, acrid smoke whooshed into him
					like garlic fog. Phosphorous. There was only one
					smell like it. Phosphorous was not the sort of thing you ever fired indoors. As if to make his point, he heard the crackling
					of flames.

				That meant that Asmodeous was inside.

				When his feet hit the bottom floor, a single blast from a
					shotgun roared through the reinforced granite walls of the Bastion, followed by
					a duo of women screaming.

				Skip ran faster.

				* * *

				The laws of physics could be maddening. Gavin saw what
					was transpiring within his mind’s eye even before it unfolded. Jack in front,
					staggering like a bloody scarecrow; behind him, the roar of Asmodeous the Pale,
					outflanking them yet again. How the hell had he punched through a
					fifteen-foot-thick foundation?

				“Go, Stavengre,” Noah whispered, staring across the acre
					separating them from the patio door.

				A pulse of crimson light echoed through the night as
					Tarsidion’s massive body bounced back from an electric barrier.

				With a nod, Gavin directed the churning, eager heat within his
					muscles and blurred, an advanced Magi ability that
					had him streaking toward the door so quickly that an image of his form was left
					behind like an echo.

				At the exact spot necessary for a clean slice, Gavin stopped,
					and like a machete through a spiderweb he cleaved through the barrier, sparking
					white-blue against crimson.

				Inside was a freak show.

				Momentary glimpses of terror were splashed around the room by
					the flicker of the still-burning phosphorous against the ribbons of darkness
					that remained like a wake from Asmodeous’s body, creating a strobe light effect.
					A deranged fun house on two buttons of peyote. Cirena’s body was pinned to the
					wall, impaled by glowing javelins of crimson light. Pink froth bubbled out of
					the side of her mouth. K’lesha lay ten feet beyond
					her dangling legs, a great glob of purple blood puddled around it. Her Quaranai lay at her feet. At least she’d gotten one
					lick in. The entire dojo was on fire, though it was not yet out of control.
					Amanda was nowhere in sight.

				Skip burst into the room, saw Gavin and trained the gigantic
					rifle on him.

				“Hold your fire!” Gavin barked, coughing in the smoke.

				“You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you!” Skip yelled. “You look like
					the frickin’ angels of death in all this smoke.” He waved his hand through the
					churning vapors while coughing. “Where’s Amanda?”

				“Stavengre! She needs you!” Tarsidion yelled. His voice
					cracked.

				The dojo walls were completely incinerated now, and though the
					floor was made of teak, it had not yet combusted. Gavin ran over to them, Skip
					on his heels.

				“Anatiu,” he said, and the crimson
					light of the javelins faded. They congealed to something like red ice and then
					shattered. The fragments wisped to smoke before they even hit the ground.

				Tarsidion caught Cirena as she fell.

				“Vo’
					anatiu-akien.” The white
					phosphorous immediately died down, quenched by stone walls that began to weep,
					glistening as if they they’d been sprayed with dew. “Elunai,” he said, and all the sconces in the room burst into light,
					topped with blue-white flames, even the chandelier above. Gavin then threw his
					swordless arm toward the direction of the door they’d just come through, and a
					sudden wind howled through the Bastion, sucking the smoke and black vapors of
					the Underworld right out into the New England night.

				They looked everywhere at once, Skip with the fifty caliber
					sniper rifle, Gavin with his brandished Quaranai in
					the classic middle guard. There was no sign of Amanda or Asmodeous.

				“She’s almost gone,” Tarsidion whispered from where Cirena lay,
					and the note of urgency in the plainsman’s voice was as out of place as a
					growling swan. He had Cirena’s head resting on his thigh.

				Gavin hurried to her, his cloak spreading around his black
					boots. She was still alive. Barely. His heart boomed so hard he could feel it in
					his chin. Not
					you, too, Cirena. No
					way
					in
					hell...

				Noah and Jack burst in to the chamber.

				“Get over here,” he said to them. The moment he got in arm’s
					length of Jack he didn’t give them a chance to stop him. He focused, and at his
					command, rivulets of heat from different parts of his body met in his center,
					right below his navel, pooling into a churning delta. Gavin put his hand over
					his friend’s mouth, his other on Cirena’s forehead and swirled his cloak around
					Tarsidion. Like a brother might give a sip of his water flask, Gavin misted
					their bodies in magic. Just a little; just enough.

				The ugly, oxidized red cast to Jack’s shoulders began to fade.
					The fringes around the wound began to move, and though Gavin didn’t think he’d
					given so much, Jack’s wounds healed more than he’d projected. Jack opened his
					eyes, which were now clear and black, like buttons on a doll.

				Color returned to Cirena’s pasty skin, her eyes fluttered open,
					and Tarsidion scowled as the ugliness of his burn blisters receded.

				“Dammit, Stavengre,” Tarsy said.

				“I can’t face him alone, so quit squawking.”

				Tarsidion’s eyebrows dipped in a ferocious scowl; he looked
					closer at the amulet. All of them did.

				There was still a good amount of iridescence swirling around in
					there, but it was dimmer.

				“You okay, Jack?”

				Jack gave him a thumbs-up. He still didn’t have a tongue, but
					at least he wouldn’t bleed to death, and his arms no longer looked as mottled.
					“Just rest now, go into trance. If we need you,
					we’ll wake your ass up.”

				Jack nodded and, given permission, closed his eyes, crossed his
					arms over his chest and gave another thumbs-up. Then he was out.

				Gavin looked at Tarsidion. No words were spoken; he would stay
					with Jack and Cirena. Gavin stood, turned on his heel and stalked deeper into
					the Bastion. Noah and Skip filed out right behind him, weapons at the ready

				Seeds of ice began to sprout tentacles in his bowels. Where was
					his baby?

				* * *

				Fear was fear. Whether it came in the form of constantly
					worrying if there was an improvised explosive device lurking in the nearest pot
					hole, the fear of dying in a crossfire of insurgent RPGs or getting devoured by
					the Lord of the Underworld, what separated the groupies from the rock stars was
					how one handled that terror. Some sick part of Skip actually exalted in it,
					harnessed it to sharpen his senses, to perceive all, to think quicker. It was
					when he was his best.

				The three of them fanned out through the grand chamber outside
					the dojo and settled around the pool of thick blood soaking in the rug. A few
					feet next to it lay Amanda’s abandoned shotgun and a spent cartridge. Twelve
					gauge. Buckshot. Dribbling upstairs like a trail of molasses was Azmo-blood,
					stinking like rotten eggs and decomposing walrus ass, which, incidentally, Skip
					knew what smelled like from his time with the big two-ten up in Alaska.

				Something boomed upstairs. They all looked at each other. Gavin
					jerked his chin at the stairs and as if they’d been doing it their whole lives,
					the three of them fell into line, Gavin on point, Noah at the six and Skip in
					the middle, M107 in hand. On Gavin’s signal, the three began their ascent,
					gliding up the stairs like an upside-down stream. The slung stock of Gavin’s
					submachine gun bounced softly against his back shoulder blade armor, muffled by
					his cloak. His Quaranai still poured ethereal blue
					light, while the steady sound of a Siberian wind blew through the room. Death’s
					Breath. The very fact that the sword made any sound
					was strange, but Skip found its call both comforting and ominous, like the ocean
					at night. Noah gripped her own Quaranai as well, and
					though no light or wind poured from its blade it rippled with different shades
					of silver and gray, threaded with glimmers of cobalt.

				At the top of the stairs, they followed the blood trail down a
					carpeted hallway. It stopped three quarters of the way on the left. Whatever
					door had been there now laid in a ba-jillion pieces. Backs against the wall,
					they crept forward until Gavin raised his fist. Their three-person line stopped
					right outside the shattered door. Gavin then brought his open hand to his hip
					and with cupped fingers signaled them to get
					ready in textbook SWAT. Just where exactly these
					magi-knights learned SWAT hand signals was beyond Skip, but he had it
					perfect.

				Gavin brought his hand up to his cheek and extended it forward
					twice. Assault. The three of them stormed inside,
					sword blazing, guns bristling, sweeping through the room.

				It was empty. There was a sleek, desk-sized computer monitor
					with charts of the orbital trajectories of the moon and planets upended and
					smashed into the floor. Hundreds of books and texts littered the area rug,
					spilled from shelves brimming with books and tomes so tall they reached the
					ceiling. Many of them were singed. On the west wall, where once there was a
					window and wall, a cool fall breeze blew through a hole that had detonated from
					the inside out. Stone, concrete and twisted metal studs jutted out into the
					night.

				Cautiously, Gavin stuck his head out of the former window and
					looked up, to the sides and down, the tip of his blade leading the way.
					Nothing.

				They checked the room across the hall and then cleared the rest
					of the upstairs methodically, but they found nothing. Asmodeous was gone. And so
					was Amanda.

				Gavin stopped. The silence that followed was thick and
					terrible. Gavin’s eyes were wide and distant, his mouth slightly open, his face
					paper-white. Skip caught Noah’s eye and for a moment they shared mutual
					realities. This
					is
					very
					bad.

				“He’ll want to bargain her, Stavengre,” Noah said gently.
					“There’s still hope.”

				“No,” Gavin said numbly. “She’s dead. He’s going to kill her.
					He’ll make her suffer.”

				Skip could hear the man’s breathing quicken, could see the
					tremors in his jaw as if he were shivering. It was the blossoming of a nightmare
					come to life. He watched the progression of shock to anguish to rage on Gavin’s
					face. With a swirl of his cloak, Gavin stalked out the door.

				“Stavengre,” Noah called. “Stop.”

				Gavin ignored her and flew down the stairs, knees like pistons.
					Noah sprinted after him and grabbed his arm at the bottom of the stairs. Skip
					followed, wondering if he was going to have to deck him. If Gavin went out there
					and got barbecued, they were all hamster food.

				“It’s exactly what he wants,” she said, her eyes urgent.

				“And I’m going to oblige him,” Gavin answered, pushing past
					her. “He’s not doing this to me again, no fucking way!” he roared.

				Tarsidion came bounding in, AK-47 at the ready, but Gavin
					ignored him, kept marching toward his destination—the outside door. Skip wasn’t
					particularly relishing the thought of tackling somebody wearing full plate
					armor, but he would. There was no way Skip was letting Gavin out of here.

				“A little help, Tarsy?” Noah asked, keeping stride with
					Gavin.

				Tarsidion stepped in front of Gavin.

				“Get out of my way. I did it once, I’ll do it again—only this
					time he dies.”

				Skip watched in guarded silence.

				“We face him together, Stavengre. He wants you to succumb to your despair. This is a game to him—you know
					this. He takes us for puppets. Don’t give him that.” Tarsidion pointed at the
					liquid crystal amulet housing the blue jewel. “We all die if he gets that.”

				Gavin was silent for at least eight seconds, long enough to at
					least appear as if he were considering the words. “I won’t let him,” he finally
					said and went to step beyond Tarsidion.

				Tarsidion blocked his way. “No.”

				The two eyed each other, fabled knights in a face-off, while
					the Lord of the Underworld flew free and plotted their demise.

				Noah slid in from the right. She took his face into her hand
					and made him look at her, speaking in that cryptic, flowing tongue of
					theirs.

				Whatever she said, the words penetrated that shell-shocked haze
					in his eyes, brought him back, at least partway.

				Tarsidion jumped in, and together they broke through.

				Gavin closed his eyes and gave a single, strangled moan.

				Something from his left called for Skip’s attention, a
					luminance that seemed out of place, bright enough to pierce the beveled windows
					bracketing the thick oak back door. He looked and stifled a gasp. “Uh, guys,” he
					said. “I think you’d better take a look at this.”

				The three ceased their discussion. Gavin jerked his chin up,
					his eyes as turbid as sediment in a flood. “What?”

				Skip took another glance, trying to pick his words. “There’s a
					ring of fire in your backyard.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Three

				A steady wind whispered ominously through the trees
					then died abruptly, as if the world had just inhaled.

				Gavin stared at the circle. Part of him wanted to scream, to
					detonate into a fireball and leave this all behind—the war, his fear, his
					friends, duty—but like always, his rage came hurtling back like some spiritual
					bungee cord.

				“That wasn’t here when we went inside, right?” Skip asked,
					Barrett in hands.

				The circle was precise in its dimensions, as if created by a
					giant compass and large enough to encircle an eighteen-wheeler. Although it was
					surrounded by grass, inside the circle was plain soil, and in the middle of that
					soil, a perfectly round hole the size of a basketball. The perimeter of the
					circle glowed, like fiber optic moonlight.

				“No,” Gavin said in a low voice. “That wasn’t here before.”
					Heat pulsed through him in bursts like solar flares, all the while the roaring
					of waves crashed through his hearing. My
					world
					is
					crumbling
					around
					me.

				“What is it? Why is it glowing?” Skip asked.

				“Step one of three,” Noah said. “The borders of the doorway
					have been carved.”

				Skip turned to her. “To Theia?”

				Noah nodded.

				“What’s two and three?”

				“This is two,” Gavin said, fishing out the Regolith
					Talisman from a leather pouch hanging off his belt,
					wincing as his hand came in contact with the dark metal. It was freezing. Waves
					of needles prickled the muscles and bones of his hand, as though he’d grabbed
					the nubs of a battery with wet fingers. “And this is three,” he continued,
					holding up his angry Quaranai to the night, which
					burned and crackled silver-blue light in an uneven fashion, vaporous and
					gossamer.

				A sudden wind whipped up around them, and on it was a deep,
					guttural voice. It bounced and echoed against the stones of the Bastion, raising
					the skin on the back of Gavin’s neck. He only knew a couple of phrases of the
					foul language, but he didn’t need a translator to know what was said.

				I
					am
					coming.

				Gavin stuffed the talisman back into the leather pouch. Come
					and
					get
					it.

				“That was more than creepy,” Skip said, eyes comically
					wide.

				“Skip, take a position on the east wall and watch those trees
					around the pond,” Gavin said tonelessly, pointing out over the grounds beyond
					the circle. “It’s probably where he’ll come in.”

				“How do you know?” Skip asked.

				“I don’t. Just a hunch. Now that he’s done skulking, he’ll
					probably come through the front door.”

				“Well, you’d know,” Skip muttered, walking to where Gavin had
					pointed and unfolded the legs to the bipod beneath M107.

				As if to make his point, the air went still and a long,
					otherworldly call slithered through the night, deep and cavernous. Then the
					ground began to shake, like a giant footstep that never stopped. Tarsidion and
					Noah were well acquainted with Deos’s methods, but Skip was not. The police
					chief’s eyes were glued to the three of them; he was taking his cue from their
					reaction. They ignored it the same way a seasoned pilot ignored turbulence.
					Tarsidion let loose an impressive stream of spit through his teeth, as good as
					any baseball player.

				Skip gave a tight nod and put his eye back to the scope. Above
					them, the moon sat like an unearthed skull rising slowly from the horizon—cold,
					bright and full of secrets. It would be hitting its zenith within the hour and
					when it did, the fate of two worlds would be decided.

				True to form, the ground ceased trembling and the ensuing
					silence pressed down like a shadow. Deos loved to string his victims along,
					stretch their nerves and exhaust them mentally, physically and spiritually; even
					Gavin’s simmering rage couldn’t quite overcome the bombardment of greasy moth
					wings in his stomach. After several millennia, a single, lonely gust of wind
					swirled through the sentinel trees around the grounds, transforming the still
					air into a steady roar of shivering leaves and scraping branches.

				He’s
					out
					there.

				Instead of letting dread take root, Gavin distracted himself by
					studying Asmodeous’s hastily conjured Circle of Elements. It was impressive,
					especially considering how little time the Overlord had had. It would have taken
					Gavin at least a couple of hours—the glass channels burned into the earth
					comprising its perimeter was in and of itself a work of labor. It took hot
					flames to make glass, and the Overlord had done it without his talisman.

				Gavin studied the four slender, cylindrical columns rising from
					the ground, each pillar created precisely at true north, east, west and south.
					They were about five feet high and flat on top...like an altar. On the north
					pillar was a dancing tongue of flame, on the south, a frozen drop of water the
					size of an orange, gleaming in the moonlight. A continually crackling ball of
					red lighting marked the west, and on the east column was a fist-sized lump of
					what looked like obsidian.

				The four elements.

				Not only was Asmodeous a flesh-eating monster, he was the Great
					Warlock. The Pale Terror. The Ruler of the Underworld, the ArchDrynn and a
					hundred other titles given to him by myths and fables. But what punched Gavin in
					the mouth was that no matter how sophisticated Gavin might think himself, how
					well-trained and powerful he’d become as a Shardyn, he was only thirty-three
					years old; Deos was millions.

				How
					did
					I
					get
					here?

				Lucian, that was how. This was his fault. Haaaaad to be the
					best, couldn’t just be content being a Magi. And who was Gavin fooling? He would
					have followed Alyssandra to the gates of Eternity, so why not the Shardyn
					Academy? It wasn’t as if he regretted it. For every moment of despair and terror
					of training and war there had been an obverse moment of triumph and wonder. He
					just hated being the shining beacon of irony, standing here now when the two
					people he’d loved more than his own life, who’d actually wanted this gig, were
					dead. Perished. He didn’t even bother to wipe at the droplet of moisture that
					spilled down his cheek and rolled to his chin.

				Here, everything would be decided.

				“So this koala bear walks into a bar,” Skip said from the right
					of them.

				In unison, the three Shardyn Knights shifted their attention to
					the police chief, unsure if they’d heard right.

				Skip’s eye remained at the scope. “He walks in, sits down and
					orders a sandwich. After he scarfs it down, he pulls out a Glock, plugs the
					bartender a couple of times and then walks out the door—I’ve got movement.” His
					voice turned crisp as he reverted to a soldier’s professionalism. “Silhouette,
					eighty meters west.”

				Three pairs of eyes snapped forward.

				Behind the pond a figure emerged, stumbling toward them in a
					listless shuffle. Amanda. She was alive. She took a couple of steps forward,
					whimpered and then began to levitate. Exorcist
					style.

				It took everything Gavin had inside of him to not fly to her
					immediately, but he knew what was happening. Diversionary tactics. Trap.
					Instead, he searched the night for the source, for the Lord of the
					Underworld.

				“I got something in the trees,” Skip said. “Second birch on the
					left of the pond, fifteen meters up.”

				Gavin looked up deeper in the gloom, and lo and behold...a
					shadow sat. Two disembodied orbs glinted amber in the night. I’m
					watching
					you.

				“I can’t believe something like him even exists,” Skip
					muttered, adjusting the sights on the scope, tilting the gun up to get a better
					fix.

				“He is one of the Original Races,” Noah murmured. “The Drynn go
					back further in history than even the Dragons.”

				“Dragons?”

				“Well, dinosaurs here.”

				“Millions of years to perfect the art of killing,” Skip said.
					“Somehow, I’m not encouraged. Why can’t I just plug him right now?”

				Gavin perked up. “You have a shot?”

				“I did. Dammit, where’d he go?”

				Gavin shook his head and sighed. That would have been too
					easy.

				“Efil,” Tarsidion said in that deep
					melodic voice of his, and the short, rippled blade of his sleeping Quaranai shot up three feet in a shing. Now he was double-fisted.

				“If he shows himself again—” Gavin pulled his hood over his
					head and stepped onto the grass. “Take his head off. Don’t wait for a
					signal.”

				Skip took his eye from the scope and stared at Gavin. “What
					about Amanda?”

				“Just take the shot. We’ll handle the rest.”

				Skip gave his holstered .357 Python a pat and nodded. “Roger
					that,” he said and put his eye back to the scope.

				Noah and Tarsidion fell in behind Gavin wordlessly, pulling
					their hoods over their heads and walking into the night like three avenging
					angels.

				Even before they reached the water’s edge, black contrails rose
					from their steps like smoke, obscuring the line of sight offered from the
					courtyard. Warfare 101—smokescreen. As old as war itself. So much for the head
					shot.

				“Walk
					no
					further,” Asmodeous commanded from above in the old
					tongue of High Common. The Overlord was crouched within the upper branches of an
					old birch tree, leaning forward in the Drynnian hunting stance. The birch
					struggled with his weight. He glared at them with wolf-amber eyes, flecked with
					crimson, and then swooped down from his perch in a huge spread of leathery
					wings, landing silently behind Amanda.

				She cringed and stared at Gavin helplessly, her bottom lip
					trembling as she hovered in the air, spinning slightly like a leaf caught on a
					spider strand.

				“Give
					me
					what
					I
					desire
					and
					I
					won’t
					indulge
					myself,” Deos said, sniffing the side of her neck.
					His black tongue rasped the side of her cheek, and Amanda whimpered.

				Gavin tried to guess at how much of Deos’s gloating was an act.
					His body was riddled with purplish boils filled with pus, and his wings and
					shoulders were scraped bloody from being dragged. He was cut up, shot up and
					battered. Yet still he smiled. He extended a hooked talon and pushed it into the
					soft spot beneath Amanda’s jaw.

				“Why
					are
					you
					so
					eager
					to
					sacrifice
					those
					you
					hold
					dearest, Annototh? Have
					you
					not
					suffered
					enough?” He shook his head in mock pity, those
					monstrous eyes brimming with malignant humor. “Give
					me
					my
					amulet
					and
					your
					accursed Quaranai, and
					I
					shall
					return
					her
					to
					you.”

				Gavin looked right into the eyes of the Underworld. Fathomless
					depths glinting cruel amusement stared back at him. He was enjoying
					this—savoring it, eager to see it through.

				Gavin reached beneath his cloak, steeled himself for the pain
					and grabbed the Regolith
					Talisman. On contact, his hand was assaulted by
					waves of prickling needles that he ignored, taking satisfaction in the way
					Deos’s eyes glinted with longing.

				“Release
					her, and
					I’ll
					give
					you
					your
					talisman.” He raised his head defiantly. “My Quaranai you
					will
					have
					to
					take.”

				“Stavengre,” Noah warned from his right, while Tarsidion turned
					in alarm.

				He ignored them. “I’m not going to let him kill her.”

				“Stavengre, we have him,” Tarsidion whispered. “We must take
					him now. Without the talisman his magic is diminished. We’ll never have another
					chance like this.”

				“He’ll kill her.”

				“He will kill her, anyway.”

				“No,” Asmodeous said, breaking into
					their debate. Evidently, he understood English just fine. “I
					give
					you
					my
					word, Annototh, and
					you
					know
					how
					often
					I
					do
					that. Give
					me
					my
					talisman
					and
					I
					will
					not
					kill
					her.” There was a look of amused interest on his
					face.

				“No. That you will not harm
					her.”

				Asmodeous’s laugh came out—long, guttural and breathy. “Clever
					cattle. Very
					well, she
					will
					not
					be harmed. I
					will
					leave
					her
					to
					rot
					on
					this
					wretched
					world.”

				Tarsidion grabbed his arm. “We will never have a chance like
					this again, both the talisman and your Quaranai
					in
					our
					grasp. We have no choice but to strike now!”

				Asmodeous dug the tip of his claw deeper into the bottom of
					Amanda’s jaw. She whimpered. “Decide
					quickly, cattle,” he
					said, running his black tongue down her face. “I
					am
					hungry.”

				Time moved into a slower, thicker version of itself. The love
					of his life versus the lives of countless.

				A lone, defiant toad croaked from somewhere in the pond.

				He glanced down at the corrupt talisman, felt its cold stabbing
					in his palm and fingers, then looked at the Overlord. At the terror in Amanda’s
					eyes.

				I
					am
					weak.

				“Swear it,” Gavin said. From his peripheral vision he saw both
					Noah and Tarsidion stiffen.

				“I
					swear
					that
					she
					will
					not
					be
					harmed.”

				“Release her.”

				Asmodeous waved his hand as if shooing a moth, and Amanda went
					flying into the pond. She landed with a scream and a splash.

				“Your
					turn, honorable
					Shardyn,” Deos said, raising his right eyebrow bone
					and stretching out his massive, muscle-corded arm to receive. It dripped blood
					from a half-dozen different lacerations.

				Gavin closed his eyes. He tapped into the currents of the
					night, feeling its tempo and cadence as he entered what the Shardyn called the
					Void—a place within the mindscape where action flowed as effortlessly as water
					downstream. “Catch.”

				Like a pitcher, Gavin threw the talisman at Asmodeous’s head.
					It sailed impossibly long in the air, aided by his craft and homed in on his
					oblong skull. The Overlord snatched it easily from the air and the moment it
					made contact with his giant clawed hand, the moment Gavin’s word was honored,
					Gavin unleashed two bolts of lightning wreathed in cobalt flames.

				The Overlord hadn’t been expecting that.

				Both bolts speared into his chest and knocked him back, his
					face ablaze with shock and pain. Even before the lighting completed its arc,
					Noah and Tarsidion rushed in, their silver blades weaving a bloody spark-fest
					against his flailing arms.

				He tried to fly away, jumped up and backward with a flap of his
					wings, but that was exactly what Gavin was waiting for, why he’d hung behind. He
					sent a flight of blue-white darts sizzling through the night like a machine gun
					burst of tracers from the wings of a P51 Mustang. Just in time, Asmodeous
					crossed his bloody forearms in front of his face, protecting it, while his body
					and wings were impaled by a dozen blades of light. He fell the meager twelve
					feet he’d managed to climb, right back within striking distance of Tarsidion and
					Noah, who immediately resumed their rain of slashing silver metal.

				Even inert, Noah’s and Tarsidion’s Quaranais wreaked havoc on his arms, biting deep into his
					ridgebones, spilling rivulets of blood to the ground with every blow. He fell
					back, staggering, his once arrogant leer now contorted into dismay. Gavin
					tracked them from behind, arm outstretched, waiting for a clear shot. They
					pressed...

				And were lured.

				With the suddenness of a blackout, Deos punched out with open
					palms and released his own magma-colored lightning point-blank. The concussion
					of the bolt leveled Tarsidion as if he’d just been hit by a charging rhino.

				But it cost him. In the moment the Overlord struck Tarsidion,
					Noah arced her blade in a vicious slice of her blade, opening the flesh below
					Deos’s right armpit, even while a flight of pale blue lances sizzled out of
					Gavin’s fingertips. They burst against Deos’s neck, torso, wings and legs,
					clinging to his flesh like silver-blue napalm.

				There was nothing contrived about his scream that time.
					Asmodeous’s good cheer disintegrated. Even as streams of blue flames roiled from
					his body, his other palm snapped out, and this time it was a sphere of scarlet
					lightning that hurled out and detonated against Noah’s breastplate. Back she
					flew, head over heels in the limp way only the completely unconscious could
					tumble, encased in a field of residual electricity. She landed in a messy heap
					and didn’t move again.

				For just a breath, the world stood still, and Gavin’s fear
					spontaneously combusted, consumed by the fall of his brethren. Noah wasn’t
					moving. Cirena was motionless. Tarsy was down. Gavin lowered his chin, held up
					his blade and pointed at the Overlord. You
					die.

				And then Gavin was streaking through the grass, his body
					catapulted by the force of magic. Deos was particularly dangerous when he got
					your stare, because through it, he could enter and control a weak mind, but
					that’s all Gavin wanted. He wanted the Original Race to know that today its
					reign of millions of years had come to an end.

				Whether he saw what was coming for him or simply acted in a
					tactical decision, Asmodeous was not there when Gavin’s Quaranai swung for his head. Instead the Overlord burst into spirit
					and soared back to the trees. Gavin tracked him relentlessly, smelling blood,
					crashing through the underbrush of the Bastion’s estate.

				Deos was hurt. He could tell by the milky film that covered his
					eyes, the unbalance in his perch. A tree was not going to save him. Gavin
					cleaved right through the trunk of the birch Deos had retreated to with a
					crackling hiss of his Quaranai. It was like cutting
					through straw. The tree swayed a moment and then crashed down with a dull whussh of splintering wood and smashing leaves.
					Ribbons of flames clung to the stump and newly sheared end. Gavin yelled in
					bloodlust as his insides rippled from the ecstasy of spent magic. Asmodeous
					leaped to another tree, and Gavin followed.

				I
					am
					your
					reckoning, I
					am
					your
					end, I
					am
					your
					slayer...It had become a chant within Gavin’s
					mind.

				The temptation to defy gravity crossed Gavin’s mind but he
					discarded it; too much energy required, and the air was the dominion of the
					Drynn. Instead he chopped the next tree down with a single swipe and hurled
					three balls of fire wrapped in blue lightning. They homed in on the Drynnlord
					like guided missiles, trailing silver-blue contrails. At fifteen feet, each
					sphere exploded and released a storm of blue-light shrapnel like a double shot
					of canister fired from a civil war cannon.

				This time, the shrapnel never touched him. Like water balloons
					against glass, they bounced off a shimmering crimson field that surrounded him
					like a dome.

				Gavin’s intestines squirmed.

				Slowly the Overlord descended from the air to land beside the
					felled maple, surrounded in a gossamer curtain of fire-red light. Deos gave the
					fallen tree a good look and then looked at Gavin. “Very
					aggressive, Annototh.
						That’s
					something
					your
					brother
					would
					have
					done. How
					is
					the
					young
					calf? Oh.” He dipped his
					head in mocking sadness. “Forgive
					me, I
					forgot
					I
					cut
					his
					head
					off. It
					seems
					that
					seventeen
					years
					in
					a
					black
					hole
					has
					stolen
					my
					chivalry.”

				A new rush of anger smothered the panic that had begun to well
					in Gavin’s bladder. Although Deos had just taken their best shot and was still
					grinning, he held his right arm to his side as if it were broken, and his thick,
					purple-red blood leaked freely from a half-dozen lacerations onto the grass,
					pungent and unmistakable.

				“How
					is
					it
					that
					it
					always
					comes
					to
					us?” Deos asked, stepping forward, his dome of red
					light moving with him. “Why
					are
					your
					friends
					so
					weak
					and
					eager
					to
					abandon
					you?”

				Gavin didn’t dare take his eyes off the Overlord, but with his
					periphery, Gavin took note that both Tarsidion and Noah still laid where they
					fell. Amanda shivered from the side of the pond, wide-eyed and blue-lipped.

				It was just him and Asmodeous the Pale. Again.

				The Overlord looked up at the moon and grinned. “Soon
					I
					shall
					return
					home
					to
					end
					everything
					you’ve
					ever
					known.” Deos smacked his lips. “But
					first, I
					shall
					cook
					you, Annototh, sear
					your
					flesh
					until
					it
					splits
					open
					and
					your
					juices
					leak
					into
					my
					mouth. But
					fret
					not, brave
					cattle, you
					won’t
					be
					dead. I’ll
					have
					you—”

				A supernova of lava-red light exploded around Deos like a
					transformer hit by lightning. A microsecond later the unmistakable kar-rump of the Barrett
					M107 rumbled down the grass way. The fifty caliber round shattered the red
					curtain of protection and punched a cluster of walnut-sized holes into the
					monster’s stomach as the round fragmented against the barrier.

				Gavin’s night vision disintegrated by the flash but he charged
					blindly anyway, using his memory to cleave. His blade found nothing.

				The Barrett barked again. And again. Swiping at the air as if
					it would make his vision return quicker, Gavin heard Asmodeous’s enraged
					screams, the methodical booming of the great sniper system. Gavin fell back on
					his training and walked toward the screams, eyes closed, his mind replaying the
					terrain he’d just traversed. He held his Quaranai in
					front of his face. The distinct thickf of a flying
					Drynnian daggerspur hissed from beyond, followed by the buzzing crackle of
					lightning on stone. Skip gave a loud grunt, and then there was silence.

				Gavin opened his eyes. A giant blob of imprinted light blocked
					his vision, but he could see from the fringes. With his peripheral vision he
					searched for Asmodeous, heard the flap of wings and did the calculation of last
					scream to present flap. Magic rushed through him as he peppered that quadrant of
					the sky with a scatter of fiery darts.

				Asmodeous’s cry sounded almost like a squawk. Surprise, you
					son
					of
					a
					bitch. Gavin didn’t need sight to know what to do
					next.

				He Cocooned. Just in time.

				The air around him exploded into crimson flames, hissing
					violently beyond the cocoon of blue light emitted from his cloak, withering and
					blackening the grass and earth around him. Beyond the curtain of flames he could
					see Asmodeous’s silhouette, could see both taloned hands raised, blood dripping
					down his arms, wings outstretched, two streams of red-orange fire roaring into
					Gavin like double WWII flame throwers.

				Maintaining a Cocoon was like
					holding a thirty-pound weight over the head. Not too bad at first, but once
					fatigue started to set in...Gavin’s sweat began to pop.

				Asmodeous approached slowly, fire streaming, until he was
					standing just a body length away. Torrents of flame engulfed Gavin’s form,
					squeezing his cocoon of pale blue light like twin pythons around a stag. Buuuuuuuuurn, the flames seem to say.

				“Long
					have
					I
					waited
					for
					this
					day, Annototh,” Deos
					said through the flames and onto the crust of Gavin’s mind. There was no trace
					of the leer or black humor Gavin had become accustomed to. What was left was
					hatred so feral and consuming that it was a force unto itself. “For
					seventeen
					winters
					I
					lay
					in
					wait, trapped
					within
					the
					cold
					darkness
					of
					my
					thoughts
					and
					this
					wretched
					earth, and
					in
					all
					my
					whisperings, in
					all
					my
					violence, I
					poured
					my
					will
					upon
					one
					thought.” Asmodeous ran his black tongue over his
					thick, worm-like lips and glared at Amanda, shivering by the pond. “I’m
					going
					to
					make
					her
					watch.”

				Gavin was panting now; sweat dribbled down into his eyes,
					burning his concentration. It was like the ultimate game of mercy, whoever’s
					fingers were strongest...and Gavin was wilting. His intestines were cooking. The
					heat below his navel was egg-frying hot. He staggered to his knees, gasping as
					his cocoon shuddered like the first tremor a car makes before it runs out of
					gas.

				“Burrrrn,” Asmodeous chanted.
						“Buuuuuuurn.”

				And then Jack rose from behind like a phantasm.

				* * *

				It wasn’t the first time he’d ever been hit by
					lightning, but it was the first time he’d ever been hit while in trance. It was not the preferred method of waking up.
					Once his body stopped spasming, Jack sat up and let loose a stream of
					obscenities.

				Why
					in
					all
					the
					hells
					didn’t
					anybody
					wake
					me
					up? And then the pain came, like his tongue had been
					seared with a cattle brand. Oh, that’s
					why. The memory of Asmodeous’s ugly puss and fetid
					breath biting Jack’s tongue out of his mouth hammered at a door within his mind.
					Jack just deadbolted it. No time for such thoughts.

				In a single pan of his head he saw Cirena on his right, arms
					crossed over chest, fist-sized marks blackening her armor. Left side—Skip,
					motionless, daggerspur protruding from his chest, M107 lying smoking a foot away
					from his hand. Above him, the night sky flickered colors that didn’t exist in
					the natural world—fire and ruby and sulfur, Underworld colors—and somewhere
					ahead of him, the unmistakable grate of Deos’s voice contaminated the night.

				He took a deep breath, which hurt as the air ran over the nub
					of what used to be his tongue, and steeled himself for what he was about to
					unleash on this world. Time
					to
					go
					to
					work.

				Jack rose.

				The last man standing was Gavin. As usual. His old friend was
					entombed in a waning cocoon of blue light, while Deos went to work with his with
					unholy flames. Twin columns of red-yellow flames writhed around Gavin so thickly
					that Jack could only see his silhouette. Tarsy and Noah were down, one on his
					left and one on his right.

				I
					check
					out
					for
					a
					couple
					of
					minutes
					and
					the
					whole
					world
					turns
					to
					shit. Jack unsheathed his Quaranai from his waist and held it in front of him. He would have
					to extend it just before the strike; otherwise Asmodeous would recognize the
					sound. There was only one sound in the world like an awakening Quaranai.

				Jack charged.

				* * *

				Gavin feigned weakness. Not that it was much of a
					stretch. He wanted Asmodeous focused solely on him and not on Jack, who was
					flying across the grass like a helicopter skimming waves. Asmodeous moved in for
					the kill, eyes wide in bloodlust, and Gavin just about crumpled. Get
					here, get
					here, get
					here.

				And as usual, Jack Nyx did.

				Maybe it was because he’d had millions of years to evolve, or
					that he had supernatural hearing, but when Jack got five feet from him,
					Asmodeous knew, and twirled around, blocking the
					springing blade in a sword strike that would have separated most of Deos’s head
					from his shoulders like a big fat chicken. As it was, the metal of Jack’s Quaranai buried itself in his arm, cleaving bone and
					muscle in a spray of purple-red blood. Asmodeous roared. The flames stopped, and
					immediately the crushing weight of the thirty pound dumbbell disappeared, but
					not before the grand finale. Like an explosion underneath water, a blast wave of
					interrupted magic blew Gavin nine feet back.

				He struggled for breath, fought for control over his muscles
					but felt only electric fingers twitching his nerve endings. A fresh wave of
					panic washed over him; every time he moved even an inch, a bolt of agony seared.
					The threads of red lightning did not subside, but instead roved over his armor,
					seeking his skin.

				And then the pain started.

				* * *

				Even with an inferno inside his mouth and two broken
					arms not all the way healed, Jack stood calmly, like a sculpture of a knight in
					a storm. In one hand he had his lightless but fully extended Quaranai and in the other, his Nai, the Quaranai’s accompanying
					sidearm, like the wakisashi was to the katana. Longer than a dagger but shorter than a sword,
					the Nai was an exquisite double-edged stabbing blade
					of Valisian steel—as deadly as it was beautiful. Of all of them stranded here,
					not even Noah was better than Jack, and tonight he was going to make it
					sing.

				He held both blades in the classic Shardyn middle-guard—the
					hilt of the Quaranai by his face, blade up, the
					shorter Nai thrust front, angled at Deos’s eyes.

				“How
					quickly
					we
					meet
					again, cattle-prince,” Deos said with a malicious smile. “Shall
					I
					take
					your
					eyes
					this
					time?” Despite looking as if he’d just been ambushed
					by a pack of flamethrower Velociraptors, Deos’s leer remained.

				Tarsidion was face down in the grass, Noah’s body was
					half-twisted on its side and Stav writhed like a singed dragonfly on the ground
					not fifteen feet away.

				“Have
					you
					no
					retort?” Deos asked, raising his clawed hand to the
					hole in his head that served as an ear. “Ahhh
					yesss, I
					seem
					to
					have
					forgotten. I
					bit
					the
					tongue
					out
					of
					your
					mouth
					and
					swallowed
					it.”

				Yeah, you
					swallow, all
					right, Jack thought, regripping his blades. All
					I
					gotta
					do
					is
					take
					your
					head
					and
					we
					go
					home. As
					legends.

				“Brave
					Juekovelin, you
					stand
					before
					me
					daring
					to
					fathom
					triumph
					when
					I
					have
					laid
					entire armies to
					ruin. The
					ambition
					of
					Men
					never
					ceases
					to
					delight
					me.” Deos licked his lips. “How
					sweet
					your
					flesh
					shall
					taste.”

				Jack attacked simply to shut him up. In a sequence he’d done
					ten thousand times before, Jack feinted with the Nai
					and then slashed his Quaranai across Deos’s chest
					with a flick of his wrist so fast he could have cut a bullet out of the air. His
					blade carved a line of separated flesh over Deos’s ribs. Then Jack retracted, as
					if he’d never moved at all. He gave Deos a little wink.

				The laughter in the Overlord’s eyes had vanished. Deos looked
					down at the wound, back up at Jack and then bared the points of his teeth. A
					moment later Jack’s world became a whirlwind of flashing blades, snarls and
					raking talons. Blood sprayed, and it wasn’t Jack’s. Without Asmodeous’s dreaded
					weapon—the Abyssian Scepter, the one Lucian had given his life to destroy—the
					Overlord had to rely on the ridgebones of his arms, already notched and bleeding
					freely, and his daggerspurs, one of which was missing. Sticking out of Skip’s
					chest.

				Jack kept his feet moving, circling the hulking dark lord like
					a Mako shark around a wounded orca. With milky eyes radar-locked on Jack’s
					blades, Deos reached down and snapped a thick branch off the birch that was
					lying in the grass.

				“Crude, yes?” he asked Jack, brandishing his new weapon sprouting leaves and
					smaller branches. “To
					be
					bludgeoned
					by
					a
					tree
					seems
					a
					bit
					ignominious, Nyx, but...” He shrugged. “It
					shall
					be
					gratifying.”

				At that, the club came swinging at him full strength, trailing
					scattered leaves. Even with armor, the three-foot-thick tree-club would have
					splattered Jack like an overripe melon. Of course, it didn’t touch him. Jack
					floated back, watched the branch sail past his head and then lunged in with his
						Quaranai, opening yet another gash beneath the
					other armpit. Deos roared and swung again and again, smashing huge dents in the
					ground.

				Jack grinned, despite the drool that poured out of his
					tongueless mouth. You
					are
					one
					slow, ponderous
					fuck.

				After swinging half a dozen times to no avail, Deos halted,
					tongue lolling over his large pointed teeth. “You
					are
					irritatingly
					resilient, Juekovelin,”
					Asmodeous growled through his heavy pants. He threw down his newly acquired
					club, and the milky film that covered his eyes peeled away. The red slits within
					the amber orbs pulsed to life, and suddenly the Overlord’s will battered Jack’s
					mental defenses. Jack had seen that trick before. Deos’s mental assault was like
					an avalanche of hot ash against the walls of Constantinople.

				Not
					even
					on
					your
					birthday, asshole.

				After several long moments, Deos pulled back, the coriaceous
					muscles surrounding his two nostril slits crinkling in a snarl. He bared his
					fangs, another gesture he didn’t use often, and looked up at the sky. Getting
					a
					little
					nervous?

				“Enough
					of
					this
					toying,” Asmodeous roared and hurled out a ball of
					lightning as his eyes rippled with amber magic.

				Jack covered up, crossing both blades in front of his face, and
					though the muscles in his arms squirmed as if they possessed a life of their
					own, the blast dissipated around them like vapor. His attacks were getting
					weaker.

				From behind the Overlord, Stavengre rose.

				* * *

				Everything hurt. Each of his breaths came out as a
					ragged pant laced in flame, but he was standing. How
					had
					we
					done
					this
					before? On
					a
					regular
					basis? Gavin swayed slightly against vertigo, trying
					to see through a haze of pain and exhaustion that swirled around his vision like
					static-snow.

				He could hear Deos’s cavernous grumble, thick with threats and
					promises. At least with exhaustion came the banishment of fear; he was just too
					damn tired to be afraid. Jack gave him a nearly imperceptible wink.

				All
					right, Jack
					Nyx, just
					you
					and
					me. Let’s
					skewer
					this
					bitch
					and
					go
					home. Gavin didn’t even give the Overlord a chance
					to gloat. He swung his Quaranai as hard as he could
					at his neck from behind. Halfway through its arc, eyes still on Jack, a spike of
					red light cracked from Deos’s talons like a long tracer and interrupted the path
					of his Quaranai, as if he’d been staring into a
					mirror watching the attack from behind. Gavin blocked it with his own free hand,
					but at a price. Pain. Lots of it, like blocking a line drive without a mitt. His
					hand went dead.

				Jack came fast and ferocious from the other side, but Deos
					twirled and met the onslaught with two taloned hands crackling blood-colored
					light. The impact lifted Jack off the ground and threw him backward like a
					sophomore getting drilled by a heavyweight boxer, but not before Jack’s Nai got a piece of his throat. A jet of blood spurted
					out from the wound, and the Lord of the Underworld staggered, gurgling as he
					clutched his neck. With his Quaranai leading the
					way, Gavin launched himself again. Deos tried to turn to spirit but succeeded only in shimmering like a mirage in a
					desert.

				I
					got
					you, Deos, Gavin thought
					fiercely. Even though his Quaranai no longer poured
					off light, it still glimmered a thin breath of vaporous sapphire, just enough
					magic to cut right through the Drynn-lord’s ridgebones and amputate his arm.
						I
					got
					you...

				Like a giant linebacker—one hand on gurgling throat—Deos went
					under Gavin’s charge, barreled his shoulder and folded wing into Gavin’s chest
					plate and heaved. Gavin flew. Though he tucked himself into a roll, like a
					trick-shooter hitting a quarter in the air with a revolver, Deos blasted him
					with a ball of flame. The hood to his cloak saved his face and hair from being
					charred, but the impact knocked him back like a hammer and sent him careening
					into one of the sycamores around the pond. Molten pain flashed through his body
					and from a tunnel far away he heard Amanda screaming. Beyond him, Jack crawled
					to his knees, tried to get up, failed, plopped over and then crawled to his
					knees once more.

				Deos reached down and picked up Jack by the hair. Immediately,
					Jack’s hands went up to the massive arm to keep from getting scalped. Dangling,
					Jack speared the edge of his foot right into the back of Deos’s other hand,
					which was covering the hole in his throat. Deos gurgled a scream and flung Jack
					away, blood squirting through his fingers.

				Gavin tried to get up, shuddering with effort, but remained
					motionless. There was no air in his lungs. The same irrational panic that a
					drowning swimmer might feel when being carried out by a riptide seized his
					mind—the dawning realization that he just might not make it. Somehow, he’d
					retained his grip around his Quaranai. Slowly, like
					a computer rebooting, feeling returned to him in the form of white pins through
					his skin.

				Hold
					out, Jack, just
					a
					little
					longer...

				Gavin reached with clumsy fingers to the small of his back,
					beneath the folds of his cloak, and pulled out his last line of defense—the
					H&K Mark 23 pistol. He closed one eye, aimed and caught Deos right in the
					cheek.

				Then the Fourth Moon hit its zenith.

				* * *

				A long rumble of thunder walked across the sky. He could
					smell it the air, the crisp tang of something monstrous approaching.

				Jack summoned the last of his reserves, stood and stumbled
					forward into the hard wind that had kicked up suddenly. Deos was bearing down on
					Stav, abandoning his attack on Jack to reach down and snatch. To take. Deos
					needed that Quaranai.

				Stav tried to fight him off, but the slash he made at Deos’s
					arm was slow and weak. Deos batted it aside, leaned down and picked up Stav by
					the throat, while the other hand wrestled the blade from his hand. They were
					only about twenty feet away.

				By his fourth step Jack was sprinting.

				* * *

				He knew Deos wouldn’t kill him; he needed his Quaranai unblackened. But he could do other things.
					The fingers that strangled the air from his throat were like rock, his face even
					more hideous up close. In fact, this was as near as he’d ever been to the
					Overlord. Gavin sent heat to his fingers but nothing more than a gentle stirring
					bubbled up. The amulet was spent. In the most basic violence from one to
					another, Asmodeous the Pale wrenched away Gavin’s Quaranai as he flailed helplessly three feet off the ground in the
					Overlord’s grip.

				“Fret
					not, valiant
					cattle. Soon
					your
					life
					will
					be
					at
					an
					end, and
					with
					it
					your
					pain. That
					will
					be
					good, yes?” His breath
					was revolting, like three-day-old roadkill baking in the sun.

				From behind him, Jack charged. Gavin rolled the back of his
					throat, gathered up as much mucus as he could and then hocked right into Deos’s
					face. Just as Jack leaped.

				* * *

				It was all or nothing. Holding his Quaranai in both hands, blade down, burning the last of his reserves
					in one last charge, Jack sailed nine feet, burying the instinct to yell at the
					top of his lungs. The back of his cloak trailed his descending body like a
					pennant on a lance but before he could strike, before his blade could find its
					target, Deos flung Stavengre down and spun. In slow motion, with that infamous
					leer, the Overlord of the Drynn speared out Stavengre’s captured Quaranai like a bayonet and skewered Jack dead through
					the chest. Jack, who was no stranger to pain, did end up screaming, just not the
					way he’d wanted to. Consequences of a neutron bomb detonating through his
					body.

				The stolen Quaranai flashed and
					crackled as it penetrated the legendary armor of the Shardyn breastplate and
					crunched into his sternum, eviscerated his lung and came out his back.

				No longer able to breathe, it was all Jack could do to gasp and
					hang helplessly in the air, an extension of Asmodeous’s outstretched, bleeding
					arm. Jack’s Quaranai blackened in his hand and then
					fell from nerveless fingers.

				Asmodeous brought Jack down to face level and forced him to
					look within his amber orbs. “Goodbye, Sur
					Juekovelin.”

				The last thing Jack Nyx saw was closing fangs and a gaping
					maw.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Four

				For a long moment, Gavin couldn’t take it in; what his
					eyes saw, his mind rejected. Like a sack of rotting lettuce, Asmodeous tossed
					Jack’s body to the side and bared his arsenal of teeth in a grin.

				“Tastes
					like
					swine,” he said, wiping off Gavin’s spit, which
					oozed off his albino leather cheek. He ripped the Regolith
					Talisman victoriously from his chest, black metal
					chain dangling down his forearm, and cast it in the circle of light.

				Somehow, Gavin found the strength to stand, only to watch
					helplessly as the talisman arced and landed perfectly in the hole in the
					center.

				The instant it touched the soil, the four elements resting atop
					the altars combusted, forming a curtain of purple-black light like a membrane
					within the circle. A faint ripple at first, the membrane of light brightened,
					harnessing the luminance of the Fourth Moon above, forming a lens over the
					circular hole the Regolith
					Talisman was lying in. Brighter and stronger, the
					lens coalesced and then...the night went black.

				If blood and fire were to spawn, the resulting offspring would
					be the color of the ray of light that speared down from the sky on the western
					horizon. A spectacular boom of thunder rolled after it, followed by a crackling
					that sounded as if cosmic hands had just ripped a sequoia tree in half. Green,
					blue and magenta lightning shattered the sky.

				“It
					is
					time, Annototh!” Deos
					yelled into a howling wind that came like the exhale of an angry god.

				The hole in the circle where the talisman lay began to fill
					with soupy light, steadily filling like a basin in a fountain. When the circle
					was filled, the light thickened into a stew, coagulating until it stopped
					churning.

				Gavin grit his teeth and pushed against the pain, willed himself to move. He had no weapons; his own
					sacred blade was still in Deos’s clutches. His pistol was gone, somewhere in the
					grass. His friends were down or dead, and Asmodeous was about to rekindle the
					worst war in the history of Mankind. His world would have no warning. It would
					be a slaughter.

				Huge, ominous clouds billowed around the moon above, as if it
					were a giant burning coal tossed into a night sea. The clouds were thick,
					swirling with menace.

				They were small at first, but a network of tiny fissures formed
					in the now-frozen light within the Circle of Elements. Starting at the center,
					the cracks worked out toward the perimeter, like a window hit with a BB. The
					fissures widened and then one at a time, pieces of the earth began to fall away,
					revealing a roiling veil of darkness beneath, contained within the fiber optic
					light of the Circle.

				The Veil.

				Unlike the smoky evil that seeped out of Asmodeous’s pores, or
					the simple darkness of night, this darkness was like black silk atop a stormy
					sea. It bulged and whipped, stretched and fluttered, forever separating the two
					worlds. Until now.

				Gavin’s eyes burned with tears. There was only one thing he
					could do.

				Sorry, Earth. Asmodeous
					stays
					here.

				He looked around. Jack’s black Quaranai was lying mere feet away from him. Vaguely, he was aware of
					Amanda running to him but he waved her off. He didn’t want her to see what he
					was going to do. In a flash of irony that pinged him on the forehead, Deos would
					probably keep his word. Amanda would live.

				“Go!” Gavin yelled, but the wind whipped his away words. He
					used pure gestures, praying she’d listen. “Please,” he yelled, and his voice
					cracked. “Run!”

				He spun around—there was no time to see if she would—and
					summoned the last of his strength, dashing across the rain-soaked glass. He slid
					on one knee like a baseball player stealing second, studiously avoiding looking
					at Jack’s faceless corpse, and snatched the short-bladed Quaranai that had turned black. Nothing as glamorous or dramatic as
					Seppuku. He took one breath, held the inert blade in front of his heart...and
					was blown backward by a ball of crimson electricity.

				“We
					mustn’t
					have
					your
					blade
					blacken
					before
					the
					portal
					is
					opened,” Asmodeous said from in front of the
					Veil.

				Gavin gasped and twitched at threads of lightning slowly
					dissipating from his armor. His muscles were numb. No air entered or exited his
					lungs, but he couldn’t tell if it was because he’d just suffered a mild
					electrocution or the simple fact that the worst possible outcome was transpiring
					in front of his face. And there wasn’t a single thing he could do about it. He
						willed his arms to yield to his commands.

				Asmodeous watched Gavin’s struggles with a patronizing sneer
					and then stepped onto the Veil like an emperor, which whipped and billowed
					beneath his weight. The effect was a perverse vision of him walking on water. He
					strode to the middle of the circle, where the Regolith
					Talisman was still being pierced by a crimson-orange
					beam of moonlight from the horizon, and held Gavin’s Quaranai victoriously over his head.

				“Neesh,” Gavin gasped, and his
					blade shut down in Deos’s hand, contracting to the size of a long knife. What
					little Death’s Breath and light that had remained winked out.

				Asmodeous just smiled. Gavin summoned a dart of light to streak
					into his eyes from his fingertips but the Liquid Crystal Amulet was dead.
					Asmodeous strolled toward Gavin, reached down and grabbed him by the throat.
					Gavin tried to fend him off, clutched at the leathery wrist, but it continued to
					descend until his claw sank into the base of Gavin’s neck. Gavin screamed.
					Asmodeous smiled some more, its effect more chilling because of the bullet mark
					right next to the tip of his mouth. It mocked him, as if to say, nice
					try.

				When Deos took his claw out of Gavin’s flesh, it was glistening
					with blood. He poured a couple of drops onto the blue diamond housing the shard
					of moonstone that gave the Quaranai its magic and
					said, “Efil.”

				It was an abomination uttered by the Lord of the Underworld but
					unbidden, Gavin’s Quaranai shot up and glinted blue
					fire, obeying the command of another—of Asmodeous the Pale.

				Laughing, Deos tossed him to the ground and walked back to the
					circle, grinning as he was bathed in its luminance. With exaggerated motion,
					Deos reversed his grip on the Shardyn blade, pointed the tip down...and
					thrust.

				The sky exploded.

				Like an octopus in the middle of the sky, the blood-gorged moon
					sent tendrils of multicolored lightning through the smoky clouds, shredding
					them. The Veil flashed blue as it was pierced, and like acid dissolving fabric,
					a hole formed in the center around the blade, spreading to reveal a window into
					another reality.

				Sunlight, warm and golden, shined up, as if heaven led down
					instead of up. Asmodeous dipped his wing into the sunlight and Gavin watched,
					horrified, as new life poured into it. The boils receded, stretching taut
					against his gnarled body.

				Asmodeous laughed, but it faded quickly. His eyes hardened, the
					red flecks in his eyes glinting. “Now your
					suffering
					begins.”

				A foot-long tongue of muzzle-fire erupted from the AK-47 Amanda
					was holding, joining the lightning pyrotechnics raging around the Bastion as a
					doorway to another world was opened. The first couple of rounds nailed him
					square in the chest and neck, but since she was unaccustomed to the recoil, the
					gun kicked up and sprayed the air above him. Asmodeous’s wings snapped up to
					protect his face and when the magazine was spent, an angry snarl emerged.

				“That
					revokes
					the
					oath, Annototh,” Deos
					said and his snarl turned to a smile.

				Gavin’s stomach shriveled at the truth, but a different
					reaction replaced the gloat. Surprise.

				“What’s
					this? The
					dead
					also
					rise
					on
					this
					world?”

				Gavin looked behind. Both Tarsy and Noah staggered forward,
					cloaks whipping in the tempest of wind and rain. Each of them held their
					lightless Quaranais, and with each step they seemed
					to grow stronger.

				“This
					is
					what
					makes
					the
					flesh
					of
					Men
					so
					sweet,” Deos said and reached out his hand. Red
					lightning began to draw together at the tips of his talons. “Valiance. Your
					woman
					first, then
					your
					friends
					and
					then
					you. Oh, and
					then
					your
					beloved
					homeland.”

				Valiant, yes. Smart, no. Without magic, they were all going to
					die.

				Amanda screwed her eyes shut and pulled her head back, but she
					didn’t move. Gavin had seen hundreds of men, hundreds of warriors run screaming
					in similar straits. That’s
					my
					girl. Her strength, her courage, sent a rush of life to his limbs, and with a pain-filled
					snarl, Gavin ripped himself from the ground.

				Asmodeous gave his contemptuous, guttural, breathy laugh.
						“Farewell, cattle.”
					He raised his arm. The pool of crimson light expanded in his palm, peeking
					between his thick, taloned fingers—

				The whine of a bullet sliced through the air, and Asmodeous’s
					head rocked back. Where once his left eye glared amber, now was a snuffed
					explosion of yellowish jelly. Another bullet zipped through the night and this
					time smashed right into Asmodeous’s mouth, which was still open. Thick gouts of
					blood poured out.

				Skip!

				No. The police chief was still on the patio facedown; the
					gunshot had come from somewhere else, lost in the strobe-light sky.

				Asmodeous stumbled back, face slack, like a boxer going down,
					and tumbled into the light. He vanished.

				The abrupt change from doom to hope was brain-rattling.
					Tarsidion and Noah looked around with equal bewilderment, and Amanda’s eyes were
					wide and glazed—death’s shadow still clung to her. It was only when her eyes
					connected with Gavin’s that the fear was kicked out of the way by unadulterated
					joy.

				She launched herself at him. “We’re still alive!” she
					yelled.

				Gavin caught her perfectly, and though she nearly knocked him
					over, their bodies intertwined so quickly that it seemed as if they’d always
					been attached together. Like a tree.

				Most of what she said was hidden between her sobs, but “I
					thought I was dead,” and “I love you” were halfway discernable, as well as
					“you’re still alive.” She chanted them into his shoulder.

				“Please tell me you’re all right,” Gavin said, pulling back far
					enough so that he could look at her. His hands were sticky from the blood across
					her back where Deos’s claws had gripped her.

				“What happened? I thought...”

				“I don’t know, baby.” Gavin looked around again; Tarsy and Noah
					were holding each other up as they made their way to them. Gavin disengaged from
					Amanda, and the two joined them.

				“Did you do that?” Noah asked him.

				Gavin shook his head and looked at Tarsidion, who also shook
					his head. “I don’t know, but I’m not complaining.”

				“It was Donovan,” Amanda said, positive despite her lack of
					evidence. Only a psychopath like him would have the cojones to stalk the Lord of
					the Underworld. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

				“But why?” Gavin asked, looking around and putting his hand to
					the hilt of a Quaranai that was not there. His
					attention went to the doorway. Now that the portal was open, there seemed to be
					a lull to the lightning and thunder raging around them. The eye of the storm.
					Amanda’s face was still swollen and the purple-yellow bruise mottled her face,
					but she’d never looked more beautiful. And alive.

				“Why doesn’t he show himself?” Tarsidion asked. He stepped back
					and cupped his mouth with both hands. “Show yourself!”

				Nothing.

				“Look, Stavengre,” Noah whispered, edging toward the gateway. She stuck her
					hand into the rich, golden light emanating from the circle and shuddered as if
					some phantom lover penetrated her. She gasped and smiled blissfully.

				Tarsidion followed her lead and reached into the radiance and
					before them all the hatchet angles of his face were melted by the smile that
					transformed him. He tipped his head back, took in a deep breath and howled.
					Gavin gave one last battle-crazed, dumbfounded, ferocious look at the night but
					then succumbed to the call of magic...of home. Forgetting all the horror around
					him, he indulged himself and stuck his hand into the luminance, chest so tight
					he could hardly breathe. Instantly his hand was bathed in a sort of warmth as
					indescribable as the scent of a childhood home. Hypnotized, he pushed the rest
					of his arm in, his leg and finally his head. Somewhere behind him he heard a
					voice call his name but his eyes were riveted, his attention consumed by the
					sight on the other side of reality. Through the
					Black Veil.

				Home.

				Somebody yanked him back. Amanda. Gavin suppressed the flare of
					anger that washed irrationally through him and focused on hugging her back, at
					murmuring soothingly into her ear and wiping at the blood welling through her
					torn top from the wounds of Deos’s claws.

				“Look!” Noah whispered, pointing.
						“It’s
					home. We’re
					going
					home!”

				Beyond the circle of light, like a picture that was alive, they
					saw a forest of pale-wood trees bursting with blossoms, aside a river of
					brilliant water and verdant hills, beckoning from the other side of reality.

				“Any place you know?” he asked Noah in English, gazing into the
					portal.

				“Nope,” she said with a beatific smile. “But it’s home.”

				The angles returned to Tarsidion’s face as he opened his eyes.
					He looked at each of them and in a moment, the bliss was gone from his eyes,
					replaced by grave purpose. The worst-case scenario had just transpired.
					“Asmodeous has returned to Theia. The world must be warned.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Five

				The four of them sloshed through the grass as quickly
					as their exhausted legs would allow them, toward Jack’s twisted body.

				“My dear Juekovelin,” Noah murmured, kneeling beside their
					brethren, somehow audible through the crash of rain that had begun to pour once
					again.

				The carnage that used to be Jack’s face was thankfully turned
					away from them. Gavin didn’t want to see. Didn’t want to be haunted. He
					unclasped the broach to his cloak and gently spread it over Jack’s body. A dark
					puddle instantly began to spread through where it met his face.

				“Noah, go see to Skip. Tarsy—” Gavin shook his head and closed
					his eyes, denying the tears that demanded to fall. “Bring Jack to the circle.
					He’s coming home with us.”

				Tarsidion stood, looking down listlessly over his best friend’s
					cloak-shrouded corpse—eyes clouded and distant with pain, mouth partly open—but
					he gave Gavin a single, slight nod.

				“Amanda, with me.”

				His fiancée was chewing her bottom lip, eyes wide and smudged
					with black circles. She was still holding the empty AK-47. He took her by the
					hand, and together they sloshed toward the Bastion.

				“That was one of the bravest things I’ve ever seen,” he said,
					eyes forward.

				“You’re leaving,” she answered numbly, ignoring his
					observation.

				He paused for a fraction of a second but the momentum of his
					body kept him moving. “Yes,” he finally said.

				“Can I come?”

				This time he did stop. He could hear Skip moaning softly from
					the cobblestone patio not twenty feet away. He looked at her swollen, battered
					face and into her eyes. “No.”

				She flinched. “Why?” she demanded softly, the glazed look in
					her eyes evaporating.

				He placed his hands gently on her arms. “Amanda, I’ve
					fantasized so many times of what it would be like to bring you to my home, to
					show you where I grew up. The Shardyn Temple, all the splendors of magic and
					Valis and the Everwillow and...” He sighed. “I want that so badly I’m tempted to
					just say screw it, but...” A shadow loomed over his thoughts. “The war has
					resumed.”

				“I don’t care. It can’t be any worse than what I’ve just
					seen.”

				“That’s where you’re wrong, baby. It’s going to get much worse,
					especially if we don’t stop him from getting to the Pale Gate.”

				She gave him a puzzled look. “I don’t understand.”

				“The doorway between the Underworld and the Overworld. If he
					gets there, he’ll unleash the Drynn. His minions. My world as I know it will
					end.”

				“Then I’ll fight alongside you. Look,” she said, holding up the
					assault rifle. “I hate guns.”

				“Are you guys going to just argue, or are you going to help me
					out over here?” Skip groaned from the patio.

				Despite the intensity of their conversation, they both shared a
					brief, sheepish smile. They ran to him.

				“What are you doing still alive?” Gavin asked, kneeling beside
					his new friend.

				“I think I’m allergic to death,” Skip said, squinting against
					the brilliance of the night—the crimson-sulfur moonbeam spearing through the
					atmosphere, as well as the brilliant displays of lightning that still shattered
					the sky, although with less intensity. He looked at the end of the Drynnian spur
					protruding from his chest. “Ow.”

				“That’s twice you should be dead,” Noah said, joining them,
					taking a knee by Skip. She delicately probed his wound and seemed happy for an
					excuse to do something besides mourn.

				“Story of my life. Another damn chest wound. I don’t think it
					penetrated far, maybe a centimeter or so. I think it was already broken.” He
					tried to prop himself up to his elbows but then howled. “Yow! My ass!”

				“Be still,” Noah said, investigating further. “You have
					electrical burns as well.”

				“Great,” he said and eased himself back down onto the
					bricks.

				While Noah tended Skip, Gavin went to Cirena. Amanda followed.
					Cirena lay exactly where they’d left her, arms crossed over her breastplate,
					shrouded in her cloak, lying on a mattress of pillows. He ran the backs of his
					fingers across her cheek. Soon
					you’ll
					be
					home.

				“Her skin is cold,” Amanda said, holding her hand.

				A network of blue veins and spidery thin arteries etched across
					her alabaster skin. Cirena’s breaths were shallow and watery.

				“I’ve got to get her to the doorway,” Gavin said. “If you have
					the strength, start lugging these bags to the circle. The doorway will only be
					open for a couple more minutes—we need to bring everything we can.”

				At that, Gavin slid his arms under Cirena’s mailed body and
					lifted. Or tried to. He got her about waist level and then crumpled. That’s
					not
					going
					to
					happen. With her armor, she must have weighed at
					least two hundred and fifty pounds, probably more than he could lift even on a
					good day. Tarsidion would be needed.

				Exhilarated, heartbroken and filled with dread, Gavin released
					Cirena and instead picked up two of the three camping racks brimming with
					sleeping bags, tents and supplies, then slung them over his armored shoulders.
					Amanda took the third. Silently, the two of them slogged to the circle. There
					was so much to say and no time to say it. Tarsidion sat slumped on his knees by
					Jack’s body until he saw them coming, when he then stood and made his way toward
					them.

				“Go get Cirena,” Gavin said as Tarsidion offered a hand. “We’ve
					got these. Go!”

				The big man nodded grimly and went loping back to the patio.
					Ahead of them, the doorway to Theia shimmered in a mist of colors as the rain
					met the sun...a dome of rainbow.

				“I’m coming with you, Gavin. ’Til death do us part,
					remember?”

				We’re
					not
					married, he thought but remained silent. The
					temptation once again to bring her to Theia came quick and sudden, like a slap
					across the face, but the screams of Alyssandra being snatched into the forest
					echoed in his mind, Lucian’s headless body slumping before him, the thousands of
					carcasses and wounded, the moans, the stench...over his dead body would Amanda
					ever be exposed to such things.

				“You’re not coming.” He could see the slight tilt in her head,
					the edge of determination in her stare. Gavin hardened his face. “You’d just
					slow us down.”

				Her flinch broke his heart, but he kept his face an iron
					mask.

				“And what about Donovan?” she asked. “He’s still out
					there.”

				Gavin flared his nostrils. “If I had the luxury of time, I’d
					hunt him down and put him in a body cast for laying a finger on you, for Ray,
					but...” He stared up at the moon. “I don’t. If he wanted us dead, he would have
					let Deos kill us.”

				“How can you be sure?”

				“I’m not. What I am sure about is if that doorway closes and
					we’re still here, my world goes to ashes.”

				He glanced at the Bastion and saw Skip up on his feet, arms
					around Noah’s shoulders like an injured football player being helped off the
					field. Tarsidion walked beside them with Cirena in his arms. Gavin pretended he
					couldn’t see the pain in Amanda’s eyes.

				“Noah, you’re with me,” he said as soon as they got there.
					“Tarsy, you’re rear guard. Bring Cirena, Jack and whatever supplies you can
					and—” He switched to their native tongue. “No
					matter
					what
					she
					says, do not let
					her
					come. Got that?”

				“Hey,” Amanda said over the rain. “English.”

				Gavin kept his attention on Tarsidion until he got a nod. He
					did. “Amanda,” he said and took a deep, centering breath. “You’re going to get
					in my car and drive to the nearest police station.”

				“And tell them what?”

				“No.” Skip dug into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, where
					the star of his badge reflected Gavin’s Theian sun. He took out a card. “Go to
					this guy and this guy only,” he said, pushing it into her hand. “His name is
					Special Agent Ahanatou. He’s FBI. Tell only him.”

				Amanda accepted the card tentatively, as if she were in a
					waking dream.

				Gavin had no idea who Ahanatou was, but he trusted Skip. Above
					them, the spear of light was waning, its diameter shrinking. He turned to his
					Noah. “Ready?”

				Haunted, exhausted, full of despair, there was nevertheless a
					glint in her eye. “More now than ever.”

				Tarsidion lay Cirena down gently on the wet grass. “One more
					pack,” he said and jogged back toward the Bastion.

				Now came the terrible part. He turned to Amanda. Her brows
					moved across her forehead as she grappled with a reality that came too fast, and
					finally she covered her face with her hands as if she could block out reality.
					It wasn’t often that the human face was beautiful when contorted to crying, but
					hers was. Everything about her was beautiful. Each tear that spilled under her
					palm and mixed with the rain was more precious than a bag of diamonds. Try as he
					might, he couldn’t stop his own.

				She took her hands away from her face suddenly and straightened
					her back. Their eyes met. Lifetimes were exchanged. She buckled a moment and
					began to cry again, but composed herself just as quickly and kissed him. Her
					lips were soft, slightly parted so she could press the moist, inner part of her
					mouth against his. She gently sucked in his lips, ran the tip of her tongue
					against his upper lip and then pulled away. Her lips were salty with tears.

				“I’ll never forget you,” she whispered in a sob and then pushed
					him away.

				“Onaste’
					nya
					elutom,” he said in his native tongue and then
					translated. “Ever shall you live in my heart.” It was an old saying from his
					homeland, spawned from a story about a man who left his love to go to war.
					Seemed fitting.

				She stepped back, still crying, and joined Skip. She buried her
					head in his side and he covered her with his arm, protecting her from the
					rain.

				Noah waited by the edge of the Circle of Elements. Her face was
					inscrutable, sunlight dancing off opaque orbs that served as her eyes.

				“Don’t forget Jack’s spices,” she said, pointing to Tarsidion.
					“Or his gold and jewels. He would have a fit. Stavengre?”

				Gavin closed his eyes for a full second. When he opened them,
					he was simply Shardyn. With a duty to fulfill. In his hands were two Quaranai, one Lucian’s, the other Jack’s. Both of them
					were black. His own Quaranai was still stuck in the
					ground, keeping the Black Veil at bay.

				He walked through the dome of rainbow colors and stood by
					Noah’s side. Together they peered through the door and saw a forest in bloom,
					brilliant water and verdant hills waiting for them, beckoning them.

				He looked back one last time. Amanda’s eyes were like two
					brimming ponds, her arms crossed across her chest in a vain attempt to ward off
					the pain that was about to come, and then he mouthed the truest words he’d ever
					felt. I
					love
					you.

				And then he and Noah jumped into the light.

				* * *

				The wind seemed to come from six angles at once. Amanda
					was hardly aware of it. She stared numbly, arms crossed over her chest at the
					world shining in front of her, where Gavin had disappeared forever.

				“This hurts like a bitch,” Skip said, rubbing his chest
					gingerly.

				The two stared at the freak of nature before them as if it were
					a campfire. Forbidden by Tarsidion to get any closer, Amanda and Skip were privy
					to the sunlight but not to what it revealed. She glanced at her companion. It
						looked like it hurt, like he had a knife
					sticking in his chest. Evidently, if he took it out of his chest he might bleed
					to death.

				“How did you get mixed up in all this anyway?” Amanda asked,
					rubbing her hands over her arms in a vain attempt to ward off the cold.

				Skip stared thoughtfully at the entrance to an upside-down
					heaven. The silky blackness surrounding the Quaranai
					made a constant whipping sound. “Rufus,” he finally answered. He offered nothing
					more, and she didn’t inquire. It sounded complicated.

				The moon no longer resembled anything natural. Although it was
					disappearing to the other side of the world now, three quarters remained, and a
					slender ray of light continued to beam through the clouds like a phaser from
					some rogue starship. It wouldn’t be there much longer, though. The moon was
					leaving.

				Neither one of them mentioned the dead body of Jack Nyx, not
					ten feet away from them. On one hand, it seemed sacrilegious not to somehow
					honor this fallen knight who’d she’d known for less than a day, but on the
					other, there was something frightening about the way the cloak over his body
					dipped unnaturally by his face.

				Off near the courtyard, she could see Tarsidion’s massive
					silhouette gathering the last of this world to bring to theirs. Beside them, on
					Skip’s side, Cirena lay on her back, arms crossed over her chest in a position
					that Amanda was told meant she was in a healing trance.

				There was only a half moon left. As it disappeared, so did the
					tempo of the storm—it was down to mortal rainfall now, though the occasional
					flashes of lightning still came in hues that were not even remotely natural. The
					beam of light now was no bigger than a silver dollar.

				When Tarsidion returned, he was carrying a big black backpack
					that was stuffed and zipped shut, complete with the little straps that clicked
					around the chest. He handed it to Skip. “You carry this.”

				“Uh, whatever you say,” Skip said, taking the pack from
					Tarsidion and nearly dropped it. Heavy.

				Tarsidion kneeled by Jack. Water beaded in tiny rivulets off
					the giant man’s velvet-blue cloak, and a flash of lightning revealed an
					unguarded and grief-stricken face. His long, drenched hair whipped around him.
					Tarsidion then gathered Jack’s body in his arms and lifted delicately, slinging
					him over his shoulder like a fireman. Jack’s body flopped lifelessly. The giant
					man murmured something in his deep baritone to his dead friend and though it was
					too low to pick out, Amanda could feel its poignancy.

				Not wanting to intrude, Amanda looked away. Skip had the same
					idea. It was an odd moment, the rain stinging their faces as electric chartreuse
					and vermillion slashed the sky, a giant, cloaked exotic knight from another
					world standing beside them, holding a dead man who just hours before had saved
					their life. Thunder boomed.

				“It’s time,” Tarsidion said. “Are you coming or staying?”

				Amanda was caught off guard by the question but it wasn’t
					directed at her...it was directed at Skip.

				“What do you think?” the police chief said, groaning as he got
					to his feet.

				“You’re going?” Amanda asked.

				“Of course. This isn’t over.” He looked at Tarsidion and
					gingerly rubbed the protruding part of the bone sticking out of his chest.
					“Think we can do anything about this over on Theia?”

				“Yes,” Tarsidion said with a nod. “We are Shardyn. We are
					trained to heal before we are trained to kill.”

				“That’s all I wanted to hear. Deal me in.”

				Tarsidion nodded in approval. “Then we go now.”

				“What about me?” Amanda asked.

				“What about you?” Tarsidion countered.

				“Aren’t you going to ask me if I’m coming or staying?”

				Tarsidion began to laugh, a hearty, strangely melodic sound
					that came from his belly and pushed through the rain. It was wonderful.
					“Stavengre would feed me my balls if I let you come. You stay here. Skip, help
					me with Cirena.”

				Skip acceded and helped Tarsidion roll her onto his other
					shoulder. When they were done, Tarsidion slowly stood, two fully armored knights
					on each shoulder.

				“Goodbye, little lady. Stavengre chose well. You have more
					courage than men who have trained a lifetime with arms.”

				Amanda swallowed and then went on her tippy toes to kiss his
					cheek. He smiled briefly, and she tried not to acknowledge the blisters that had
					burst on his neck from the weight. “Tell him I’ll love him forever. Tell
					him...Please watch out for him, Tarsidion.” A strangled sob muscled through her
					mouth. “Tell him I’ll always remember him.”

				Tarsidion nodded. “Aye, little lady. I promise.” Tarsidion then
					turned to Skip. “Are you ready, lawman?”

				Skip cracked his neck to one side. “I’m always ready.”

				“You’re really going to do this?” Amanda asked, still
					disbelieving.

				Skip fished into his Eagles jacket gingerly and brought out his
					phone. “There’s a number in there under David Walkins. That’s my son. Tell him
					that I...went back into the field. He knows what I did in the Air Force, just
					say...I don’t know, make something up. Just make sure he knows I love him. As
					for my ex-wife, tell her I joined the circus.”

				Amanda smiled. “I will.” His phone was ancient, beat up and
					warn. It was a flip phone, for crying out loud.

				“All right, let’s do this thing,” Skip said, rubbing his hands
					together, screwing up his courage as if her were about to jump into a cold lake.
					But then his eyes widened, as if he’d just realized he’d left the iron on. “I
					almost forgot.”

				“What are you doing? There’s no time!” Tarsidion said, his
					voice climbing in volume.

				“One second,” he yelled and despite his heavy limp, Skip dashed
					across the rain-soaked field. He was back in forty-three seconds, carrying the
					huge sniper rifle he’d been using all night with a two-prong stand dangling from
					the bottom of it. “Can’t forget the Brontosaurus killer.”

				Tarsidion stared at it for a dangerously long time. “Very
					well,” he said, as if coming to some important decision. He looked up at the
					moon; only a nickel-sized beam of light was keeping the portal open. Tarsidion
					took one last look around at Earth and bent his knees. “Time to fly,” he said
					and then heaved.

				Skip gave her one last look, a kind of
					I-can’t-believe-I’m-about-to-do-this look. He grinned. “I’ll send you a
					postcard.”

				And then he jumped into the light.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Six

				Donovan walked quietly up the driveway, neither fast
					nor slow, but deliberately, impervious to the driving storm. He had learned all
					he could from a distance.

				Like a hydra from Greek mythology, for every question answered,
					two sprung up in its place. Donovan had watched them all, studied these
					strangers with bands of sheen interwoven throughout their auras, assessed their
					skills as they fought the creature from the tomb, was even fascinated by their
					strange, obsolete but alluring garb.

				Formidable as they were, they had still been overmatched. Only
					through Donovan’s intervention had they survived this encounter.

				Particular instances flashed repeatedly across Donovan’s inner
					eye, igniting yet another long-dormant emotion.

				Curiosity.

				What sort of power did these people possess, creature included,
					to be able to defy the laws of physics as they existed in this world and spit
					fire and lightning at each other?

				And where did one acquire such power?

				The tempest that was only now just leaving was not of the
					natural order, as most certainly was not the beam of light that had lanced down
					from the moon itself and pierced the earth.

				More data was required.

				Amanda was the only one left. She’d survived. Just as Donovan
					had said she would. She stood, staring listlessly at the formerly pierced circle
					of light, and as Donovan approached from behind he could hear something like
					whipping sails in a storm. The blackness in the hole writhed. She was not aware
					of him until he spoke.

				“Hello, Amanda.”

				She screamed. Shock and fear twisted her outer bands—white and
					scarlet. She backed away from him, mouth open. “You!” she cried.

				“Me,” Donovan agreed, stepping toward her.

				She made as if to run.

				“Don’t make me chase you,” he warned. “If I had wanted to harm
					you, Amanda, I would have.”

				She still backed away from him.

				“I wish to speak to you.”

				“Like last time?” A couple of threads of crimson crept into the
					white and scarlet. Anger. The hours since he’d last seen her had not been kind.
					Not only were the blows he’d rained on her previously now peaking, but she had
					lacerations in her shoulders, and her face was gaunt and pale. Haggard.

				“No. I will not touch you,” he said, looking down at the bloody
					grass where the one called Jack had laid. “But I will collect my debt.”

				“What debt?” she demanded.

				“You owe me your life.”

				Her fingers went to her mouth. She glanced at the suppressed
					German DSR-1 slung across his back. “So it was you
					who made that shot.”

				“Of course. Who else could it have been? Be grateful that I am
					as perfect as I am. Another second, and you would have had your face bitten
					off.”

				He watched her shudder. She knew it was the truth; the fresh
					flash of scarlet confirmed it.

				“Who are you?” she finally asked.

				“I am somebody you owe your life to. That’s all you need to
					know.”

				Amanda was staring down at his chest, annoyingly, instead of
					looking at him. There was a peculiar expression on her face. “I think your chest
					is glowing,” she whispered.

				Donovan followed her gaze and saw that she was right, that the
					medallion that had been fused to his chest his whole life had awakened for the
					second time, the same medallion the creature had tried to take from him back at
					the graveyard.

				It was breathing light.

				The luminous vapors seeped through the fabric of his tactical
					jacket and slid through his fingers, reaching out to Amanda. She flinched, but
					it wasn’t her it was after; it was creeping toward the gateway behind her, which
					still simmered a muted incandescence.

				As the light approached, the dim illumination of the circle in
					the yard trembled and blinked, gathering at the point closest to Donovan, as if
					he were a magnet and the light was metal filings.

				“What’s going on?” Amanda asked.

				Donovan didn’t like not knowing that answer. In fact, he hated
					it. The simmer coming from the circle was no longer serene but had now begun to
					pulse angrily, as if the presence of this new illumination offended it.

				Bloodred streamers shot down at Donovan from what remained of
					the moon, a mere crescent, which had all but passed to the other side of the
					horizon.

				Amanda stepped backward, looking everywhere at once. “Why are
					you doing this?” she demanded in a baffled, frightened tone.

				I’m
					not, stupid
					bitch.

				Donovan’s insides had begun to hum as celestial energy thrashed
					around him.

				“Oh my God, you’re lighting up!” she screamed.

				His vision was changing, becoming blurred at the corners. The
					portal behind Amanda suddenly ruptured, shattering into darts and prisms of
					refracted light. A new wind surged outward, frigid and biting, followed by a
					silky blackness.

				Donovan backstepped. His medallion burst to life and fired
					legions of luminous vapors into the surging darkness, colliding with it like two
					charging armies. His forces of light carved in toward the middle of the circle,
					while darkness whipped toward Donovan like the tentacles to a kraken. They
					reached out toward Amanda too, swirled and clawed at her until she was enveloped
					and ensnared. Her screams were as loud as they were irritating.

				Every time a tentacle would clash with Donovan’s light, it
					would vaporize, only to be replaced with another. Donovan resisted, commanded
					his legs to pump backward, wield the power he’d been bestowed with since his
					earliest memories. Yet still, he was drawn forward.

				Helplessly.

				From his side Amanda clutched at the ground, raking the dirt
					with her fingers, her face locked in terror as she was also drawn inexorably
					toward the mouth of darkness.

				Donovan tried to rip the amulet straight out of his chest, but
					like all the other times before...he failed.

				And then they were consumed.

				* * * * *
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