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				Through the Black Veil
By Steve Vera

				Book two of Last of the
					Shardyn

				A
					dark god, a
					police chief and four knights walk into a
					portal...

				Ex-commando and Montana police chief Skip Walkins’s life just
					got a whole lot worse. The malevolent god Asmodeous the Pale has escaped to
					Earth’s magical twin, Theia, where he plans to release his underworld minions
					and enslave mankind. Skip, in a fit of unwise bravery, follows.

				He ends up allied again with Gavin Blackburn and the Shardyn
					Knights. Desperate to warn the Theians about Asmodeous, the Knights don’t blink
					at crossing a sky-high mountain range and battling a legendary necromancer to do
					so.

				The thing is, nobody wants to listen to the Knights’ tales of
					dread. Immersed in a magic-fueled tournament for immortality, the Theians give
					Gavin and Skip a motley crew of mismatched warriors to lead against all the fury
					of the underworld.

				And if Gavin and Skip can’t stop Asmodeous, both Theia and
					Earth will be doomed.

				See how the struggle began in
					Drynn.

				126,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I’m on vacation, camping in the semi-wilderness. No, not when you’re reading this (well, maybe, who knows?) but when this letter is due to our production team. So I’ve chosen to hand off my Dear Reader letter responsibilities to the team for the month of November and let them tell you all about the fantastic lineup in store for you. We’re a team who really enjoys the books we acquire, and I know they’ll be glad for a chance to convince you to give one a try. In the meantime, I’ll be back next month. Happy reading!

				Angela James, Editorial Director

				Dear Reader,

				Editorial assistant Stephanie here. Since Angela is “camping” (all I’m saying is that camping seems to involve a lot of tweeting), I’ve compiled a few fun facts about this month’s new releases. What kinds of great books do we have in store for you this time? Will I get in trouble for making fun of my boss’s camping skills? These are the questions I will strive to answer for you today.

				Redemption by Stephanie Tyler, new adult, post-apocalyptic

				Stephanie Tyler returns with book two in her post-apocalyptic new-adult motorcycle club series.

				Redemption continues the story of the Defiance MC with Mathias and Jessa’s story. If you missed book one, Defiance—Cas and Tru’s story—you’re missing out on a fantastic world and some swoon-worthy romance.

				—Angela James, Editorial Director, Carina Press

				Snowbound with the CEO by Shannon Stacey, contemporary romance

				Shannon’s books are must-reads if you love contemporary romance.

				Shannon Stacey’s holiday novellas are becoming something of a delightful tradition at Carina Press, and we’re happy to have the latest in our hands!

				—Stephanie Doig, Editorial Assistant, Harlequin and Carina Press

				Chance of Rain by Amber Lin, contemporary romance

				We’re happy to welcome Amber to the Carina Press family!

				This small-town reunion romance gripped me from the first chapter and wouldn’t let go. The tortured alpha hero, who just happens to be a Navy SEAL, also didn’t hurt!

				—Tara Stevens, Assistant Product Manager, Digital Products

				Take Me Home by Inez Kelley, contemporary romance

				Inez writes contemporary and fantasy romance for Carina Press. Her new lumberjack series had the (admittedly largely Canadian) team intrigued from the start!

				Maple-syrup maker Kayla falls for a sexy lumberjack with a bitter past and a wary heart in the first of her new Country Roads series featuring loggers in the Allegheny Mountains.

				—Deborah Nemeth, Freelance Editor, Carina Press

				Slow Ride Home by Leah Braemel, contemporary Western romance

				Leah writes wonderfully sexy, emotional romances for Carina Press, including Texas Tangle and Tangled Past.

				Leah’s lovely writing drew me right along into a sensual story of love, heat and scandal. With cowboys. Look for more of the Grady family to come. Did I mention there are cowboys?

				—Brendan Flattery, Digital Production Coordinator

				Love a Little Sideways by Shannon Stacey, contemporary romance

				Shannon’s bestselling Kowalski family miniseries is a must-read for contemporary romance fans.

				What begins as the annual Kowalski Camping Trip of Doom turns into a brand-new start for an unlikely couple—charming, funny proof that what we think we want and what the heart wants isn’t always the same thing.

				—Kerri Buckley, Editor, Carina Press

				Sing for the Dead by PJ Schnyder, paranormal shifter romance

				PJ writes futuristic science fiction romance and paranormal romance for Carina Press.

				The exciting second book in the London Undead trilogy brings readers back into a world where zombies have taken over London. Now the werewolves who’ve stepped up to fight the creatures have a new ally—a member of the Fae who jumps right into the middle of the fray!

				—Mallory Braus, Freelance Editor, Carina Press

				Through the Black Veil by Steve Vera, urban fantasy

				You may remember us gushing about Drynn, Steve’s first book in this series.

				In book 2 of the Last of the Shardyn series, our fearless heroes have returned to their magical homeland to warn everyone about the danger threatening to destroy their world.

				—Rhonda Helms, Freelance Editor, Carina Press

				Improper Arrangements by Juliana Ross, erotic historical romance

				Juliana writes sizzling historical romances set in Victorian times for Carina Press.

				The follow-up to Improper Relations features a mountain-climber hero, Eli. He is my favorite type of hero: rugged, handsome, rough around the edges, mysterious. Love him!

				—Carly Chow, Assistant Manager, Digital Commerce

				Finessing the Contessa by Wendy Soliman, historical romance

				Wendy Soliman writes wonderful, exciting historical romances. The first two Forsters books are currently available from Carina Press.

				In Wendy Soliman’s Regency romance Finessing the Contessa, Lord Robert Forster is drawn to the brilliant Sicilian he meets at a chess match, but is she a spy or an innocent pawn in a game of international espionage?

				—Deborah Nemeth, Freelance Editor, Carina Press

				All In with the Duke by Ava March, male/male historical romance

				Ava March writes can’t-miss historical male/male stories for Carina Press.

				Max Arrington, the Duke of Pelham, has vowed to never again let a handsome face blind him to a man’s true intentions. But the beautiful Tristan Walsh is too intriguing for Max to resist, and it’s not long before their wicked nights together turn into something more.

				—Stephanie Doig, Editorial Assistant, Harlequin and Carina Press

				For Her Eyes Only by Shannon Curtis, romantic suspense

				This is the third book in Shannon’s exciting McCormack Security Agency series.

				For Her Eyes Only features an admin assistant pairing up with the MSA’s undercover expert to investigate a murder. I loved the sexual tension between the hero and heroine!

				—Stephanie Doig, Editorial Assistant, Harlequin and Carina Press

				Getting Rich by Monique Domovitch, cozy mystery

				Monique’s first novel with Carina Press, Getting Skinny, had us all eager for the follow-up.

				Just when she thinks she’s on the verge of getting rich, Nicky Landry finds out somebody is out to get her—and whoever it is has murder on the menu—in Monique Domovitch’s second Chef Landry Mystery.

				—Deborah Nemeth, Freelance Editor, Carina Press

				No Place Like Rome by Julie Moffett, action-adventure, mystery

				In addition to writing the Lexi Carmichael mysteries, Julie also writes Scottish historical romances!

				Our favorite geek girl is off to Rome with the sexy and mysterious Slash to solve a case involving the Vatican, a dead body, some steamy kisses from her partner, and a top-secret encrypted file that even she can’t hack.

				—Alissa Davis, Freelance Editor, Carina Press

				Season of Seduction, erotic holiday anthology

				Five Golden Rings by Jeffe Kennedy, erotic romance

				Jeffe writes steamy erotic BDSM romance for Carina Press, as well as (also steamy!) fantasy romance.

				Jeffe Kennedy heats up the season with this sultry, adventurous Facets of Passion novella set against the balmy days—and scorching nights—of a high-powered woman’s holiday-vacation-turned-sexual epiphany.

				—Kerri Buckley, Editor, Carina Press

				Naughty Nicks by Christine d’Abo, erotic romance

				Christine’s Long Shots series, about a BDSM club and its patrons, includes a choose-your-path erotic romance!

				This sexy and emotional novella features an interesting holiday business—stripper Santas! There was so much great tension between the heroine and her hero, who also happens to be her boss.

				—Stephanie Doig, Editorial Assistant, Harlequin and Carina Press

				Ménage on 34th Street by Elise Logan and Emily Ryan-Davis, erotic ménage romance

				We are proud to welcome Elise and Emily to the Carina Press family! This is their first book with us.

				Katrina and Liam have a happy marriage, but they’ve always felt there’s room for more. When their friend Hunter returns from active duty, they know exactly what that “more” is. Now if only they can convince Hunter...

				—Stephanie Doig, Editorial Assistant, Harlequin and Carina Press

				Matzoh and Mistletoe by Jodie Griffin, erotic BDSM romance

				Jodie writes about true-to-life characters exploring their sexy sides in her Bondage & Breakfast series.

				This BDSM novella has a lot of things going for it—it’s sexy, emotional, and there’s a really hot cop. Jodie is known for writing wonderfully realistic characters, and she doesn’t disappoint here.

				—Stephanie Doig, Editorial Assistant, Harlequin and Carina Press

				Gifts of Honor, military holiday collection

				Starting from Scratch by Stacy Gail, contemporary military romance

				Stacy writes both paranormal and contemporary romance for Carina Press.

				Stacy Gail gifts us with the sweetest of holiday reunions for a wounded Army Ranger and his one true love. Patience and forgiveness meet sharp wit and sizzling attraction!

				—Kerri Buckley, Editor, Carina Press

				Hero’s Homecoming by Rebecca Crowley, contemporary military romance

				Rebecca’s debut book with Carina Press, a fantastic sports romance called The Striker’s Chance¸ came out in September.

				Three days before Christmas, a surprising phone call from an old love changes absolutely everything in this compelling novella.

				—Kerri Buckley, Editor, Carina Press

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				For Vanessa and Scherry,
I’ll never forget you.
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				Chapter 1

				Amanda’s stomach clung to the back of her throat as she plunged between worlds. Beyond the protection of her closed eyelids, light streaked past like shooting stars and threw amorphous shapes across her mind’s eye.

				Her jelly legs squirmed in anticipation of impact, like those dreams of falling that had plagued her back in high school. She screamed so long that her voice went hoarse—long enough, in fact, for a distant, logical and rational part of her brain to poke through her terror like a prairie dog, then sniff.

				Just what the hell is happening?

				She got her answer. A brick wall of cold water smashed against her feet, shins and knees with a painful clap. Unprepared, water slapped into her mouth as her body plunged into unknown depths.

				The smack of water against the exposed lacerations in her shoulders and back turned her world into a super-nova of pain. Ah, yes, I forgot about those.

				Something scratchy slithered across the back of her left calf. She forced herself to open her eyes, images of Shark Week dancing in her head, and saw the long, sinuous blade of a seaweed frond wrapping itself around her leg. Bright turquoise. They were all around her, turquoise and cherry-orange tentacles dancing backward in slow motion by the concussion of her splash-down, as if she were the detonation of a falling meteor.

				She kicked her legs to stop her sinking and ignored the hot pain shrieking from her shoulders. Air was getting tight; the water trapped in her mouth pushed anxiously toward her windpipe. Salvation lay mere feet away, a shimmering wall above her where sunlight broke like refracted heaven against the surface.

				She burst through with a gasp, sputtering and kicking. All around her was calm blue water so vivid it might have stained her skin, set ablaze by a morning sun.

				The stormy night at the Bastion was gone. In fact, Earth was gone.

				She heard a splash and looked to her left. He was here too. Of course he was. He was the mastermind of this entire catastrophe, the one who had opened that grave in the first place and initiated this little metaphysical tumble across realities onto Theia, Earth’s magical twin. The creepy stranger who hit as if he had rocks in his knuckles. She watched him cut through the wavelets with a picture-perfect side stroke, hauling something beneath the surface of the water she was treading.

				And somehow, he was still wearing those damn sunglasses. Were they welded to his head?

				On instinct she opened her mouth to yell for help but quickly corrected herself; he wasn’t the helping kind. In fact, that bastard had hit her—her face still felt like raw chicken from his little Gestapo interrogation yesterday.

				I don’t need your help.

				She extended her body, kicked out her legs and carved through the water, ignoring the magma seeping out of her shoulder blades with every motion.

				By the time she got to shore her body was on fire, her breaths reduced to ragged gasps. Donovan offered no help as she collapsed on the gravelly sand bank, her legs still half in the water. He looked around, his eerily beautiful face emotionless, unfazed by their trek across the universe. Amanda eyeballed him—her chin anchored in the moist, pebbly sand that composed the river bank, arms splayed in front of her, wondering just who the hell he was. She knew his name, Donovan, but that was all.

				He moved like a panther, a perfect blend of rippling power and feline fluidity mixed with a little cyborg. Not only had he retained his sunglasses, but he still had that long rifle on his shoulder—that was what he’d been hauling under water.

				She watched him study their surroundings with the deliberation of a tracking computer. Whatever these trees were, they weren’t anything she’d ever seen. They were a strange hue of white, the color of freshwater pearls, bursting with lavender and citron blossoms. Just one reality ago, it had been autumn in Connecticut. If she hadn’t been so exhausted she might have murmured something in awe; there was something mystical about their beauty that resonated deep in her core. Like coming home. Or Gavin’s arms. But she was too damn tired to place it. And the pain...her flesh had been punctured and torn by Asmodeous the Pale, Lord of the Underworld. She shivered at the memory of his black tongue sliding across her cheek, the feel of his claws piercing her skin and the muscle beneath.

				Donovan set aside his rifle and kneeled in front of one of the trees, studying its bark with dispassion. Whipping a strand of damp hair from his eyes, he scooped up a handful of sand and sifted it through his fist, smelling it as it slid through his fingers.

				She closed her eyes. We are way the hell out of Kansas now, Amanda Kasey.

				A breeze rustled the flaps of her torn skin; she could practically feel legions of bacteria setting up camp in her body.

				This has to be a dream. When I wake up, Gavin will be lying right beside me. I’ll lay my head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat and fall right back to sleep.

				One, two, three!

				Amanda cracked her left eye open. Nope. Instead of Gavin, it was Donovan standing over her, a long-haired, sandy-blond god wearing red-tinted designer Ray Ban Aviators and black military fatigues.

				“You’re bleeding all over the place,” he said in that awful rasp of his. She wondered if his voice was naturally that creepy or if it had something to do with the scar smiling across his neck.

				“That’s because there are lacerations in my back,” she said wearily. She was rather enjoying sprawling here like a beached whale.

				“Get out of the water.”

				Amanda opened her other eye. “Are we in some kind of rush?”

				There wasn’t so much as a flicker from his unrealistically beautiful face, but she felt as if the pin to a grenade had just been pulled.

				“I know you are not stupid, Amanda,” he said little louder than a whisper. “Your blood is in the water.” He looked to her right and pointed. “And those are tracks of nothing I recognize from the natural world.”

				A random memory of some biology class floated through her memory...a shark can follow the trail of blood in the water for miles...

				With another groan she pulled herself out of the river and stood on shaky legs, looking upon this new cause for apprehension. Nope. Those were definitely not squirrel tracks.

				“Bear?” she offered hopefully.

				“Maybe you are stupid.” He kneeled by the tracks.

				A hard breeze came off the water, slicing through her damp jeans and shredded top, and transformed the world into snowing petals and groaning branches.

				“Biped. Three hundred pounds.” He looked closer. “Non-retractable claws.”

				“Well, that’s reassuring,” Amanda said, rubbing her crossed arms. “No wonder he lied.”

				Donovan swiveled his head toward her. “Who lied?” He stood, suddenly right next to her. “What do you know?”

				Amanda stepped backward. He mirrored her movements, keeping exactly the same distance from her with every step.

				She swallowed when she ran out of room and winced as he pinned her against a tree.

				“Remember what happened to you the last time you defied me?” he asked.

				A memory-burst of his backhand lit up behind her mind’s eye. “We’re on Theia. Earth’s twin.”

				“The mother of the moon?”

				“Ah, somebody knows their mythology.”

				“Amanda.” There was just enough inflection in his raspy voice to conjure yet another memory-burst. She ran the tip of her tongue over the split lips he’d given her. They still hurt. He leaned forward and lightly encircled her jaw with his fingers—skin hot, as if he had a fever. “Tell me what you know.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				This was not how it was supposed to be. Gavin couldn’t say for sure what it was supposed to be like, but burning the body of Jack Nyx to ashes sure as hell wasn’t it.

				The Three Seers themselves should have been delivering this ceremony, incense and blue smoke burning from their staves, all the Magi from their homeland gathered around, paying the proper homage to a hero who’d literally sacrificed his life for them, bought them the time they needed with his blood...with his face.

				Instead, it was just the five of them on an island no bigger than an apartment kitchen. They’d placed Jack’s body at the base of his monument—an eight-foot obelisk that rose from the moist, pebbly sand like a dagger in mourning embraced by the supple branches of a young willow tree. His blue armor glittered in the morning sun, a coat of mail beneath intricate plates of blue steel, his breastplate emblazoned with the Everwillow.

				A whisper of magic made it appear as if Jack’s hood was empty, blurred out of focus so that the last impression of their childhood friend would not be so macabre—a sort of half-open casket, but Gavin knew what was there. The only part of Jack’s face that wasn’t a mass of bloody congealing flesh and splintered bone was his left eye, although it was bright red, like a hemorrhaged cherry. There was something monstrous in its lifelessness. It was all Gavin saw when he closed his eyes, another horror inducted into his Hall of Tragic Memories.

				His voice cracked as he spoke in his old language. “Though the tides of your breaths have ceased, my brother, and the Great Silence enfolds you, speak my name at the Gates of Eternity and know that I will avow you. By my blood and by my tears I swear this.”

				He’d said the somber verses so many times during the First Drynnian War, when the Drynn had first been released, that the stanzas of the Shardyn Death Rites were burned forever into the lining of his brain, even after seventeen years of peace on Earth.

				With ceremonious reverence, Gavin drew his sacred Quaranai from its scabbard on his hip and opened his left palm. Slowly, with measured deliberation, he pulled the silver-rippled blade across the heel of his hand and separated his flesh. His blood welled and dribbled onto the ground like crimson pearls.

				You weren’t supposed to die, you asshole, he thought numbly. This was all was wrong. Like the sun setting in the east—Jack Nyx doesn’t die.

				Gavin stepped back, and Noah stepped forward. Her normally pert, heart-shaped mouth was slack from grief, shoulders weighted down as if they’d set anchor. It was unsettling to see her stripped of her serenity, to see her face bloodless from sorrow. He wondered if she felt the same dread he did, lurking at the fringes of his emotions. Even through this pall of sadness, the same thought kept beating in the back of his mind like some unholy heart—Asmodeous the Pale, Lord of the Underworld had returned to Theia.

				And they were Paul Revere.

				“Though the tides of your breaths have ceased, old friend,” Noah said listlessly in their native tongue of High Common. “And the Great Silence enfolds you, speak my name at the Gates of Eternity and know that I will avow you. By my blood and by my tears I swear this.” A shudder went through her and a half strangled moan emerged from her throat, only to be sucked back in—cut off like the head of a snake. “I shall miss your crooked smile.”

				She then lowered herself to a knee and picked up a fistful of dirt she’d set aside. Within that clump was a slender green seedling wisping up toward the morning sun. Even in his despair Gavin laughed, which morphed into a sob. It was a jalapeño plant. Of all the foods they’d discovered on Earth, nothing made Jack smack his lips louder; he’d put it on everything—pizza, rice and beans, fried eggs. He’d even put some on his ice cream on a dare. And liked it.

				Still kneeling beside his cloak-shrouded body, she dug her fingers into the moist dirt of the tiny island, scooped out a handful and set the fledgling pepper plant into it. The others waited in silence. Somewhere on the riverbank a tree lark warbled cheerfully, ignorant of its blasphemy.

				Noah leaned forward and whispered something to the three little leaves, and they trembled in response, in a way no breeze could evoke.

				When done, she stepped back and took her place beside Gavin, bowing like the others, hands clasped on forearm bracers beneath her cloak. Only Skip stood out in his American garb—jeans, brown Timberlands, dark green varsity Philadelphia Eagles jacket. The police chief simply folded his hands behind the small of his back and watched somberly at parade rest.

				Cirena stepped forward.

				Precious few on either world could ever say they’d seen Cirena so unguarded. Her marble mask had been put aside, replaced with a tender sadness that transformed her haughty beauty and vicious mouth into something angelic. She kneeled carefully beside the seedling and traced her fingertips over the silver threads woven into the sapphire blue embroidery of Jack’s cloak, right up to his stiffening fingers. She encircled his with hers.

				“Thank you for teaching me how to laugh,” she whispered in English and then in a soft, mechanical monotone, uttered the last stanza of the Forever Farewell.

				“Though the tides of your breaths have ceased, my brethren, and the Great Silence enfolds...”

				When she was done, Tarsidion stepped forward like a mountain.

				Of the original seven, with the exception of the twins Gavin and Lucian, nobody had been as close as “Tarsy” and Jack. Even on Earth they’d never lived more than a day’s ride away from each other, forever partners in crime—Tarsy on his Harley, Jack on his speed-demon BMW HP2 Sport.

				For a long moment Tarsidion said nothing. His body was ramrod, rigid to the point of snapping, long sable hair blowing in a breeze around the hardened angles of his face. In a halting, broken staccato, the great southern plainsman began to speak. “Though the tides of your breaths have ceased, my brother—” his nostrils flared, he licked his lips, “—and the Great Silence enfolds you, speak my name, brother—” a crack, “—at the Gates of Eternity and know that I will avow you. By my blood and by my tears I swear this.”

				The world took a breath and all went silent, even the song of the tree lark. Tarsidion held his bleeding hand outstretched what for what seemed like an hour, watching the steady beading of his blood dripping from the meaty bottom of his hand onto the gray-pebble ground, water lapping thirstily against it.

				He wasn’t done. His voice hardened and the tremble in his words turned to steel. “By my blood and by my tears—” English now, “—I swear to you, my brother, that I will know no rest until every last one of those motherfuckers are lying headless in a field, and I have fed their steaming entrails to the ravens. That to you I swear,” he growled.

				“I second that.” It was Skip. His eyes were serious and gritty.

				Tarsidion gave the police chief a hard nod and then stepped back, eyes burning as if they could set stone on fire.

				Now came the hard part. Gavin picked up Jack’s Quaranai, which had been lying across his chest, blade short in repose, and freed it from its scabbard.

				With shoulders back and chin straight level, Gavin held Jack’s sword ceremoniously in his right hand, pommel to his stomach so the blade was parallel with the ground, and sprinkled the blood from his left hand onto the fragment of Shardstone encapsulated in blue diamond just beneath the circular guard separating hilt from blade. That tiny shard, the namesake of their order, was the source of the Quaranai’s power, a superconductor of magic and the most precious substance on this world. A piece of the shattered moon. Gavin’s blood steamed as it hit the fragment and a thin plume of scarlet vapor rose. The others followed suit.

				After Tarsidion’s blood had hissed, he handed the Quaranai back to Gavin with reverent ceremony. Gavin’s head felt as if it were tied to a string bobbing ten feet above his shoulders. His nose prickled and his eyes burned. The suppressed beast in his chest threatened to break free; it wasn’t until Tarsidion flashed him a quick, reassuring nod that Gavin was able to continue.

				“Until we meet again on the Fields of the Evermist, beyond the Gates of Eternity, Sur Juekovelin Nyx, of the House of Nyx, Knight of the Shard, First Rune...” Gavin cleared his throat, bit back a sob and offered the blade to the dark crystal obelisk. “I bid thee farewell.”

				Like a magnet Jack’s Quaranai fused to the crystal with a snap of metal on stone, point down. The hum of magic swelled in his ears. In unison the four Shardyn Knights placed their right fists into their left hands, brought them back to touch the emblem of the burning Everwillows emblazoned on their breastplates and kissed the knuckle of their left forefinger.

				“I have something to say.” It was Skip again. He didn’t wait for their permission but approached Jack’s arm-crossed body and stood over it, looking down at their fallen brother with eyes that were uncharacteristically heavy and somber. After a long moment the police chief kneeled beside him. “I only knew you one day, paisan, but my life is better for it. I’m alive because of your sacrifice—hell, we’re all alive because of you, Jack Nyx.” Skip swallowed and fished inside his jacket. “If I had a medal of honor I’d pin it on you, but all I got is this.”

				Skip opened up his worn leather wallet and carefully detached the star-shaped badge from the front flap. He breathed gently on it and polished it against his chest. It was a simple badge, a seven-pointed star, with three circles. The top arch read: Chief of Police; the bottom: Rolling Creek, State of Montana; and engraved proudly across the middle: Badge number 5752.

				Skip placed it carefully under Jack’s right hand, curled the stiffening fingers around its points and stood. He tightened his lips, brought his heels together and snapped off a smart salute, holding it long enough for the tree lark to sing its song. When it was done, he released crisply and stepped back. “Thank you,” he whispered without meeting any eyes.

				Gavin looked at the rest of them, nodded and in perfect synchronization, each of them brought their hands to their mouths and blew into them. They opened their hands gently as if releasing a captured butterfly.

				What emerged from the curl of their warm, unfurling fingers were not delicate wings but small globes of flame that floated toward Jack’s body like dandelion puffs, leaving shimmering trails behind them. When they neared Jack the spheres streaked forward and in a whoosh of combustion his body burst into flames.

				Like statues, they all watched the once-beloved flesh of their childhood friend be consumed. His hair. His half-eaten face, visible now in the flames that were reflected in their eyes. When it was over, only his armor and cloak remained, untouched, as well as the fledgling jalapeño plant in front of it. The badge had blackened, but not enough to distort it. The numbers in the middle were still visible. 5752.

				“His Quaranai has not blackened,” Noah observed, furrowing her brows. Instead of diminishing, the blue flames that had consumed his body continued to simmer around the obelisk and willow tree, emanating from the metal of his blade.

				“I’ve never seen that before,” Tarsidion said, equally as baffled. “What does it mean?”

				“Perhaps his soul has not yet departed,” Noah said.

				“Leave it to Juekovelin to be stubborn even in death,” Cirena said with a smile bordering on a smirk, Jack-style. “Burn for as long you want to, Jack.” She even used the American name he’d grown so fond of.

				“I would have bet both my balls that Jack would have made it here,” Skip said.

				“He did,” Noah said. “He’s home.”

				A long, somber and heavy silence followed.

				Gavin would have stayed there for days, but that wasn’t an option. They had a task to perform...the most important of their lives.

				“Gear up everybody. We leave in five minutes. From this point on we have one purpose only...victory or death.”

				“Oh, and Stavengre?” It was Tarsidion.

				Gavin paused mid-turn. Why did hearing his true name sound so ominous?

				“Yes?”

				“You might need this.”

				There, in Tarsidion’s massive, calloused fingers, was Gavin’s own Quaranai. He thought he’d lost it forever after Asmodeous had taken it from him back on Earth and used it to cut through the Black Veil. Ashamed that he was capable of feeling any sort of pleasure at a time like this, Gavin nevertheless reached out for it.

				“It survived?”

				“It’s indestructible. Just like its wielder.” The slightest hint of a smile flickered his lips before he tossed the sacred blade to Gavin, who caught it neatly in one hand.

				“If only,” he murmured. He savored the current of magic that washed from his hand to his body, warm and thick as if his blood had turned to cognac.

				If only.

				With the familiarity of warriors who’d trained and fought side by side for years, the last four of the original Seven Apprentices turned and walked back toward the river’s bank, not in the water, but on top of it, as if there were a sheet of glass an inch beneath the surface. When they got to the shore Gavin turned and saw Skip still on the tiny island, testing the top of the wavelets with his foot. After three attempts he shrugged and slogged through, splashing toward them.

				“If I can’t walk on water, think you guys might at least dry my pants?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				“Why didn’t you say something?” Noah demanded as Tarsidion lowered Skip to the ground. Skip’s vision had begun to blur and his nervous system had picked up an annoying delay.

				“I didn’t want to interrupt the ceremony,” he said in a tight, wincing voice. “Besides, it’s gonna take more than the Lord of the Underworld to put the Skipster down.”

				Soft grass tickled the back of his neck and the smell of wet stone filled his nostrils, mixed with damp earth. Or Theia. Or whatever. Noah looked down at him. Long gone was the spunky, pony-tail toting college girl he’d met five trillion years ago back at Blackburn Cemetery, snooping for clues. Now she was wearing straight-out-of-the History Channel armor that sparkled like blue jewels every time she moved—chainmail, he believed. Over the chain was another level, plate armor if he wasn’t mistaken, and it would have made any medieval German or Italian armorer pant in envy. The center of her breastplate was gilded with a great, brooding willow tree that scintillated with thousands of crushed gemstones, making it look like it was on fire.

				Can’t buy that at Wal-Mart.

				“You’re an idiot,” she retorted, that cute little line forming between her brows when she was deep in thought or...disapproving.

				“Priorities, Noah-san. Jack first, Skipster second. I can’t believe the size of this hole in my jacket,” he said, shaking his head. Not only was there a nice, fat bloodstain on the right-hand side of the chest, but the soft leather was completely torn from where the spur had entered his chest. At least the dark green camouflaged it a bit.

				Tarsidion laughed, his thick, honey baritone somehow musical, as if he’d been an operatic singer in another life. “You survive an encounter with Asmodeous the Pale, a feat only a handful of entities throughout all of history can say, and you worry for your jacket.”

				“It’s a collector’s.”

				With nimble fingers Noah unbuttoned said jacket to inspect the wound. “Kevlar?” she asked.

				“Never leave home without it.”

				Noah’s face became more serious. “There’s still a piece of the spur in you—how is it that you’re even moving? Tarsidion, you missed a whole piece.”

				Tarsidion looked closer and frowned. “So I have.”

				Noah smacked his shoulder with the back of her hand as she pulled a long, single-bladed knife from a sheath on her belt.

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa, what’s with the knife?”

				“We have to get that piece out of you or you’ll...have complications.” Her gray eyes appeared neutral but there was something she was hiding. “It won’t hurt a bit.”

				“Yeah, famous last words. How ’bout a little anesthesia?”

				The moment Noah’s fingers brushed his wound, even through the Kevlar, a bolt of pain speared through him and he let loose a scream. A platoon of sweat beads sprung up on his hair line as if they’d been lying in wait for an ambush.

				“Do not...do that again,” he growled through his teeth, fighting off the urge to throttle her. She had a really pretty mouth.

				A lock of butterscotch hair fell across her face.

				“Osh,” she whispered, and white sparkles erupted at the corners of his vision.

				The weight behind his eyes was visceral, like a fist squeezing the backs of his eyeballs, encircling his sight. Skip was suddenly more exhausted than he’d ever been in his life. He resisted anyway.

				“Don’t fight me,” Noah whispered.

				He tried. And failed. His last sight was of gray eyes bearing down on him, full lips pursed in concentration. She still had the knife.

				And then he was out.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				“Anything?” Gavin asked Noah in a low voice.

				Noah shook her head slowly, eyes distant, forehead furrowed. “Nothing. All I can feel is the buzz of these trees.”

				It was the same with him too. Gavin looked around at their immediate surroundings and then across the river, which gurgled nonchalantly past. Last time he’d checked, Shelmut trees had been extinct. The elegant, mystical, white-barked trees had been cut into extinction by the greed of Wizards generations ago. Something about the sap.

				And yet here they were, right smack in the middle of a forest of them.

				“Maybe we’re just too far away,” Tarsidion said.

				“I’m sure that’s what it is,” Noah responded, her eyes staring at thoughts privy only to her mind. Distant. Disturbed.

				Gavin resumed his pacing.

				Not being able to move, or more specifically, not knowing where to move, was eating at his sanity like a flesh-eating virus. It wasn’t as if they had GPS here, and there was no map, no starting point to gauge. He’d have loved to think that they were at least someplace in the general vicinity of where they needed to be, but a glance at the surrounding geography said...not likely.

				Once nightfall came, however, and the moons were out, they’d be able to do an astral projection and at least get their bearings. Until then...

				They were lost.

				Out of habit he walked in his same footsteps, eyes hooded in concentration, trying to calm the pounding animal behind his ribcage. Every minute counted when it came to Asmodeous the Pale. If the Overlord made it to the Pale Gate, this world was lost.

				Gavin’s attention fell on Skip, who was sleeping between two graceful, milky trunks, surrounded by fallen blossom petals and a wisp of mist. He was out like a pile of rocks. As a virgin to magic, the sleep enchantment Noah had cast on him before she’d performed her little triage-surgery had affected Skip far more potently than Noah had intended. He was going to be out for a while.

				Had Gavin’s head been screwed on right back at the Bastion, he would have told Tarsidion to dissuade Skip from coming at all. Yes, he was courageous and noble—one of the rare breeds who walked their talk—but at the end of the day he was going to slow them down. A lot. When time meant everything. The longer they took, the more time Asmodeous had to get to the Pale Gate and assemble his army. The battle for Mankind’s existence was at stake.

				Gavin rubbed his temples with his thumb and forefinger and resumed his pacing. He could feel the decision he was going to have to make lurking at the fringes of his thoughts. He sucked in his lips and closed his eyes. There had to be another way.

				Closing his eyes had an unintended side effect. Amanda’s battered, swollen face drenched in rain popped up behind his lids, her eyes pleading for him not to go, not to leave her...

				“We should be doing something, Stavengre,” Cirena said from his right. He wasn’t the only one restless; she’d sharpened K’lesha—a battle-ax so priceless it had its own name—buffed her boots, polished the blood from her armor, taken an inventory of the camping pack she would be lugging, even tested her Quaranai.

				“Like what?” he asked, pivoting on the balls of his feet to make yet another pass in the grass.

				“We could project.”

				Gavin paused. “Do you see any moons up there?” he asked in a low voice. “Because I don’t, and I don’t particularly feel like losing my soul today.”

				“We’ve done it before,” Cirena answered.

				“A decade and a half ago,” he said. “That would be like running a marathon after seventeen years of playing couch potato—reckless and unnecessary. We wait until nightfall when both moons are out and then we’ll project and find out exactly where we are. Until then we’re stuck.”

				“We have to do something, Stavengre. The fate of the world is at stake.”

				Tell me something I don’t know, he thought but did not voice. What they should have been doing was sleeping, resting—the heavy lifting would be coming as soon as night fell, but their immersion back into the ubiquitous ocean of magic made that impossible, infusing them with strength and energy impossible to explain to non-Magi.

				“I have a plan,” he said quietly. Noah and Tarsidion, who’d been watching in stoic interest from the side, joined them. For a second Gavin resented their faith in him, resented the light of unguarded trust that glinted in each of their eyes. Even Cirena’s. How the hell had this fallen on him?

				“Oh, yeah?” Noah asked, just like Jack would have asked. A breeze heavy with the tang of fresh water and young blossoms sighed through the woods.

				“Yeah.” He looked at each one of his childhood friends directly in the eyes. “But I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

				“I hope you’re not contemplating that we split up,” Tarsidion said with green eyes that saw right through him.

				Gavin smiled sadly and shrugged. “There’s no other way.”

				“Of course there is,” Noah said. She’d dropped her Jack impression. “We stick together no matter what.”

				“That is how it has always been,” Cirena added.

				Gavin suggesting them to split up was like George Washington stopping to get a whisky while crossing the Delaware. It went against everything they stood for. He shot Skip a glance.

				“He won’t be able to keep up. No human could.”

				“There must be another way,” Tarsidion said and crossed his arms. His armor creaked.

				“There isn’t.” Gavin let out a breath through his nostrils. “Although I’m open to suggestions. The more time Deos has, the more people are going to die. Tonight, when the moons come out, we find out exactly where we are and set our course. After that, first thing in the morning Cirena and I will head home to Valis at full speed while you, Noah and Skip make the best time you can. The minute we get home and drop the bad news we’ll come right back for you and finish the trek home together. From there...wiser heads will decide our paths.”

				The word was tucked into the middle of his statement without any sort of special inflection but it evoked a smile from each of them just the same.

				Home. Valis. Hope.

				There was a part of ‘home’ that made Gavin uneasy. The return of Asmodeous the Pale was his fault. Sur Stavengre’s fault. And he would be held accountable. Noah too. It had been her watch.

				“You’re forgetting one thing,” a new voice called over—Skip, still on his back but with his face in their direction, chin over his shoulder.

				“And what’s that?” Gavin called back.

				Skip gave a bleary-eyed grin. “Lunch.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				The sun had moved.

				“How do you feel?” Cirena asked, stepping into view, blotting out the sun like a giantess.

				Skip massaged the heels of his palms into his eyes and propped himself onto his elbows, looking first at his bare chest—a little more gray in the brown than he would have liked but still solid—and then up at Cirena. If memory served right, this was the first time Cirena had ever actually initiated a conversation with him, let alone ask him how he was doing. Maybe he wasn’t losing his touch after all.

				More noteworthy was the lack of pain and torn tissue from his recent near-fatal encounter with Asmodeous the Pale.

				“Not too shabby, considering I got stabbed in the chest by the Lord of the Underworld,” he said, standing. At six foot one, two hundred nineteen pounds, Skip was barely an inch taller than Cirena. They locked eyes for a second and then he put his hands on his hips and rotated his waist. No creaking, no popping, not one sign of his sciatica. “Noah, you would have a great career in the NFL,” he called. She was down by the river, checking their supplies.

				“I cannot decide whether you are honorable or reckless,” Cirena said, watching him as he tested his body. “Why did you come here, Chief Walkins?”

				“Seemed like the right thing to do,” he said before bending at his beltline to touch his toes. When was the last time he’d done that? Cirena was still staring as he straightened. Porcelain sculpture of beauty she may be, there was the cold edge of a professional soldier within that sensual gaze that Skip took note of; not the type of woman to take lightly.

				A planet moved from his left. At a neck-craning seven feet, Tarsidion’s height should have been the most striking thing about him, but it wasn’t—it was his face. Fierce and angular, his features looked as if they’d been carved by a hatchet, punctuated by two emerald daggers serving as eyes. Mocha skin. In grief, he looked like an angry Sumerian god. His arms emerged from his cloak, brandishing the projectile that had been protruding out of Skip’s chest when they’d first arrived, and the disturbingly large fragment (three quarters of an inch easily) that he’d missed.

				“Souvenirs,” Tarsy rumbled. “My apologies for the oversight. I hold in my hands fragments of a dagger-spur of Asmodeous the Pale.”

				Skip whistled as he accepted the broken spur and fragment. “Now this is what I call bragging rights, eh?”

				“Indeed. I must admit, I’ve never seen any man able to function once pierced,” Tarsidion continued. “Fortunately for you his spur was already broken when it penetrated your flesh.”

				Skip shrugged as if to say “waddya gonna do”? After he’d taken a twenty gauge peppering to his right side back in Philly in his detective days, a doctor had once told Skip that he had the constitution of a rabid rhinoceros. Doc was right.

				Smooth and pale like bone, the spur was much lighter than he would have expected for a Drynnian Overlord. But solid. Strong. He rotated it in his fingers and focused on the broken end, noted the blood-stained tip and analyzed the inside closely. That’s your blood, Skippy-boy.

				“It’s hollow. Poison?”

				Tarsidion nodded. “Nerve agent—paralysis by agony.”

				Skip gave another whistle. No wonder it had hurt so much. The others gathered around, their packs already on. Though Gavin’s olive complexion was chalky as if he’d recently gotten over the flu, his bearing was impeccable, shoulders back but relaxed, spine straight but not rigid.

				“All right, Chief,” Gavin said. “You ready to move faster and harder than you’ve ever moved before?”

				“I won’t even dignify that.”

				“That’s what I wanted to hear. See that outcrop up there?” Gavin asked, pointing across the river to a large hill with an elbow of granite sticking out at least fifty feet over the water like a compound fracture.

				“Yep.”

				“We need to make it there by nightfall.”

				Skip eyeballed it. “Seven or so miles over forest and hills...we could do that.” He gave a solid nod, looked around him, patted down his chest, hip and waist. “You guys seen my gun?”

				A subtle flicker went through the four of them. Nobody said anything.

				He waited a couple of seconds. “It’s okay, you’re allowed to talk.”

				“That’s something we need to talk about, Skip,” Gavin said, licking his lips delicately.

				“Shoot.”

				“Your gun must be destroyed,” Cirena answered for him.

				It was like a frying pan to the face. “Say what?”

				“Skip,” Gavin said, flashing Cirena an irritated glance. “I’m sorry, but there can be no firearms in this world. Period. Theia is dangerous enough without them.”

				“What are you talking about? That gun was given to me by my grandfather and besides, what do you expect me to use?” Skip asked. “Harsh language? My size twelves?”

				“If it is a weapon you desire,” Cirena said, “then you may borrow this.”

				She stepped forward and pulled back her cloak to reveal the wicked-looking ax she’d used back on Earth on the highway against Asmodeous, hanging upside down in a leather sheath under her arm. In a well-oiled movement, she un-slung it and presented it to him with both hands.

				“You may use this until we get you a suitable weapon of your own. I stress the word borrow.” The ax was not simply a weapon—it was a masterpiece. The wood of the shaft was burnished and smooth, adorned with bands of gold and silver intricately wrought into the wood. Carved into the silvery metal of the head were red symbols that glimmered in the sunlight.

				Skip looked at the ax, looked at Cirena and then to Gavin. He sucked his lips into his mouth. “Thank you. It’s a very nice ax.” Deep breath. “But I want my gun. You may not have it. Give it to me now.”

				“There will be no firearms on Theia,” Cirena said evenly. “And that is final.”

				“You touch that gun, and I consider it an act of war.”

				“Hey now,” Noah said, stepping between them. “No sense getting dramatic.”

				He was breathing heavily now. “Easy for you to say. Nobody’s threatening to take your Quaranai. Where the hell is my Python?”

				Skip glared at Gavin. I’ll deck you, I swear, Magi or not.

				Cirena’s face had gone deadpan. She withdrew her offering crisply, stepped back and scalded him with her glare. Skip ignored her and kept his eyes locked on Gavin.

				“You have no right. I’m not going to ask again. Give me my fu—”

				“All right,” Gavin snapped. Studiously ignoring Cirena, Gavin shifted, reached beneath his cloak—

				“Don’t you dare,” Cirena warned.

				—and pulled out Skip’s nickel-plated, six-inch barreled Colt Python .357 Combat Magnum. He looked good with it too; it went with his outfit.

				“Gimme,” Skip said.

				“Stavengre, don’t,” Cirena said in a voice close to a plea.

				“What’s the big deal, Cirena? I’ll keep it safe.”

				There was something alluring (in a scary kind of way) about the way her jaw unhinged. Her straight, even teeth peeked from behind her lips. “That you should even have to ask such a question,” she said in a voice hardly more than a whisper. “Imagine the calamity such a weapon could wreak on this world should it fall into enemy hands.” Her eyes narrowed and her jaw clamped. “It must be destroyed.”

				“Yeah, well, that’s not happening. How ’bout I just unload it? That way, if anybody somehow miraculously got their hands on it, they wouldn’t have a clue as to what it could do because it would be empty.”

				“That’s not good enough,” Cirena said.

				“It’s gonna have to be,” Skip said. “Cause it’s mine and you can’t have it.”

				“There is another way,” Tarsidion interjected, his deep smooth bass like salve on a burn.

				All heads turned his way.

				“What’s that?” Skip asked.

				“We could rune it.”

				“Come again?” Skip asked. “Did you just say ‘ruin’ it?”

				“No,” Tarsidion said, reaching for the revolver. Gavin still held it and resisted a moment before releasing it with a shrug. Even in Tarsidion’s monstrous mitt, the Python looked like a cannon. Man, Skip loved that gun.

				“I said rune it, which means enchanting it with runes in a way that allows only your hand to touch it, or ours, to wield it. Any other who might seize it...” his eyes darkened, “...would remember the moment for the rest of their days.”

				The song of a tree lark warbled through the air. Perhaps the one who’d been at Jack’s funeral. Skip thought about it a second and shrugged. “Fine by me—sort of a smart-gun fingerprint recognition self-destruct enchantment. I got no problem with that.”

				All eyes switched to Cirena.

				“For the enemy to even be exposed to such a thing could alter warfare here forever.”

				“As I recall, Azmo-face has already been exposed to it.”

				Cirena hit him with another couple of purple torpedoes. “There are other evils in this world, Everett, that have not.”

				“If they see it in action, it’ll be the last thing they ever see. I never miss.” He turned to Gavin. “I think...runing it, or whatever, will do just fine. All those opposed say ‘nay.’” Skip looked around, as did the others.

				“Nay!” Cirena said, glaring at her brethren. “Nay!” she repeated, this time in a yell.

				“Excellent. Four to one, and while we’re at it...where’s the .50?”

				Tarsidion’s face crinkled in alarm. If Cirena had been upset before, she looked outright homicidal now.

				“What .50?” she asked in a voice so low it could have come from the bottom of the ocean. Her normally heavy-lidded eyes were practically popping out of her face, but this time, her wrath was directed at Tarsidion. “You let him bring that abomination?”

				“At the time I was carrying both you and Jack and three rucksacks strapped across my back in the middle of a deluge. I didn’t see the need to argue. I forgot about it.”

				“Forgot about it? You never forget anything.” Sure was a good thing Tarsidion was seven feet tall because Cirena was about to go nuclear.

				“Well now,” Skip said, detaching himself from the quartet, “I don’t see it here, which means...” He walked over to the riverbank and kicked off his shoes.

				“What are doing?” Noah asked.

				Skip answered by shedding his jeans and yelling over his shoulder: “Be right back.” They scrambled to stop him but by that time, he was already in.

				The water was scrotum-shriveling cold but also very clear, and in moments he found what he was looking for: The army green, triangular Drag Bag. Like a treasure awaiting discovery it rested on the bottom of the river, a crescent of sand spread across the upper tip.

				He grabbed it with both hands—it was a heavy bastard—and hauled it up by its canvas strap. A small school of silver-blue fish investigated his face before zipping away as one, offended by the flurry of bubbles spewing out of his mouth.

				When he popped back out of the water, each of the four Shardyn shared the identical expression of a parent coming home to an unsanctioned teenage party while holding a failing report card. Gavin was the one who spoke.

				“Let this be your first lesson on Theia, Skip,” he began in a very quiet voice. “Never, ever, ever enter the waters of an unfamiliar river. You have no idea what might be beneath the surface.”

				Skip stared at the quartet, dripping a puddle into the gravelly sand by the bank, holding a .50 sniper system.

				“Are you going to try and tell me that’s an heirloom too?” Cirena asked.

				“I got eight shots left,” Skip said, splashing toward them on the bank. “Once I’m out, turn it into scrap metal for all I care, but do you really want to waste eight tungsten carbide armor-piercing incendiary rounds at the threshold of this war everybody’s been dreading like the damn bubonic plague?”

				“Yes,” Cirena answered immediately. “Wholeheartedly.” She turned to the others.

				“Nobody’s gonna know what it is, right?” Skip asked. “Just call it a...magical staff of thunder or something. I could hit a pineapple at over seven hundred yards.”

				Cirena turned her head very slowly, like the turret of an Abrams tank targeting his face. Man, she was mad.

				“A magical staff of thunder...how funny,” Noah mused.

				Cirena stepped closer, but Gavin interjected.

				“Are you really as good as you say you are?” he asked.

				“I am,” Skip said without hesitation. “I started off as a sniper. It just didn’t suit me so I went for the PJs instead. Some people are born to paint or run or do flips. Me?” He let his sentence hang in the air. “I just see it. Three points.”

				Standing there in front of four otherworldly warriors on another world, Skip somehow managed to feel a sense of déjà vu. Something inside him was waking up.

				“All right then,” Gavin said. “Tarsidion, you enchant the Barrett, Noah you have the Py—”

				The change in Gavin’s face was not the most frightening thing about that moment; it was that his expression was shared by all of them. Even angry Cirena. An image of a Wooly Mammoth frozen solid for a couple ten thousand years with grass still in his mouth flashed in Skip’s head.

				“Please tell me there isn’t a monster behind me,” Skip said, doing his best to not move his lips.

				“Skip,” Gavin said in a low breath. “Very slowly, exit the water.”

				A swarm of sweat droplets beaded Skip’s forehead. “Okay. No problemo. It’s not Asmodeous, is it?” Skip whispered while slogging as quietly as he could, willing whatever was behind him to scurry off.

				“No,” Noah answered in the subdued, cautious voice a person might use next to a hydrogen bomb that had just begun counting down. “Just keep walking, don’t run.”

				Skip closed his eyes, grit his teeth and slowly turned around. He couldn’t not look.

				And there, yet again, the boundaries of his perception of reality bulged.

				Descending from the sky was a formation of pure white clouds, illuminated as if they were filled with silver lightning. They streaked down from the heavens, wisps and vaporous threads that began to coalesce into the unmistakable silhouette of a woman—an ethereal angel without wings. She hovered over the wavelets of the river.

				“Time to depart,” Gavin said, donning the deep hood of his sapphire cloak. The moment he did he disappeared, morphing into a hazy mirage, like heat coming off a summer highway. Skip’s jaw would have dropped if it hadn’t already been open.

				Tarsidion, Noah and Cirena followed suit and in a second, Skip stood alone, surrounded by four shimmering ghosts.

				“What is it?” Skip whispered, unable to look away.

				“Shut up and take my hand,” came a low, Cirena-ish growl from the human-shaped blot of roiling air standing beside him. Skip obeyed immediately. It was like grabbing the grip of a power sander; his whole body erupted into vibrations pulsing static shocks into his eyes but when he looked down at his feet, all he saw was interrupted air.

				I keep thinking I’ve seen it all...

				Clad in a filmy, pearlescent gown, the translucent cloud woman skimmed the river like a silent flying saucer. She was more eerie than frightening, an ethereal daydream come to life, though it looked as if she were coming right at them...

				Do not move. He couldn’t tell if Cirena’s voice was inside or outside his head but either way, it was sound counsel. Within moments the cloud woman arrived, coasting to a hover in front of Jack’s tree, which still simmered in pale fire. It was only then that Skip got a good look into the holes that served as her eyes. It was like staring into the eyes of a thunderstorm. The hairs on his arms jumped up. For just a bare moment it seemed as if she saw him, as if there were a small glint of lightning inside the miniature cyclone twisting slowly in her eye sockets, and then he was being pulled away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Amanda shivered. After the sun had gone down the world had plunged into a darkness that was more than the mere absence of the sun; the night here was an entity that throbbed and swirled. Unfamiliar and sinister sounds emanated from the trees behind her and once again a Rho-beet! Rho-beet! Gurkle, gurkle sounded from behind her, keeping her huddled on the flat stone under the branch of a tree next to the water.

				So far, all the rustling and movement she’d heard in the trees had sounded small. Her body was stiff and the gashes in her back seemed as if they’d been dipped in battery acid.

				On one hand she didn’t believe Donovan would actually just leave her, she couldn’t believe that, but marooned on her little island it was easy for her to imagine she was the last human being alive. He’d been gone a long time. After he’d completed his weapons check, Donovan had strapped up, looked around and walked right into the trees as if he’d been going on a little hike.

				Ten hours ago, according to her watch that still somehow worked.

				The only thing she had going for her was the sky. As an astronomy major at Trinity, Amanda was thoroughly fascinated by anything remotely celestial and now, hunkered down on her rock, she looked up and drank in the sky’s alien magnificence. It stole her breath. Way far away, like sailboats on a horizon, she could see distant clouds of greenish-blue gases colliding with ribbons of magentas birthing a fiery turquoise. For all the terror that the night held here, there seemed to be an obverse beauty.

				There was something else, though, something that completely hypnotized her.

				The shattered moon.

				It rose from the northeast, magnificent and eerie, like a pale archipelago in a vast sea of stars. Easily twice the size of Earth’s, it sat in the sky like a broken skull. Thousands of fragments hung suspended in quasi animation between eastern and western halves.

				If only I had a camera, she thought. The slither of feelings churning inside her stomach were part terror, part exhilaration and part wistfulness, though she couldn’t understand why. At the age of twenty-two, Amanda had just accomplished the dream of every budding astronomer, professor or kid, for that matter. She was on another planet, gazing at the constellations of an alien sky. And she couldn’t prove it.

				The river slurped. Amanda’s head snapped in its direction, eyes pinned wide.

				That sounded bigger than a fish, she thought. That sounded like a sasquatch. Slowly, she crept backward off her stone away from the lone tree toward the woods and fought the impulse to run screaming.

				“Be very still,” floated a raspy whisper from behind her. The relief that gushed through her was strong enough to drown the panic thrumming through her blood like a shot of Bourbon.

				“I knew you’d come back.”

				“Shut up. You’re a liability.”

				Her mouth was dry—with terror and regular old thirst.

				“Your blood has attracted attention,” Donovan continued.

				“Of what?”

				Silence.

				Amanda slowly rotated her neck backward and up so she could look at him. The first thing she saw was the barrel of his rifle, capped with some sort of silencer, or a suppressor as her uncle would have chided her, protruding from the trees behind her. His emotionless, predatory face bore down over it, scanning the river like a sniper. Energy crackled out of his pores. Thank God, thank God, thank God...

				“I don’t know what they are,” he finally answered. The tip of an icicle of fear pressed into the nape of her neck and cut off her prayers.

				“They?”

				He looked down at her from over the rifle. “The time has come to define the parameters of our relationship, Amanda Kasey.”

				There was something in the way he regarded her that threw her heart into overdrive. “You really think this is the right time to do this?”

				“I do.”

				She glanced back at the river and swallowed. “Fine. However you want to define it, let’s just get out of here.”

				“If you want my protection, because you most certainly will die tonight without it, then you must swear allegiance to me. I will know if you are lying.”

				Amanda shook her head out as if her ears were clogged with water. “What?”

				“Swear your allegiance to me and I will save your life.” As if to punctuate his words the river slurped again, but this time she caught a glimpse of something green and brackish beneath the soft glimmers of moonlight.

				“For how long?” she asked in disbelief.

				“Until I release you or you pay your debt.”

				“Debt?”

				“I will have saved your life. Twice. Save mine and you will be unbound.”

				And if you die? she thought.

				He put his face into hers. “Trust me, Amanda Kasey, you’ll die long before I do.”

				Her insides squirmed. For the first time in her life she was the dumb blonde she hated so much in the movies, frozen by indecision. There had to be another way; she couldn’t just forsake her freedom to anybody, especially him.

				“Very well,” he whispered and disappeared into the darkness.

				Her defiance lasted a nanosecond. “Okay, wait, okay!” she whispered, her resolve crumbling.

				“Okay, what?” he asked, re-appearing.

				Amanda sighed heavily before answering, grinding her teeth. “Okay, I swear allegiance to you. Whatever that means.”

				“It means I own your ass. You do as I say, it’s that simple.”

				“Anything you say?” she asked.

				“Think of me as your emperor.”

				She would have laughed had he not been dead serious. “Is that all?”

				“That’s all. Do you accept?”

				Either be enslaved to a sociopath or torn to pieces and devoured by river monsters.

				“Don’t make me ask you again, Amanda.”

				“I won’t hurt somebody simply because you tell me to, Donovan.”

				“Then goodbye.” He started to fade again.

				“Are you serious?”

				“I’m always serious.” His whisper was like sandpaper to her nerves.

				The river splashed again and this time...she saw eyes. And a fin. Her heart catapulted into her throat.

				“Fine, I swear allegiance to you,” she said in a panic. “I fucking swear allegiance to you. Just get us out of here.”

				He lowered himself, hovering scant inches from her face. “And Amanda—” He grabbed her by the back of her hair with iron fingers and forced her to look into his face. She gasped. What she saw had to be a trick of the light—a glint of red behind his sunglasses. He leaned closer, his breath hot and smelling like wild herbs and licorice. His mouth was utterly perfect. “You belong to me now. I am unconcerned about your precious Gavin. If you lie to me, even once—” his hand tightened around her hair, “—you’ll avoid mirrors for the rest of your life. Are we clear?”

				He forced her head to look back out toward the river and as he did the river parted, the dim glint of shattered moonlight breaking against a flash of scales. And eyes.

				“Crystal,” she whispered. “Crystal, crystal, crystal.”

				There was something sinister in the way his lips twisted up, revealing the points of his teeth. “Good. Now get inside the trees.” A foul stench came from the river, heavy with brine, and washed over her nostrils. “Ease inside, no sudden movements.”

				She obeyed, crab-walking as quietly as she could into the darker shadows of the white barked trees. Young grass and the remnants of last year’s leaves stuck to her sweaty palms. Once in, she balled her hands into fists and tried not to cry, huddling in shame by Donovan’s leg.

				For several long minutes there was nothing, only the eerie sounds of the night around them, and then...another ripple in the water. Donovan held his hand up, eyes fastened to the scope.

				Like out of a nightmare the head of something inhuman and grotesque split the surface of the glimmering river soundlessly. The gasp that escaped through her lips was far louder then she intended. With all her might she wished she could take it back, saw the muscles at the hinges of Donovan’s jaw bunch, but no such luck. The emerging creature’s head was turned at an angle, cocked like a lizard reading the air.

				Her bladder pushed against her stomach. Shouldn’t she have become immune to fear by now? Dripping a cascade of water onto the river-bank, the creature stalked out of the water, its clawed, flipper-ish feet crunching softly into the gravel as it approached. Tall, gangly and knotted with muscles, it moved with surprising grace.

				And it had opposable thumbs. Spiked with talons. Carrying a club made out of bone.

				She felt Donovan’s hand suddenly on her shoulder. It was hot, scorching.

				“Do not look it in the eyes,” he whispered so softly that she swore the words appeared inside her head instead of out.

				She looked away immediately and stared at a twig. In the silence it seemed as if its phlegmy breathing was right next to her ear.

				Twig, twig, twig. It was small, maybe the length of her pinky, and had a small bud attached to its milk-white tip that would never blossom. The odor of rotting algae and pond scum swelled in her nostrils, the sound of monstrous breathing like the panting of a nightmare. She closed her eyes to mere slits and focused on nothing but the twig and the bud. She could still see the creature in her peripheral vision.

				It stopped several body lengths away from the trees with its mouth open, a dim silhouette against the moon on the river behind it. Its head moved slowly as it searched for a scent that it had lost, nostrils working, peering into the darkness of the forest. It came no closer. It seemed leery of the forest.

				After several eternities, it finally moved on, crunching upriver, probably looking for something else to eat.

				“I don’t want to play anymore,” Amanda sobbed when it was gone, pressing the heels of her palms against her eyes. I just wanna go home... The image of Gavin’s brave face lit up dimly in the back of her mind but was submerged by a crashing wave of nausea-inducing fear and the pain of the lacerated flesh in her back, gifts left by the claws of Asmodeous the Pale when she’d been abducted back on Earth. I just wanna lay in my own bed and pull the covers over my head...

				Donovan’s sudden release of her shoulder produced a tilting sensation; she almost fell backward but grabbed on to the tree. The bark shocked her like static electricity. He bent down and looked her full in the face. The cold light of the shattered moon seemed warm by comparison.

				“Talking will get you killed.”

				Amanda swallowed and shut her trembling mouth, wiping futilely at the tears spilling down her face.

				“Stand up. Follow me. Time to hunt down your boyfriend.”

				* * *

				Skip felt as if he had two aliens punching their way out from behind his eyeballs. Evidently being invisible didn’t agree with his temples. At first, it was merely uncomfortable, like having a couple of dryers on the spin cycle attached to his head while listening to a dog whistle, but after just a couple of minutes, pulses of light began stabbing his brain and the spinning dryers gave way to an angry, rattling Chinook transport helicopter.

				The bright spot was they got away. Cloud Girl (a Sylph, he later learned) never left the river’s edge, just hovered by Jack’s memorial as if it were some kind of beacon. Ten minutes into the forest, they’d all been jerked back by an earsplitting crackle of thunder that reverberated through the trees like a crashing volcano. There’d been a pause, an invisible exchange of stares, and then they were running again, each step an earthquake inside his head.

				Sometime in the night, a couple of hours past twilight, they arrived, and when they did, Skip collapsed into a shameless heap of groans and splayed limbs.

				“I hate you all,” he moaned. The others were already efficiently making camp. “Why aren’t any of you dying like me?”

				Noah kneeled beside him and smiled, her cheeks pleasantly flushed as if she’d just gone on a light run. “Because you’re out of shape.”

				“Bite me.” Gasp, gasp. “You guys are cheaters is what it is. Why don’t you spread the happiness, or are all Magi as stingy as you?”

				“Sorry,” she said, patting his head. “Club members only.” She fished out a protein bar from somewhere beneath her cloak, unpeeled it and crammed three quarters of it into her mouth. “Wont w’n?” she asked, holding the wrapper out to him.

				Skip pushed himself to his knees with a groan. “I was thinking more along the lines of a nice pepperoni pizza.” Waves of pressure throbbed through his feet and legs, and the crimp he had in his shoulder would dog him for weeks. “Think you guys could presto one up?”

				Noah smiled, stuffed the rest of the bar in her mouth and shook her head. “S’rry.”

				Gavin came over. He looked down at Skip with serious, thoughtful eyes. His cloak eddied silently behind him. “You gonna live?”

				“That’s the plan,” Skip said and coughed.

				A weak smile. “When we were here last, these trees,” he said, pointing at the forest around them, “were extinct.”

				“No kidding?” he said, not giving a flying rat’s furry butt about stupid trees. What he needed right now was a couple of Percocets—wait a minute, didn’t he have some of those? He shook his jacket and was rewarded with the rattle he’d been ignoring the whole run. There you are...

				“Do you know what that means?” Gavin asked.

				“Not a clue.”

				“It means that we’re very, very, very far away from where we need to be.” His eyes were moist and black and cryptic but they seemed to catch a glint of light from the trees, turning his expression into something not quite human.

				“I think your eyes might be glowing,” Skip said, making a play at sitting up.

				“It’s the bark,” Noah said. “Look.”

				Skip peeled his head off the ground and lo and behold, right there in front of him were ribbons of gentle, iridescent cobalt trapped within the grain of the tree, like the bioluminescence of jellyfish in a night-sea. It was dim, but once he was aware of it, he saw it everywhere.

				“Pretty.” Skip tried to rub the pain out of his eyes with his fingertips. “I was thinking. If we’re lost, couldn’t that mean that Azmo-face might be lost too?”

				Gavin’s eyes got blacker. “No. The Pale Gate would call to the Overlord like a lighthouse on a clear night. There’s no way he’s lost.”

				“Couldn’t you guys do that too, then?”

				It might have been Skip’s imagination but it seemed to him that a ripple went through the four of them. Tarsidion and Cirena paused their camp-making, just for half a heartbeat, then resumed.

				“We should,” Noah finally said, licking the last remnants of protein bar from her teeth. All levity had been blow-torched away. “But we can’t. All I’m getting is...static.”

				Skip rolled his head to her. “Which means what, exactly?” Skip didn’t think he liked the sound of that. Gavin wiped the corners of his mouth and rolled whatever he found there between his thumb and forefinger.

				“It means that come tomorrow...we’re splitting up.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Donovan never tripped. He never faltered or stumbled, just flowed through the forest like he knew exactly where they were going.

				Amanda herself possessed no such grace. She stumbled through the trees, cursed silently as roots conspired to trip her and was constantly avoiding branches intent on gouging her eyes.

				It was a strange thing for her future to be so closely tied to somebody she hardly knew. And hated. What she did know about him was horrible; he’d broken into her house, beat the crap out of her in her own bedroom (her face was still swollen) but he’d also saved her life. Twice.

				What exactly was she supposed to do with that?

				Her dignity demanded that she hate him. What other way was there to feel? And yet he possessed something she needed now more than she’d ever needed in her whole life...strength. Power. Fearlessness.

				A root pounced on her ankle. She tripped, fell forward but without even looking, Donovan speared his arm backward and stopped her plunge with the flat of his hand, mashing her upper left boob. He removed it the moment her equilibrium was restored and continued forward as if it hadn’t happened. He was creepy-like.

				His fist went up. Amanda froze. His index finger spiked up and came quickly to his lips.

				Something was moving through the trees. Something big and ponderous. And hooved.

				Not a peep, not a peep, not a tiny little peep.

				Now that her eyes had adjusted she could see the glow of opal moonlight splashed with red wine seeping from petals and bark. The effect was subtly spectacular, reminding her of Christmas lights in a sleeping house. And a monster roaming through it.

				All she could do was crouch behind Donovan and watch him aim through the trees, pray that whatever was out there was the Theian equivalent of a wandering water buffalo.

				A stick snapped not twenty feet away. A big stick. Fingers of panic encircled her entrails. Just don’t be Asmodeous, please don’t be Asmodeous...

				No longer did unfamiliar, strange sounds emanate from the forest. The trees had gone still. She could hear Donovan’s nostrils working. Her body was wound so tightly her bones could have cracked. Her wounds felt crusty and inflamed.

				Maybe it was a minute, maybe an hour, but one by one, like a control room slowly coming back online, the trees began to breathe. A cricket chirped, sounding the all-clear, and then his friends joined in. A high-pitched whistle in staccato announced itself close by and was answered by a much eerier cry that sounded like a screaming child. Donovan lowered his rifle.

				“What was it?” she whispered.

				“How the fuck should I know?” his voice floated back.

				Amanda was too unnerved to be bothered by his acerbity—they were alive and that was good enough for her.

				“You walk like a five hundred pound sloth with no eyes.” He was right in her face, his licorice, herbaceous breath filling her nostrils. There was a hint of musk in his breath, something virile.

				She stepped back from him. “A simple elephant comparison would have done just fine.”

				“It’s what attracted whatever that thing was. Watch where you’re walking. Bare patches of grass, stone, earth—good. Dried leaves, twigs and dead foliage—bad. Got it? And don’t clop like a horse. Roll your strides from heel to toe. Feel.” He planted the tip of his index finger right in the middle of her forehead and gave it a shove. “Learn or be left.”

				At that, he turned and continued through the forest.

				Amanda stood for a second, jaw agape, the spot he’d shoved burning like a coal. Yup. I hate him.

				After two long seconds she started after him, rolling her feet instead of just stepping. Not that it made a difference.

				“Walk into that clearing,” he said not three minutes later, and she nearly collided with his back.

				“Huh?” she whispered, returning from her thoughts.

				He pointed ahead, and sure enough, if she squinted her eyes just right she could see a break in the trees.

				“Walk into that clearing,” he repeated.

				She looked and then blanched. “By myself?”

				He nodded.

				She swallowed, pressed her hands together and brought them to her mouth in an attempt to stem the nausea bubbling up her throat. “Could I have a gun?”

				He reached down and without hesitation pulled the pistol strapped to his left thigh—a 9mm by the looks of it—and handed it to her, grip first. “You know how to use it?”

				“Point and shoot?”

				“Safety?”

				She looked. “It’s a Glock. Doesn’t have one.” That almost looked like a smile. She hit the magazine release, verified she was loaded (she was), re-inserted the magazine with a solid click, pulled the slide back and released to cock it laying her index finger parallel to the barrel. Thank you, Uncle Billy.

				“There’s hope for you yet,” he whispered. “Now go. Shoot only if you must. If you give away our position unnecessarily...” He didn’t finish.

				Yeah, yeah, you’ll beat the crap out of me and leave me to die. Got it.

				Without giving herself a chance to chicken out, Amanda raised her locked arms in front of her and started toward the clearing, rolling her feet as she crept.

				What was she, anyway? Bait? Heel-toe, heel-toe. Cannon fodder? All she wanted to do was go to sleep.

				When she got to the edge of the clearing, she peered in and felt a small flight of balloons rise out of her belly.

				Spread before her was a glen of thick, lush grass burning softly in moon-glow. It was a secretive place, self-contained and silent, like an oasis nobody spoke of lest it be used up. In the center were three gigantic trees different from the rest of the forest, older and way bigger. They were fully leaved (as if they’d never lost them) and thick moss hung from their branches like overgrown beards. She raised her pistol and looked down the sight, took a breath and walked in. It was like stepping into another room. There was a stream babbling somewhere. Dewy grass soaked her toes and the air felt thicker. Older. She panned her pistol in a slow circle, all senses at the tips of her nerves.

				Silence. Solace.

				The three wizened trees in the center towered over her, branches dappled in pale moonlight kissed with garnet. In front of their trunks was a circle of grass denser than the rest but only half as tall—an island of thick, verdant vegetation no higher than her ankles. The circle was disc-like in its precision, punctuated by a cluster of fat red mushrooms with white polka-dots.

				A single butterfly fluttered up from the copse, its delicate wings rimmed in the dim light of the forest. Looking down, she was tempted to brush a swath through them with her foot, maybe even kick at one to see what would happen, but her gut told her that would be...unwise. She could almost feel the energy of the trees pulsing around her. This place was holy to somebody. After a good long search, she backed up two steps and bumped right into the Donovan’s chest, which felt studded with rocks. At least she didn’t scream.

				Impervious to the mystical sanctity of this little oasis, Donovan scanned it like a barcode. “Down there too,” he said and pointed left.

				“Of course down there too,” she said, shaking her head. “Shouldn’t you be doing this?”

				“No. I will use your cacophony to my advantage. Go.”

				Oh, you’re gonna get yours, Donovan. She released a quiet sigh, followed his finger to a narrow, grassy path winding away into the black and started forward.

				Just another night in a magical forest on the other side of the universe with a sociopath. The usual.

				The trail was little more than packed grass and fallen petals and was hardly wider than her shoulders. Her pistol went up. The sooner she got this over with, the sooner they could rest.

				It was like stepping into yet another room, only here it was cold enough to see her breath. And much darker. Slivers of moonlight peeking through the tops of the trees revealed centipedes of mist whirling around her soaking feet. Every time she took a step her left heel slid out of her shoe with a squeak; she could practically feel the blister growing with each step. Why couldn’t I have worn boots?

				The trail weaved through trees, dipped below a rotting log studded with terraces of mushrooms, climbed a cluster of broken rocks and then opened up to a sprawling meadow. In the middle were the silhouettes of a giant jumble of ancient, moss-shrouded boulders that might have held shape in some distant time.

				The light of both moons was just bright enough to reveal edges that were blunted and rounded by years of exposure. Vines and lichen had claimed much of its surface as their own. Still, she could see a subtle, rugged order in its arrangement. Pieces of a fallen tower? A broken statue? Some kind of monument? Two of the stones leaned against each other, forming a thick teepee of shelter beneath.

				“We camp here,” Donovan said, materializing on her side.

				“Oh, thank God,” she said, collapsing to her knees. Her body was on fire. “Please tell me you have some kind of food.”

				Donovan took off his sunglasses so she could see his eyes. In the light of both moons she could have sworn she saw red, but of course, that would be impossible. Human eyes didn’t glimmer red.

				“I have nothing for you,” he said. “You didn’t earn it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				“We making s’mores?” Skip asked and rubbed his hands together.

				No smiles. Noah, Tarsidion and Cirena stood in a triangle around the bonfire, hoods drawn like dark angels. Behind them was the drop off to the river below. He could hear its babble and took comfort in it. At least it was familiar.

				Unlike the sky.

				This place didn’t just have one moon, it had two, and one of them had been blasted apart. It floated in the sky like a skull hit by a hammer; it must have taken him at least an hour to stop gawking. But he was good now.

				He didn’t have a choice.

				Noah stood at the center point of the triangle. The firelight licking what little of her face was not swallowed by her hood changed her eyes into wells. In that moment she seemed otherworldly. Cirena and Tarsidion loomed beside her, at three and nine o’clock, arms folded beneath their cloaks like monks in meditation. Hoods drawn.

				There was something strongly ceremonious about it all.

				“No jokes, please,” Gavin said softly. “If this goes wrong, my soul ends up wandering the Ancestral Plane for the next eternity.”

				“Mine too,” Noah called out.

				“And mine,” Tarsidion rumbled.

				“Make that four,” Cirena said, rounding it out.

				“All right. No s’mores. All I have to do is make sure you’re not disturbed, right?”

				“Exactly. We’re not going to be gone long,” Gavin said. “But while we are, we’ll be vulnerable. If contact between us is broken for any reason or if we’re somehow disturbed...sad face. Comprende?”

				“Loud and clear.”

				“Excellent.” He turned to his brethren. “We ready?”

				A chorus of nods.

				“All right, then.” Gavin let out a breath and rolled his neck on his shoulders. “Let’s find out where we are.”

				The ringing that Skip had become accustomed to at the fringes of his perception here on Theia surged in his ear canal as if he’d gone underwater. All four closed their eyes and when they opened them, it was that scary moment in the movie when the face stares back in the window. Skip jumped. Their eyeballs were wrapped in the spider-light Skip now understood to mean “magic in use.” He should have been used to it by now but it was creepy. It made them look inhuman.

				Trance-like, Gavin approached the bonfire and stepped into the flames without so much as breaking his stride. Their eyes flared and upon his entry, the bonfire they’d lined with rocks burst into an inferno with an audible whoosh and Gavin went up like a Roman candle.

				Every instinct in Skip’s DNA commanded him to knock his friend over and smother the flames. He suppressed them, of course, trusting they knew what they were doing, but man oh man did Gavin look like a witch being burned at the stake.

				As if that wasn’t crazy enough, Gavin levitated into the air, rising slowly from the embers as if he were possessed. Out of his eyes bands of misty amber light seeped out of his sockets and pooled above him like a miniature sun.

				Okay.

				Noah, Cirena and Tarsidion crisply withdrew their Quaranais.

				“Efil,” they chorused, and their blades shot up in the now-familiar ring of metal against scabbard. At full extension, blue vaporous light erupted from each blade, pouring off the silvery metal like fire in a breeze. In the stillness of the trees, the cold, lonely wind emanating from the middle of their swords served as an eerie backdrop to the arcane syllables they spontaneously began to utter from their mouths. There was something both musical and unnerving about their incantations, as if the words themselves were live things, squirming in the air like singed caterpillars. In a quick, ritualistic arc, their blades twirled in a tight circle and plunged into the granite with a crunch of metal on stone. The bonfire shuddered and the flames changed from fire-yellow to Quaranai blue. In seconds the light seeping out of Gavin’s eyes changed to the same, creeping up toward the miniature sun of firelight above him. When the blue reached the yellow there was a pulse and a hiss. The two colors writhed, swirled violently until coalescing into a deep, regal purple.

				“Au’tauna valis’te,” Gavin’s voice said not from his mouth, but from the light hovering above him.

				Somewhere deep down in Skip’s mind the rational, dispassionate voice of the detective calmly informed him that Gavin had just turned into a talking ball of purple light.

				He then watched said purple light brighten a moment—he could almost picture Gavin taking a breath—and then like a shooting star streak away into the night above. From each embedded Quaranai a thin string of silver light trailed behind it, reminding Skip of a never-ending strand of spider silk.

				And then Skip was alone with the trees.

				* * *

				There was no reason for her to have opened her eyes. No sound had been made, the wind had not shifted and it wasn’t from the pain. It was something else. Amanda looked into the darkness and saw lights twinkling in the forest. She sat up, blotting the sleep from her eyes with her fingertips, but before she could focus, the lights flickered away to the corners of her vision. The sparkles were subtle, too soft for her to decipher accurately. At first they seemed reddish, the same as the little moon, but then they looked purple, then green, then silver—she couldn’t be sure. The harder she tried to focus, the more elusive they became, hovering maddeningly at the outskirts of her vision. She craned her neck forward.

				“Don’t be an idiot,” Donovan’s voice floated from behind her.

				His voice had the effect of a snapping rubber band.

				She shook her out her head. “What are they?”

				“Whatever they are, they want us to follow them into the forest.” Donovan was lying comfortably on his back, eyes closed, hands behind his head.

				“You see them too?”

				“Yes, but I’m not an idiot.”

				“Why would they want us to follow them?”

				“Perhaps they want to make you some tea.”

				Amanda gasped. “Was that a joke? My God, I think that was a joke. What’s today’s date? This is going in the journal.”

				Donovan didn’t respond.

				Her stomach gurgled at her angrily in the silence, demanding sustenance. Imploring for it. She still couldn’t believe he’d eaten right in front of her, hadn’t offered so much as a crumb. Sadist.

				She sat up and pulled her knees to her chest, purposefully looking away from the trees while wincing at the stretching of her wounds. The mere thought of dancing lights in a forest that wanted her to follow them was unsettling enough to drive off the considerable sleepiness that clung to her eyes.

				This was officially the longest day of her life.

				So instead of sleeping, she stared at Donovan on the other side of their campfire and tried to decide whether or not she wanted to kick him in the face or...what? Understand him? Get to know who her emperor was?

				Her stomach rumbled again, louder this time. “You could have shared, you know,” she said, unable to help herself. He’d eaten a king-size Baby Ruth bar right in front of her. He could have given her a piece.

				“You gave our position away twice,” he answered, which she hadn’t been expecting. “I will not allow your bumbling to jeopardize my wellbeing. Learn or be left.”

				Ah, a kick in the face it was.

				With a sigh, she settled back gingerly onto her piddly bed of blossom petals and dried grass, trying her best not to think about what might be watching her. Where are you, Gavin? she asked, her voice both small and girl-like, even in her head. Helpless. Please find me, feel me. She could sense something watching from the trees behind her. It was a pressure. A hot wind.

				Breath.

				She screwed her eyes shut to block out her imagination but when she did, all she saw was Asmodeous’s face looming in front of her, red lightning flashing behind his grotesque head, his monstrous, sharp teeth bared, mouth open, eyes blazing like infernos. She’d seen what had happened to Jack. What had almost happened to her. If it hadn’t been for Donovan she would have been eaten alive, would have felt those teeth sinking into the flesh of her cheeks and jaw...

				A tremor rolled through her body so violently that the gashes around her shoulders seared to life.

				Please, God, let Gavin find me...

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				Being a former sociopath had its advantages. First, the list of things that mattered was relatively short—things were either for Donovan or against him. And would be treated as such. As for the “former” part, he had yet to decide on how he felt about the onslaught of emotions bounding, skulking and flying across his formerly gray mindscape.

				He looked over the flickering flames of the campfire he’d built and regarded his new servant. It had been a long time since he’d spent so much time with a single person—years. Noteworthy was the lack of his desire to be immediately free of her presence.

				He rather enjoyed being an emperor. Her emperor.

				Yes, she was a liability and untrained and full of misguided passion, but there was something, dare he say, refreshing about the truth of her character. The ability to read people’s souls had long ago inoculated him from the fables of honor and truth in human beings.

				The race of human beings were little more than walking packs of lies.

				His servant however, was different. Her soul possessed a bright unflickering nucleus of rich, vivid gold. Donovan could count on one hand how many people he’d known who’d possessed such colors. One of which still haunted him.

				She learned faster than most and her ability to withstand pain was remarkable, even by his standards. The lacerations in her back would have reduced most men to whimpers, yet she sucked it up. Kept moving.

				“Donovan, are you asleep?”

				And clearly she had guts.

				“I know you’re awake, Donovan. You’re always awake.”

				He didn’t so much turn his head as shift his attention. “What do you want?”

				He already knew of course. He could see it in her colors—a constant throb of dark red and sodium orange swirling through her outer bands. Pain and fear. And she was hungry.

				“I keep thinking something’s going to jump out of the trees and grab me,” she said in a whisper thick with emotion. “How do you make it so you’re not afraid?”

				Donovan studied her from across the dwindling flames. Her face was a mess, black left eye, starfish-shaped bruise across her right cheek and her lips were double-split. His work. “Dismiss it. If it doesn’t serve you, discard it.”

				“You make it sound so simple.”

				“It is.”

				“For you, maybe.”

				“For everybody. It’s just a matter of deciding. All human beings are master of their thoughts. Now shut up and go to sleep. We’re going to move hard tomorrow and I will leave you behind without compunction if you can’t keep up.” There was a bit of dried grass stuck in her hair.

				“Don’t you ever get tired of being a dick?”

				Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, any soul stupid enough to insult Donovan directly suffered. Tonight, he let it go. “I’m not a dick.”

				Twin expressions of shock and incredulity wrestled across her face. Incredulity won. “I don’t know how to break this to you, Donovan, but you are such a dick.”

				“Explain.”

				She pshhed, which annoyed him. “How about the fact that you kicked the shit out of me in my own apartment? In my own room. That was a pretty dickish thing to do.”

				“You had a choice. You chose to defy me. Cause and effect. If I hadn’t offered you a choice, which I had no obligation to do, and just beat you for efficiency’s sake, then your argument would be more credible.”

				“Are we really having this conversation? Look at my face.”

				“Note that you still utilize the complete array of your bodily functions. If I was a dick, you would have fewer teeth. Your kneecaps would be broken.”

				“You could have just told me you were there to help.”

				Donovan rolled his head in her direction. He was feeling uncharacteristically chatty. “But then I would have been lying.”

				He rather enjoyed the expression that crinkled her face.

				“What is it you want, Donovan? What’s your deal?”

				“You’ll see,” he whispered.

				A flicker of churlish yellow rippled through her outer bands—the equivalent of a spiritual eye-roll. The urge to backhand her flashed through him like a concussion grenade.

				“Donovan,” she said. There was the appropriate amount of nervousness in her voice. “Your eyes just changed color.”

				“What? Explain immediately.” A storm of yellow-green solar flares thrashed through her outer bands—disbelief and fear.

				“What do you mean, ‘explain’? Your eyes just went fucking red for a second, and now they’re blue. Back at my apartment they had no color. They looked more like...bullet holes, and now they just changed to gold.” Her hand was by her mouth. “What are you, Donovan?”

				The silence that followed her words hung heavily in the confines of their make-shift cave. What the hell was she talking about? His irises had no color except for the blacks of his pupils—it was the whole reason he wore sunglasses. He was conspicuous enough.

				“If you’re lying to me,” he started in a flat voice. He took out his tactical mirror from his right thigh pocket, pulled out the retractable end, swiveled the base toward his face and looked into it without his sunglasses.

				He stared a long time into that four-inch disc of reflection, watched his eyes oscillate from gold to yellow flecked with chips of garnet to green and then to red. Like a rumble of thunder rolling along the currents of his mind, body and soul a purpose so massive and vivid crashed across his thoughts and stormed into his desires that in an instant...a life question was answered.

				He knew exactly what he wanted. I’ve come home, he thought.

				“I bet it has something to do with Theia,” Amanda whispered.

				Donovan methodically collapsed his tactical mirror, inserted it back into his thigh pocket, moved his hand to his right breast pocket, unsealed the Velcro patch, took out his Ray-Bans, slid them onto his face and laid back onto his hands. He wasn’t feeling chatty anymore. His past reached out like fingers from a grave but he crushed them back into their places. For the first time since his murder, in the still of the night on another world, Donovan allowed himself to be human, felt a visceral surge in his spirit, as if something inside him had just been turned on.

				He would have his answers.

				“Do you truly want to know who I am?” he asked her in a voice that barely escaped his throat.

				“Yes,” she said immediately.

				He licked his lips and tasted their dry salt. “I’m the monster.”

				He didn’t say it to scare her, he said it because it was the truth. There was no undoing the things he’d done.

				She was quiet for a long time. It was just the sound of her breathing and the soft whisper of the fire. “I don’t buy that,” she finally said. Before he could tell if she was lying or not, he turned off his Othersight. He might kill her if she was lying. “I’ve seen what a monster looks like, Donovan. You may be a lot of things—self-serving, ruthless, mean, an asshole—but you’re not a monster. I’m not sure what you are, but I know that.”

				You know nothing.

				Without waiting for an answer, she settled back onto her little pallet and curled up to sleep. Her stomach rumbled. Four minutes and thirty-nine seconds later she re-entered a shallow realm of sleep. He watched her chest rise and fall, annoyed by how it soothed him, and fought off glimpses of his past, of the things he could remember.

				Of whom she reminded him of. The only person he’d ever loved.

				Who’d ever loved him.

				“Yes, I am,” he whispered to the night. From the corner of his vision the will-o’-the-wisps winked and danced from within the trees but came no closer.

				They knew it too.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				“I hope you’re happy, numbnuts,” Skip muttered to himself, staring in silent wonder at the army of ghostly trees surrounding them. Every time a breeze came up off the river a cascade of petals would blow across the campsite and change the world to perfumed snow.

				This was where fairytales came from.

				Well, everything except for Gavin’s rotisserie body twisting slowly three feet in the air vertically behind him.

				At first he’d studied the four of them in detail, taking advantage of the luxury of not having to look away—the strong jaw of Cirena’s chin, the warm lines that radiated from the outer corners of Noah’s eyes like the sun’s rays, the exquisite craftsmanship of their armor, the details of their belts, which sheathed the sleeping forms of their Quaranais, the way their cloaks moved as if they were half alive. He marveled at the way the blue flames of the bonfire licked the bottom of Gavin’s boots to no effect.

				But as usual, after ten minutes Skip got antsy. He stood and looked around, wondering for the three hundredth time just what the hell he’d gotten himself into. The one thing the silence afforded him was the opportunity for his mind to prowl roads he wasn’t prepared to traverse.

				Tarsy would have told me if this were a one-way ticket, right?

				And what if it was? Could he live with no Earth? No Dunkin’ Donuts dark roast with Baileys French Vanilla? No Sunday nights in his easy-chair with his laptop flipped open, tuned in to his fantasy football lineup while the Eagles massacred the Giants on his sixty-inch HD? How about just good old-fashioned regular electricity? Did they even have that here? And dammit, he’d just bought that truck. What the hell had he been thinking?

				He found himself staring at the mist creeping between the trees, splashed with bone and blood from the moons above. Just another day at the office, Skippy-boy. You got this.

				He heard a rustle. With a snap of his head he homed in on it, targeted it with his eyes and ears. It didn’t sound too big, maybe a raccoon or its equivalent here. A muskrat with a unicorn horn or something.

				Nevertheless, he draped his fingers over the heel of his revolver and rested his palm on his chest. We are at DEFCON 3, Gentleman.

				The next rustle came much closer and from a different direction. His fingers went from drape to encircle. Nobody in here but us chickens. He tapped the trigger-guard of his .357. The next rustle he heard was deeper in the trees and this time...he saw lights. They were so faint that at first he figured them to be those sparkles he saw at the corner of his vision after getting up too quickly, but the longer he stared, searching for the rustles, the more tangible they became—a pale glitter twinkling within the trees. He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward, squinting to get a better look, but every time he got close, the lights would dance away, infuriatingly to the edges of his vision.

				He took a step forward, eyebrows drawn. Was he really seeing this? Theia’s version of St. Elmo’s Fire or something? Dangerous? He scrolled through his mental Rolodex of Greek Mythology and King Arthurian lore but came up empty. Only one way to find out. He rubbed his chin, glanced back at the four—they were fine—and took another step. I’ll just go up to the trees.

				After about five steps he realized, just barely, that he was about to enter the trees.

				Uh, Skipster, what are you doing? He really had no answer, other than abandoning his post to chase after the pretty lights. He scrubbed at his eyes and shook his head; his brain felt as if it were wrapped in gauze. When he looked back he was sure they’d be gone, some sort of optical illusion brought on by an exhausted brain saturated with too much magic, but nope...there they were. Dancing at the corners of his vision. There was something deliberate about them, something...strategic.

				Skip rubbed his eyes one more time, decided he was not seeing things at all, and walked backward, carefully, to his original guarding spot. Curiosity wasn’t going to kill this cat. Some things, like bear dens and twinkling lights in alien forests, were best left untouched. Skip took comfort in the Shardyns’ presences around him, felt less like he was the last human being in the world. All he had to do was sit tight a bit longer.

				And then came a night bird. A tree lark.

				Its warble was beautiful, if not familiar by now, but this time its song seemed slightly off key. Like a damaged jack-in-the-box. He heard another rustle and recognized the scratching little hops of a bird just beneath the drone of the river below. Another warble came, louder, closer. Haunting.

				So he did what any self-respecting former special operator would do when confronted with an off-kilter songbird—he raised his cannon and waited. Come out, come out wherever you are. The lights seemed a little brighter. A little closer.

				“Now would be a good time to come back, guys.”

				Splashing river and high-pitched silence.

				When his arms began to ache, he slid to his butt and aimed over his knees, eyes narrowed. A couple of times he thought he heard a voice in the trees, but it was too faint and distant for him to make out. Besides, who’d be out here in the middle of nowhere? Then he heard it again. Crying. He leaned forward in disbelief, focusing every ounce of his perception, and heard a muffled sob, a whimpering that seemed to come and go with the wind, barely audible over the serene rush of water. A restless breeze whipped off the river and stirred the branches around them, releasing another cascade of blossoms that seemed to whisper names as they fell, and once again...a sob.

				Skip’s heart boomed in his chest. Damn if it didn’t sound like a kid. It had to be an animal, some kind of Theian fauna that sounded like crying babies. I got this. I’m all right. Just sit tight and all will be well. There are no crying babies in the forest.

				Skip watched in dismay as the mist from the forest began to slowly spill inward, filling the campsite with crawling whirls of vapor and encroaching fog. From within it, he could see the twinkling of lights.

				“All right, nap time’s over, guys. Wake the hell up, we got incoming,” Skip barked. His voice sounded too loud and brittle in the silence. He trained his revolver on nothing and everything. What the hell was he going to shoot at? Fog? Lights? “The hell with this,” he muttered and holstered his Python. “I’m going thermal.”

				The whimpering came again, only this time, Skip could hear the fear in it, the pain—a sort of panting, desperate mewl. A child.

				He reached down, grabbed the Bronto-killer lying next him and in a rapid series of well-oiled motions unfolded the bipod, chose his spot, set it on the ground and slid behind the stock in the classic prone position, on his belly. He then depressed the rubber cap surrounding the eyepiece of the AN/PAS-13 Thermal Weapon Sight attached to the rail to engage the display, let out his breath and gave it a look.

				What he saw congealed his blood.

				That can’t be real. No way.

				“For crying out loud, will you guys get your asses back here!”

				At his shout the forest erupted into a clamor of shrill cries, angry caws and the hideous screaming of a giant baby being mauled. Skip crunched down on his teeth and tried to pick a target. But what?

				In the white hot setting of the thermal scope he saw formless fields of swirling heat arrayed in front of him like the gathering of crows. Each registered in his scope as a diaphanous blob with two pinpoints of heat right about where the eyes should be.

				He looked away from the scope—he had to see it with his own eyes—and was witness to a nightmare come to life. Dozens of pairs of reflected firelight glared at him from the trees, some high in branches, some low to the ground and others floating somewhere in the middle. Hovering.

				This is not happening, I am not seeing this. He waved his hand through the thickening mist and returned to the scope. Not fifteen feet in front of him a tendril of heat broke off from a blob and whirled through the underbrush like a miniature tornado. On contact, the unmistakable creeping rustle he’d heard earlier manifested.

				He could taste his own fear, metallic and rotten. All you gotta do is make sure we’re not disturbed, won’t be gone long—

				A hand grabbed his shoulder. Skip yelled pretty damn near as loud as he could, jumped a good foot and twirled on his assailant. Noah. She seemed alarmed, yes, but there was a smile lurking under there. Tarsidion and Cirena walked past him, hoods drawn, and flung out their arms in a backward arc, letting loose a string of blue-light blossoms that lit up the forest like an air strike, rippling thunder.

				An explosion of flapping wings and furious caws beat at the air. With a word, Tarsidion summoned a gale right off the river and whipped it through the campsite, scattering the creeping fog like a leaf blower through smoke. When all was finally calm, and the forest’s dissonance had abated, the silence was like a vibration.

				“It took you guys long enough,” Skip grumped.

				“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody scream quite that loud before,” Noah said by way of answer. “At least not a man.”

				“Hardy har har, where the hell were you guys?”

				Nobody answered. Tarsidion was still investigating, Quaranai alight, while Gavin simply stood, hood drawn, head slightly down. He was breathing hard. What little Skip could see of his expression was not very heartening.

				“Don’t everybody answer at once. What were those things?”

				“Will-o’-the-wisps,” Cirena answered. “Minor elementals, a nuisance for those who know better, downright deadly for those who don’t.”

				“Well, next time show a little alacrity, huh? I almost got bum-rushed by a bunch of floating lights. Did you guys find out anything?”

				It was only a couple of seconds, but a Sequoia tree could have lived and died by the time Gavin shifted his attention to him. Only his chin and bottom lip was visible from his hood. The rest dissolved in darkness.

				“We just found out we’re on the wrong side of the world.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				When Amanda woke from her shallow sleep, the first thing she saw were two dead rabbits hanging upside down from a branch. There was a pool of drying blood congealing a couple of feet from her head. Nice. At least they were familiar though, because everything else she’d seen here had been otherworldly.

				She wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed gingerly, trying not to inflict any more pain on her damaged body while coaxing her blood into pumping. Her sleep—if she could call it that—had been troubled and restless, punctuated by sharp stabs of misery anytime she was foolish enough to want to move.

				She looked past the dead rabbits and absorbed her first Theian pre-dawn. It was cool and damp, but the suggestion of sunlight shaded the blackness of night to deep blue—leaving only a couple of stars to peek through a small formation of fast moving clouds, thin enough to be smoke. As if to make room for the approaching sun, the smaller, red moon sat swollen on the western horizon like a ripe slice of red cantaloupe, sinking slowly to the other side of the world.

				Donovan was already up. She could see him in the clearing beyond their ruins stretched out in a ridiculous split. His legs were spread out so far that they breached one hundred eighty degrees, and his head was lying flat on the ground. She didn’t even know the human body was capable of such things. From there, he released and rose from his seated position in one graceful motion, twirling slowly as he ascended into a stance reminiscent of some animal. If he was aware that she was awake, he made no sign. His right leg arced slowly through the air, controlled and fluid in a sweeping crescent. With a slight pivot of his hips his left leg followed, mirroring the motion of the right with more balance than an acrobat.

				She considered calling out but dismissed the thought; she had no idea if he was a morning person or not. When in doubt, leave Donovan alone. So she just watched him carve the air with his body. He speared his foot directly above his head, his foot angled so that the knife edge jutted out. The effect was essentially doing a split without the ground. With silky grace he retracted his leg and repeated with the other.

				Fluid as water, his body spun and whirled at different velocities in a sequence of stances and movements, some of them too fast for her to follow. It was the first time she’d ever seen him without his jacket. Though he still wore a black wife-beater, the array of his muscles rippled with every movement—the masterpiece of some cosmic artist.

				“Morning, Satan,” she said as he came to a pause, both fists holstered at the sides of his hips.

				“I presume you can cook,” he said, head swiveling toward her as he leaped impossibly high, his foot a scythe cleaving the air.

				“What would give you such a silly notion?”

				“You are a woman, aren’t you?”

				Amanda made a choking sound. “You’re kidding, right?”

				“I do not kid, Amanda. I catch it, you cook it. That is how it will be.”

				“Well, sorry to rain on your parade, but I don’t know how to cook dead rabbits, though I can toast bread pretty good.”

				Donovan kicked out in a flurry of punches and kicks, so fast her eyes never got the chance to focus on them. He spun and jumped, landing in a cat-like crouch. “Then you will learn. I will show you once, so take note.” Finished, he walked toward her, his breathing undisturbed as he took a knife from the sheath strapped to the side of his leg. She hated it when he did that; it looked as if he were coming for her.

				“Right now?” she asked dubiously.

				“Right now.”

				The scar across his neck, visible above the low collar of his wife-beater, jumped out at her—a pale cord of shiny scar-tissue smiling brutally across his neck.

				“Don’t be so obvious when you stare,” he said as he grabbed the first of the two rabbits by its hind legs and cut it down from the branch. “It makes you look stupid.”

				“Sorry,” Amanda said and studied her feet.

				When she looked back up he was already at the sun-bleached stump just off the path they’d come through last night. He flopped one of the lifeless rabbits on the stump, and the other he pinned to a tree right beside it, driving a knife through its ears so the corpse hung rump down.

				“Spread the rabbit’s legs for tension,” he said, taking out two more knives from sheaths in his fatigues, and pinned the rabbit spread-eagle to the side of the now bloody-tree. “Then cut around its shitter and tie it off so there’s no contamination.” He took out some nylon twine and deftly tied a knot around its rectum. “Then just split it down the middle.” With one simple movement, his knife slit down its soft torso, and the entrails of the poor critter fell to the ground like wet, bloody noodles.

				“Don’t get sick,” he said, reading her mind. “I’m only going to show you this once.”

				Coffee, that was what she needed. Not bloody Velveteen rabbits.

				He took the gutted rabbit, set it on the stump next to the other and cut off its head with one hack of his big knife. Her stomach jumped for her throat, but somehow she didn’t gag and continued to watch, gnawing her lip.

				Donovan took the now decapitated rabbit and pinned it back to the tree by one hind leg. From there he cut off the forefeet and with his giant knife carved the skin around the hock joints. When he was done he made an incision across the lower part of its body, cut out the tail, and in one motion peeled the skin down and forward over the body. The exposed muscle and flesh glistened with a bloody, viscous glaze. He unpinned it from the tree and flopped it next to the unskinned rabbit.

				“Your turn.”

				“Already?” she asked in a small voice.

				“Do it correctly. Or you’re not eating.”

				Amanda cycled through excuses and ploys she might implement to somehow get out of this. Each died on her tongue. With a profound and breathy sigh, she took the knife he offered, hilt first, and then studied the bunny corpse.

				“Just grab it by its ears,” Donovan rasped.

				She obeyed, let out a final sigh and drove the point of the knife through its ears and into the tree so that its body dangled like a crucified traitor to the state. From there she went to work.

				She didn’t vomit, which was nice, but the real surprise came from Donovan himself. He talked her through the procedure in his rasping, hair-raising monotone and, believe it or not...he was a halfway descent instructor, just so long as she didn’t fuck up. Distantly her mind registered the soft fur of the carcass, the light, almost bird-like feeling of its bones beneath her fingers, the slimy texture of raw meat and the smell of blood in the spring morning.

				All of it was disgusting, but the crunching of its spine as she cut off its head was definitely the worst. She turned, braced herself for the convulsion of her diaphragm, and dry heaved to the side of the stump, half expecting the sting of his hand across her face. It never came.

				“Continue,” he ordered.

				Wiping a watery strand of saliva from her mouth, she obeyed. When she was done, she flopped the remains of her mutilated rabbit next to his neat and tidy carcass.

				He breathed out of his nose and inspected her work. “Though this is a pitiful excuse for a butchering, you properly tied off its asshole and did not contaminate the meat. You need more practice.”

				Amanda nodded through shallow breaths that passed solely through her mouth. She only had a couple more seconds. “If it’s alright with you, I think I need to go and toss my cookies in the trees.”

				He nodded. “Be quick about it. You still have to cook them.”

				“Can’t wait,” she said weakly and then stumbled up the trail to pick her spot to puke. This’ll do, she thought, put her hands on her knees and cringed. She hated throwing up. Her stomach convulsed and released a splash of acid in her esophagus. She stood several feet in the trees, hands still on knees, aware of the murmur of a brook or creek, and heard something else. She cocked her head, nausea on pause.

				Unless Amanda had just lost her mind, she could have sworn she’d just heard laughing. It was soft, high-pitched and reminded her of wind chimes. Just a little farther in the trees. Remembering her little adventure with the lights from last night she didn’t go far, just a couple of yards into the trees.

				What she saw frolicking within those trees froze her to the ground like a pillar of salt.

				Donovan! she thought fiercely in her head, afraid to make a sound. If he could actually read minds, now was the time. She didn’t dare divert her eyes, for fear the vision would evaporate. Instead she waved her hand lowly but urgently, hoping he would see it.

				“What?” he sighed in her ear, no louder than a breeze.

				“Tell me you see them. Tell me I’m not going crazy.”

				“I saw them earlier,” he said as if commenting on a couple of squirrels.

				Incredulous, she turned her attention back to them, disbelieving and enamored at the same time. How could he be so...unmoved by them? They were witnessing something every schoolgirl ever born would have given her imaginary pony for.

				Nestled between two great, white-barked trunks was a spring enclosed in tall grass, ferns and long-stemmed flowers. Patches of lilypads and toadstools floated on top, and in the middle of the spring was a long, giant flower that shimmered in the shrouded dawn, granules of light glowing and falling from golden petals into the water.

				Hovering around the fantastic flower were four tiny creatures with wings of butterflies and the bodies of...people. There could be no other explanation. Amanda was witnessing real. Live. Fairies.

				They twirled and hummed in the air around the flower, settling lightly on the petals to reach into the pistil and pull out handfuls of sugary light, nibbling delicately at the strange, glimmering substance. She could hear their high, musical laughs, watched them mill about playfully, oblivious to the eyes watching them.

				Donovan withdrew but did not leave. “Amanda,” he said. “Cook the rabbits.”

				Dammit. He’d spoken too loudly. The little creatures froze in mid-hover and stared right at her; she actually met the eyes of one of them, a beautiful, tiny little thing with chestnut hair that glittered with silver and a smattering of freckles under almond brown eyes that would have put any doe to shame. Butterfly wings pumped gently behind her. Amanda saw terror in the fairy’s face and realized what she must look like—a giant, bloody, crazy-haired rabbit-slayer. The next instant they were all gone, zipping away at the speed of light.

				“What is wrong with you!” she demanded, furious that he would trample on the one glimmer of wonder and happiness she’d had through this whole damn ordeal.

				Donovan’s left hand twitched.

				“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” Amanda said immediately, recognizing the warning signs of a beating in the making. For a second she thought it was too late, that she was going to get pummeled right there, but after a long moment and the clenching of his fists, he stepped to the side and let her pass.

				“Now you will learn how to start a fire,” he said in a grim, chilly whisper as he walked behind her.

				“Sounds good to me,” she said, nervously walking in front of him.

				From behind her his shadow followed but there was no sound.

				* * *

				Gavin stared at the small fuzzy feather lodged into the bark of the tree in front of him. Whatever it had belonged to had been young...a duckling or water fowl if he had to guess. He hadn’t slept much, hadn’t eaten a thing and felt as if there were a nest of eels squirming through his stomach. The tents and rucksacks were already broken down and packed. Except for Skip’s. Gavin was letting the chief sleep in a bit, God knew he was going to need it.

				He tried not to think about how much trouble they were in.

				“How long are you going to let him sleep?” Cirena asked, taking a seat beside him on a dead log. Her cloak puddled by her boots.

				“A couple more minutes,” he said with a shrug. It was barely dawn.

				“The longer we take, the more people will die.”

				Gavin gazed at her. They were so far away from where they needed to be right now that they might as well have been on the moon. Five minutes wasn’t going to make a difference either way.

				Tarsidion and Noah joined them.

				“Have you decided?” Noah asked. Somehow, she always seemed to look fresh in the morning.

				“Yes,” Gavin said. “We’re not splitting up. The only way we even have half a chance crossing that pass is with our combined strength.”

				“Good,” Tarsidion said with a nod. “To do otherwise would feel...wrong.”

				A familiar current of resentment washed through him as all eyes were pinned on him, that he should be, by default, the one responsible for their actions, for formulating the plan. For saving the world. He suppressed it.

				“Ironic that it should require us being on the wrong side of the world to compel us to stay together,” Cirena said.

				Something in her tone must have made it to Skip’s ears because a moment later his tent’s zipper went up, parting two olive nylon flaps. A second later his sleep-puffed face stuck out, silver-streaked shock of black hair plastered to the right side of his face.

				“Coffee?” he croaked hopefully, breaking the seal of gum between his lips with his tongue.

				“Tea,” Gavin answered.

				His shoulders sagged. “I’ll be right out.”

				The man was good to his word because two minutes later he was dressed and looked three times as alert. Outside his tent he laced up his Timberlands, rolled up his sleeping bag and broke down the Coleman dome-tent in under three minutes. When he was done he inserted the folded segmented frames and textile fabric neatly into the carry-pouch and handed it to Gavin.

				“Keep it,” Gavin said. “It’s yours now. The ruck too.”

				Skip nodded somberly, looked back behind the campsite. “I’ll be right back,” he said and then made his way to the stream that splashed deeper in the trees. When Skip came back, Gavin handed him a cup of black tea, which the police chief accepted with a grateful nod before settling around the fire. Skip wiped crust from his eyes. “So what’s the plan?”

				It was a simple question but hung in the air like sulfur.

				“We head north,” Gavin finally said.

				“We know where we are, then?”

				Gavin nodded with a shrug. “More or less.” The fire popped. No matter where he sat the stupid smoke seemed to follow him.

				“Why do I get the feeling I’m missing something here?” Skip asked.

				Gavin frowned and rolled up the numbness he’d erected around him. Beneath it was a molten core of simmering bitterness. He stood and drew his Quaranai. “This X represents us,” he said, digging two slashes into the granite with the point of his blade as easily as if it had been wax. It made a filing sound. “Up here,” Gavin continued, carving upside-down Vs two feet above the X, “is the World Ridge.”

				He didn’t just stop at four or five but carved a good twenty for effect, unable to keep the anger out of his exertion. The scratchy grate of the point of his blade against the granite mixed oddly with the quiet stirring of the forest. He glanced up and saw Tarsy, Cirena, Noah and even Skip watching him with the same expression they might have used while dealing with a drunk about to lose it. Gavin cleared his throat and stopped carving.

				“Over here,” he continued, took a step and carved another X on the north side of the Vs, “is where we need to get. From there, theoretically, we should be able to actually begin our quest of warning all civilization that the Underworld is coming for their souls.” Gavin sheathed his Quaranai and crossed his arms. “And there you go.”

				“That doesn’t seem so bad. All we need to do is get to the other X, right?”

				A collective bitter smile went through the four.

				“What’d I say?”

				“Here’s the...challenge,” Gavin answered. “The World Ridge is not just a couple of mountains strewn together. It separates the world between North and South. It’s impassable. Only a handful of people in all of history have ever successfully gotten to the other side.”

				“Which by definition means passable. Not impassable.” Skip sipped his tea.

				“Imagine an entire range of mountains each the size of Mount Everest, some much larger.”

				Skip nodded appreciatively. “Got it. Himalayas on steroids. You guys don’t have mountain climbers here?”

				Tarsidion chuckled.

				“Besides the tens of thousands of feet straight up in negative fifty temperatures, any person trying to get to the other side would have to deal with blizzards, wild gryphons the size of small elephants, firedrakes, cave monsters, treacherous ridges so steep and sharp that even birds can’t perch on them and if they actually made it that far, that would only be the half of it.”

				“Naturally,” Skip said.

				“The Ridge is essentially a double-range, with another equally impassable giant sierra running parallel like train tracks. The space between the ranges is a wasteland devastated by the chaos of the Elemental Titans. The Valley of Chaos. The outcasts of the Elements. And they’re always angry, have been since memory. Even with our magic we wouldn’t last ten minutes in there—massive earthquakes, spewing lava, fire storms, blizzards, tornadoes, ice storms so powerful they could shred plate mail in minutes—across that, up another wall of thousands of feet, more monsters and then down again. With more monsters.”

				Skip scratched his neck. “Will you please fast forward to the good news?”

				Gavin shook his head. “There is no good news.”

				“Then how did the other people do it?”

				“No one knows. What is certain is that thousands have tried. Millions maybe over the ages. And those who have...songs have been written of them.”

				Skip kneaded his face with his fingers. “You’re depressing me.”

				“That’s the situation.”

				“Any other options besides the Valley of Chaos?”

				Tarsidion was the one who spoke. “There is the Pass of Almitra.”

				“I like it. What is it?”

				“It’s certainly nothing that any living thing should ever ‘like.’ The pass is a fabled path that runs through the mountains under the Valley of Chaos and to the other side. It is said to be guarded by a creature that cannot be killed, a perversion of magic that crosses each age without ever dying—the Necromancer.”

				Skip stared at them. “Something to do with death?”

				“Yes,” Tarsidion said. “The Necromancer is the ruler of death. Of the Undead.”

				“Like zombies and shit?”

				“Yes. Like zombies and shit.”

				“Sounds better than spewing lava and armor-shredding ice storms. At least we could fight the dead, right?”

				“We’ll be outnumbered.”

				“That’s what I have you guys for. Deal me in.”

				Just like that, huh, Skip?

				Gavin glanced at his brethren over the dying fire. A casual observer would have seen nothing, but their grim looks and micro-nods told Gavin their thoughts in a heartbeat.

				“All right, then. To the Pass of Almitra it is.” He took a breath, put his fist in his palm and began cracking his knuckles. “Of course, we still have to actually find it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				There had never been a better smell than the scent of roasted rabbit. The juices in Amanda’s stomach growled in anticipation. On some level, a part of her was repulsed by her actions. A gobbet of a little bunny’s flesh was cooking, impaled on a sharpened stick she’d whittled herself. And she was going to eat it. Eagerly. The days of tossing a couple of waffles into the toaster while darting out late for class were over. There were no refrigerators here, no Starbucks. From this point out she’d have to earn her meals. The thought scared her but oddly, also exhilarated her. It reduced life to the barest fundamentals.

				Back home, meat came in a nice, neat package, sealed conveniently with cellophane food wrap. Slaughter houses filled with shrieks and splashed with blood were merely vague concepts she’d never spent more than a fleeting moment on. They were ugly thoughts best left alone. It was far easier to walk down the clean aisles of the supermarkets among the loud, multi-colored advertisements, select her fare and leave.

				Not anymore.

				Unable to wait any longer, she pulled the sizzling piece of meat from the licking flames and poked at it. It was slightly charred on the left side but smelled absolutely divine. She took a bite, sucked in through her teeth to cool the hot meat and moaned, tucking a drizzle of juice back into her mouth that made a break for her chin.

				“How’s yours?” she asked between chews.

				A curt nod was all the response she got. She shrugged and popped the rest of the hunk into her mouth. It was so delicious it made her forget about the pain in her back. This was officially the first, and best, rabbit she’d ever had.

				Oh, Thumper, you taste good.

				They’d fashioned nifty little cups from broad green leaves they’d found growing near the funky toadstools. He’d taught her how to cut the ends so the leaf made a square, and without any tape, fold it into a water-tight cup, which they filled with water bubbling from the spring where the fairies had been. The water was sweet and cold.

				“So, what’s on today’s docket?” she asked.

				In response, Donovan took out the bigger of his three knives and tossed the blade into the coals of the fire. She shot him a quizzical stare but he ignored her. Masticating.

				“Uh, why’d you just put your knife in the fire?”

				He took a sip of water. “I need it sterile.” Chew-chew-chew.

				“For what?”

				He was still wearing those stupid sunglasses—red aviator Ray Bans that relentlessly hid his eyes. “To clean up your back.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“Two of your lacerations are infected and filled with puss. They’ll spread, and within a week you will be in so much pain I’d have to kill you just to shut you up.”

				She dropped her skewer. “How exactly do you intend to clean up my back?”

				Donovan popped another hunk of rabbit into his mouth. “Cauterize.”

				“No way,” she said, pushing herself away from the fire. Her stomach had turned to vinegar.

				“It’s either that or I leave you to your fate.” Chew-chew-chew.

				Only then did she see a crack in his expressionless mask. A slight smile, as if he were enjoying her reaction.

				“You think this is funny?” she demanded. Now that she was focused on it, all she could do was feel the dull, throbbing fire.

				“It’s time to test that threshold of pain of yours, Amanda.”

				* * *

				Everyone looked up. It was distant, just below the drone of the river, but a ghastly, agony-filled scream wailed along the currents of a breeze.

				“That sounded like a person,” Skip said, standing. His eyes were as wide as the bottom of a bowl. “Like a woman’s voice.”

				Gavin agreed. He watched a trio of swallow-tailed hawks fly in formation above them and willed his body temperature to simmer down. He was sweating. It was crazy but that scream sounded like Amanda. Impossible, obviously, but his nervous system hadn’t gotten the memo. His tongue filled his mouth, sticky and devoid of moisture.

				“I thought will-o’-the-wisps only came out at night,” Skip said, head cocked.

				“That would make two of us,” Tarsidion said, eyes narrowed as they scanned.

				The scream came again, and this time Gavin was certain it was Amanda.

				This is one sick forest. And it was working, too, because it took all of his resolve to not insist on going back to check it out, to be absolutely certain that Amanda hadn’t accidentally followed them across the universe and was now being tortured by some forest monster.

				“We’re going to put as much distance between this place and us as we can,” Gavin said, standing. “Our first waypoint is fifteen miles northwest of here. I saw a house on a hill on my way back.”

				“Way out here?”

				Gavin shrugged. “It resembled a house.”

				“Just so you know, I’ve seen this movie before—houses on hills never seem to work out very well—what if they’re not friendly?”

				Gavin’s eyes glinted. “Then we’ll persuade them. Let’s go.”

				Another scream drifted.

				* * *

				He was done. Amanda lay motionless, sobbing quietly while drool leaked uncontrolled onto the ground. Her vision was outlined in crimson and there was a roaring in her ears.

				“I’ll give you fifteen minutes. Then we move out.”

				She was aware of his words, could feel them skitter across her mind, but the nova of agony pulsating through her nerve-endings forbade their actual comprehension. Her senses were raging in an inferno of agony that did not subside. It seemed to grow. The mere act of walking was far beyond the scope of her imagination. That son of a bitch had just operated on her back with a glowing red knife and now she was supposed to hike?

				Death seemed preferable.

				“You’re not going to die,” Donovan said. “I’m not done with you yet.”

				Muscles trembling, she tried to shift her head to look at him, to have him acknowledge that he had indeed plucked the thoughts from her mind, but even that was beyond her strength.

				“Fifteen minutes,” he repeated. She could hear him fiddling with his gun.

				Amanda cried.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				“I really appreciate you carrying that,” Skip huffed to Tarsidion as he jogged across a forest floor cushioned with years of dead pine needles. Sweat streamed down Skip’s face. “She’s a heavy bitch.”

				“I know,” Tarsidion said, not huffing. “I’m the one who bought her.”

				“Oh, yeah.” Gasp. “I forgot about that.” Gasp, gasp. “It suits you.”

				Tarsidion nodded. He was a perfect rear guard, a point of reference to gain bearings when things got ugly. The cavalry.

				“Hold,” Gavin called, fist up.

				Slicing through the forest like an old battle-scar was a ravine some twenty feet wide and at least thirty feet down. Sheer.

				“Hope one of y’all brought a rope,” Skip said.

				“A rope? Please,” Noah said.

				In perfect lockstep, Gavin, Cirena and Noah leaped into the air, eyes awash in silky, thread-like light. Their cloaks rippled in the wind behind them as they sailed effortlessly across, landing like falcons on the other side with hardly a bend of a knee.

				“Show-offs,” Skip muttered to the faraway trio. “You know how many times that little trick would have come in handy in the Kush?”

				Tarsidion responded by shrugging off the Bronto-killer. He looked across the gulf, pointed to Gavin—who nodded—and then heaved it into the air.

				“Whoa, wait—”

				Tarsidion’s eyes washed over in magic and the 30.9 lb Barrett M107 sailed across the chasm. Just before it landed, it slowed to the speed of a wadded ball of paper. Gavin caught it on the other side as casually as if it had been a football.

				“I think I could get used to having you guys around.”

				“Your turn,” Tarsidion said, stepping close.

				“For what?” Skip asked, taking an equal step back. “You’d better not even be thinking about tossing me over like that.”

				The sable-haired behemoth looked down at him. “You will hold on to me, and I will jump.”

				“Couldn’t I do this with Cirena?” Skip asked.

				“Let’s not tempt Cirena. She still...smolders.”

				An image of Skip’s body entangled around Cirena’s as they flew through the air flashed through Skip’s mind, eliciting a small, private smile, but ended as he mentally plunged to the rocky, mossy bottom. Nope, he was better off with Tarsidion. “Good point. How we doing this?”

				“Fireman’s carry,” Tarsidion answered and without giving Skip a moment to prepare himself, Tarsidion scooped his two hundred and nineteen pounds up onto his shoulder like a sack of Spanish onions and leaped, unleashing a flight of butterflies right up Skip’s belly. The big man touched down on the other side like stepping off an escalator.

				“That will be five dollars,” Tarsidion said and deposited a grinning Skip to the ground.

				“That was fun.”

				“Here,” Gavin said, handing him the Bronto. “Your turn.”

				Ah, geez. His shoulder had just started to recover.

				“It’s not much longer,” Gavin said. “On the other side of this ridge is a small vale with a knoll right smack in the middle of it. That knoll is our destination.”

				It was at that moment that all five of them heard what should have been impossible—the distinct and unmistakable sound of pistol fire.

				All of them froze.

				“That’s gunfire,” Tarsidion said, eyes blazing.

				“That’s impossible,” Cirena said, both baffled and horrified. “How could there be firearms here?”

				“Thunder from an approaching storm?” Noah asked.

				“No way. That was a .45,” Skip said. Another series of sharp barks floated through the trees. “And a 9mm,” Skip added. “There are two guns.”

				“Will-o’-the-wisps?” Noah asked.

				“How would they know what guns sounds like?” Gavin pointed out.

				“Our minds,” Noah said. “The same way that scream sounded human.”

				Another flurry of gunfire popped in the distance.

				“Gavin, I’m telling you right now, that’s no auditory hallucination. It’s a .45 and a 9 mil, a Glock if I had to put money on it.”

				Gavin looked at the others and shrugged out of his camping rack. “We have to know. Tarsy, Noah, with me. Cirena...”

				“I’m coming as well,” she said.

				“You’re staying with Skip.”

				“I don’t need a babysitter,” Skip said, but Gavin was already leaping into the air, shimmering into spirit halfway across the gap. Tarsidion and Noah jumped after him, disappearing into hazy mirages halfway as well, donning their hoods midflight.

				And then it was just him and Cirena.

				* * *

				The only thought that kept Amanda sane was of Gavin. If they caught up with him, then he could heal her and take this soul withering, incapacitating molten agony away from her. He’d make everything okay. All she had to do was make it to him.

				“We have to get to the other side,” Donovan said as the two stood looking at the river. His rasp punctured her haze.

				“What’s wrong with this side?” she asked. The mere thought of water on her wounds made her scalp crawl.

				“Because of that,” he said and pointed.

				Amanda glanced across the river but saw nothing but water, sand and trees. She was in no mood for twenty-questions. “I don’t see anything, Donovan. What am I looking for?”

				He grabbed her by the back of the neck, and she squealed, cringing in anticipation of the blow. It didn’t come. Instead he turned her head and pointed across the river. “Look,” he said, shivering her ear with his breath.

				She followed his finger, wincing in his grip, and then did see it. A flitter of light on the serpentine branches of a...willow tree.

				“Do you see it now?” he asked. She nodded with a small whimper, and he released her.

				“You could have just pointed,” she said with a wince, trying to massage some feeling back into her neck. The movement blasted her with pain.

				I hate you so much.

				“Your feelings toward me are irrelevant. What is relevant is your complete helplessness. From this point on, your actions affect me, and I will not allow reckless stupidity or feeble questions when my wellbeing is at stake. Do I make myself clear? Use. Your senses. Be. Alert. Clear?”

				Amanda clawed her hands into her jeans and for just a second her anger was stronger than her pain. “Crystal,” she growled.

				Donovan leaned so closely that their mouths were mere inches apart—she could smell his breath, which was becoming familiar to her even if it was strange, like one of those microwavable aromatherapy wraps filled with beads. “Don’t make me say it again.” He lingered there for one more second then yanked himself away and started upriver.

				She glared after him, kicked at a rock and then followed. It wasn’t as if she had a choice.

				Fifteen minutes later she was composed enough to speak, her anger mollified by the sound of their footsteps in grass and gravel. “How do you propose we get to the other side?” she asked.

				“Swim,” he said without turning.

				Amanda stopped. “You’re kidding.”

				Donovan didn’t even pause, just kept trekking along the river.

				“Are you out of your mind?” she asked again, wincing at every step of her jogging to catch back up.

				“It’s been argued.”

				She blinked, absorbed and stored and kept right after him. “Donovan, those things are in the water. Look at the tracks.”

				“They’re nocturnal.”

				Amanda let out an exasperated sigh. “Don’t you think there might be other things in there. Plus look how wide it is. I’ll never make it.”

				“The river narrows a quarter mile up, well within your capabilities.”

				How can he know all this stuff?

				She looked out at the river and felt a helpless flutter in her stomach. “What about my back?”

				“What about it?”

				“If I swim I’ll just tear all my wounds.”

				“If it becomes infected again then I will cauterize it again.”

				Her stomach lurched as the thought. “Maybe we could build a raft or something.”

				“And you know how to build a raft?”

				“Well,” she began. “Don’t you?”

				“Amanda, I am swimming across. If you wish to stay on this side and build a raft, I’ll let you. I’ll even release you from being my servant.”

				He didn’t give her time to respond, just turned and kept walking. Raft-building on alternate worlds had not been taught in the Girl Scouts curriculum.

				When they came across the arm of wood and stone stretching into the middle of the river, Amanda stopped. Its design seemed far beyond the intelligence of a beaver, but not quite sophisticated enough to be human. It was eerie just sitting there, alone and forgotten as the river relentlessly pushed around it in a continual splashing.

				The base was made of circular white stones cemented with the mortar of dark mud, while the roof was made of overlapping sticks tightly pressed together. A crude form of thatch.

				Without warning, Donovan scrambled to the top of the wooden roof like a primate. When he reached the top (which was a good nine feet up) he turned around and looked down at her. He had gorgeous hair, the bastard. It was thick and blond, falling over an oval face with a square jaw that the gods themselves could have worn. His expression, as usual, was hidden by the Ray Bans welded to his face but there was something about him that was too good-looking. Unreal. He offered his hand, and Amanda looked at it as if it were a tarantula.

				“I won’t offer it again.”

				She rubbed her thumbs against her fingers and shifted from foot to foot. You’ve come this far, Manders. With a purpose that surprised even her, Amanda jumped up and grabbed his hand, which seized hers like a striking cobra. His skin was hot. Their hands clicked together like a seatbelt.

				“Somebody ate his spinach,” she said, shaking out her hand once topside, trying to ignore the magma in her back.

				He walked over the roof like a captain on a ship, unaffected by the pitch of the mud-mortared sticks. He stopped when he reached the end. “We jump from here.”

				Though the river was beautiful, there was something subtly menacing about it. It made her think of a Venus Flytrap, like something was lurking just below the surface, waiting for them to dip in. Come on in, the water’s fine.

				“You’re nuts if you jump in there,” she said. The very thought of it touching her wounds made her stomach squirm.

				“Like I said,” Donovan said, shifting his rifle so that it was tightly strapped against his back. “It’s been argued.” He then pulled out his knife, put the blade between his teeth, adjusted the coil of vine around his shoulder (she had no idea where he’d gotten that) and dove in with hardly a splash.

				It was only when he popped up three quarters of the way there did Amanda realize that she’d stopped breathing. If anything happened to him before she got to Gavin...she was dogmeat. River monster food.

				Donovan sliced through the water like a barracuda and in under a minute he was on the other side. Just like that. No Venus Flytrap. Just a brisk morning swim on the other side of reality. She watched him uncoil the vine from his shoulder, twirl it and fling it into the river. It splashed down about halfway to where Amanda waited, and floated on top, bobbing in the wavelets. All she had to do was make it to that vine and she was home free. About seventy meters, maybe eighty. Not even one lap in an Olympic pool.

				“Jump!” Donovan barked.

				She looked one more time into the calm water lapping the never-completed dam and felt a sense of dread at its mundane lifelessness. She glanced at Donovan standing on the other side of the river, waiting with imperious impatience. At least I have my own monster, she thought and then dove in.

				For two or three seconds her world was hissing bubbles and screeching agony; she might as well have jumped into a river of liquid hydrogen. When the pain finally subsided from a fourteen to a mere nine on a ten-scale, she broke the surface and instinctively propelled herself with a kick, stretching out her arms to freestyle to shore. Welded flesh ripped.

				Maybe it was her screams, maybe the blood, but not six strokes in she heard the unmistakable glug of a very large bubble.

				From right behind her.

				In that moment, whatever inhibitions her wounds had placed on her body were incinerated. Full speed, no pain, swim for your life. It was probably nothing, but she wasn’t going to hang around and find out. When she dared a glance behind her she saw two fins and a path of bubbles homing in on her like a slow-moving missile.

				Liquid terror spurted through her veins. This is not happening.

				But it was. She pumped her arms and legs so hard she left a white-froth behind her thick enough to stop a battleship. Ahead of her she saw Donovan with a pistol in one hand, the end of the vine in the other.

				He yelled something but it was lost to the water sloshing in her ears. The end of the vine was just three strokes away. Two more. One more. A strange horrible growl reverberated from her left and before she could grab the bobbing end of the rope, a mere arm’s length away, her ankle was snatched by a hand with claws and then she was pulled under.

				Why he always seemed to wait until the last possible minute to save her was beyond her. A moment before her lungs burst and her leg was pulled out of its socket there was a zip through the water, followed by a green cloud that puffed around her. The hand released. The instant she was free she launched herself away like a submarine blowing its ballast tanks.

				She burst through the water, coughing and sputtering and crying in pain, and tried to kick to shore, only her right calf was a flopping, mangled mess that refused to obey her commands. She switched to backstroke and pumped backward, squirted through the water, crying and blubbering. More trails of bubbles were coming. They were everywhere.

				Please, I don’t want to die, not like this, not here...

				“Grab the fucking vine!” Donovan yelled.

				Wait. Donovan never yelled.

				The effect was like a smack across the head. She blinked, reached out and seized the tip of the vine that was floating right in front of her face. The moment her fingers closed around its wet fibers, he was hauling her in, hand over hand, knife in mouth.

				Sensing escape, the trail of bubbles stopped and then detonated like a hot-spring geyser, revealing something too horrible to be possible in a spray of falling water.

				The creature from last night. But in the day.

				“Nocturnal, my ass!” she screamed and kicked as hard as she could with her good foot.

				This close to it, every bump and mottled spot on its monstrous, amphibian face jumped out at her, pierced by two feral eyes ravenous with hatred. It snarled, shrieked and bared its teeth while reaching for her floundering leg. It never made it. Just before its clawed hand could encircle her leg, the back of its head blew outward in a spray of bone fragments and gray matter.

				The nightmare disappeared back under the wavelets.

				Thank you, thank you, thank you...

				She grabbed the vine again—she’d released it in her terror—and her journey resumed. All she saw through the blur of water was Donovan, knife in mouth, hauling her in with quick, powerful pulls.

				When her back scraped against pebbly dirt she bolted up on her good leg, only to buckle from the pain. The sight of the carnage of her other calf almost made her faint. Donovan dropped the vine, untucked his pistol, fired two quick shots and then was running toward her. Something behind her dropped in a gurgle.

				Never in her whole life had she seen a human being move so fast. One second he was ten feet away from her, the next she was being slung like a sack of rice onto his shoulder.

				Pain.

				Draped over his back she saw more bubble-trails, six of them, seven. They were coming from everywhere. It was all she could do to not empty her bladder on Donovan but even in her pain-induced terror she knew better.

				“Here,” Donovan said, handing her last night’s gun after flopping her on the sand.

				Sucking air, Amanda nonetheless took it in a fumble and aimed toward the water in time to see the creatures rising from the surface like zombies from the grave. Water poured off their bodies in streaming rivulets.

				“Aim for their eyes, heads or throats. Do not waste my ammunition. Keep your composure.”

				She looked at him, heart slamming, wide-eyed, but his calmness was infective. In fact, that faint smile she’d seen earlier was twisting the left side of his mouth. Its inappropriateness punched through her fear and pain like brass knuckles. He wasn’t afraid. He was looking forward to this.

				“Phase two of today’s education, Amanda.” He brought up his right hand to his face, took off his shades and handed them to her. The rims of his irises were smoky crimson, the middle still blue. His lips twisted higher. “How to kill.”

				* * *

				Their bodies streaked through the trees so fast that they left blue echoes of themselves behind. It was risky to blur in a forest, reckless even, but after seventeen years of estrangement on a world without magic they flew through the trees like the wind.

				Forty feet out from the ledge they slowed to a mere sprint and stopped in unison at the edge of a cliff overlooking the river.

				For a moment, none of them spoke.

				“It makes a sort of sense,” Noah finally said reasonably. “If he opened the tomb, why not the Black Veil too?”

				There was a wall between what his eyes saw and what his mind processed. Amanda. His love. The woman he had wanted to marry. Somehow, against the forces of logic, magic and physics, she was right there by the river, surrounded by river trolls. Gavin didn’t even try to make sense of it.

				“I’m coming, baby,” he said and stepped off the cliff.

				* * *

				No matter what they did, how they lunged, screamed, swiped or bit, Donovan was already gone. And he made them pay for trying. Their bodies were slashed to ribbons, their bright green blood spattered across the rocky bank like a cafeteria food fight.

				In the time it took the average person to throw a left hook, Donovan batted his attacker’s arm away, buried his knife under its pit, ripped out the blade and retracted to his former position. A stream of green blood spurted out across the gravel.

				He resembled nothing human. Two red orbs glowed like bright embers in a breeze in the whites of his eyes.

				All he needed was a black robe and a scythe.

				There were only three left. All the others were dead or dying. Donovan’s latest victim was down to a knee, clutching its side, gurgling frothy bubbles. Not that Donovan needed her help, but Amanda covered him, her barrel lined up on the leader as it tried to stalk around Donovan.

				Its attempt failed because suddenly it was the one being attacked, scrambling backward to evade his whirling blade. It failed that too.

				Maybe it was luck, or because she’d been hanging around with Donovan so long, but she sensed the lunge of the allegedly wounded arm-pitted monster and just barely avoided being filleted by three-inch claws. She fired twice, first grazing its shoulder and then hitting its jaw, taking a good portion of the bottom of its face. But even so, the creature’s forward momentum drove it toward her, raking at her face with its talons. She just barely managed to scramble out of reach before her next shot punched a hole through its throat. Its head snapped back, it clutched its neck, glared balefully at her while struggling to breathe, and then was hurled eight feet back by a wall of blue fire and lighting. For several seconds it writhed like a half-crushed beetle, electric fire clinging to its skin, eating its body away like acid. In seconds, all that remained was charred bones. A concussion of thunder followed, pounding at her eardrums.

				Even Donovan looked up, his eyes shifting from lava to mercury. Assailed by this new threat, the last three creatures fled, running for the river.

				Mouth dry, Amanda whipped her head to the source of flames and saw three spirits flying toward her.

				* * *

				“So, is it just the gun, or do you not like me on general principle?” Skip asked. Cirena stood apart from him, facing the trees, back straight, forearms grasped in front of her. Her cloak moved on its own as if she were standing next to a vent pouring a faint current.

				“General principle,” she responded without turning.

				“You don’t even know me.”

				“I know your type.”

				“Now I’m a type.”

				Cirena lifted her gaze from the forest and placed it on Skip. “Yes.”

				“So what’s my type, Cirena?”

				He noticed a lone birch standing among a copse of pine, its papery bark peeling back like a sunburn.

				“You are divorced, yes?” she asked, her eyes like a snowdrift on the other side of a curtained window.

				Skip sucked his teeth. “Yeah.”

				“How many times?”

				“Just one.”

				“Do you have any children?”

				You’re pushing it, Cirena. “I have a son.”

				“You don’t see him very much do you?” she said.

				“Kinda hard, being on the other side of the universe and all.”

				“Don’t be coy. Before this.” She’d turned her body and was now completely facing him.

				“Court order. I blew my life savings trying to get custody of my son.”

				“Your ex-wife must hate you very much.”

				“I don’t think I want to talk to you anymore.”

				“Let me guess. The job came first. And...” She held up her finger and tilted her head as if receiving divine revelation. “You cheated on her, didn’t you?”

				“I’m done.”

				“That has the ring of familiarity to it. In fact, I’d wager that you said the very thing to whoever your ex-wife was. As Jack would say, ‘you can dish it but can’t take it, eh, Walkins’?” She took a step forward. “Allow me to illuminate you as to just how well I know your type, Skip. You cheated because your wife just didn’t understand, did she? Couldn’t understand because you never shared, but this other woman—”

				Skip’s hands tightened into fists. “Enough, Cirena—”

				Before she could retort, a sudden breeze sprang up through the woods, carrying the subtle but now-familiar scent of magic—sweet and metallic laced with rain on a hot rock and ozone. Unmistakable.

				Instead of dissipating, the wind grew stronger, swirling around them with whispers. It sent the hairs on his neck at full attention. Cirena cocked her head and listened, dismissing their argument. He uncrinkled his forehead.

				“What’s up?”

				Cirena responded with glowing eyes. She tilted her head back, parted her lips and right there in front of Skip, whispered to a wind that refused to die. Her spidery syllables flittered past his ears and rushed back into the forest. When she was done, he could feel her cold eyes settle back on him. He ignored them, flicked them off his collar like crumbs.

				He knew her type too. Miserable and cold.

				She spoke. “They found them.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				Three apparitions approached, hazy and indistinct, like heat coming off a road.

				“Donovan?” Amanda asked in a small voice, her body a storm of pain and shifting fears—from river monsters to poltergeists.

				“I’m here,” he said quietly from behind her. She heard the distinct sound of his rifle being ratcheted.

				“What are they?” She winced and sucked in through her teeth as her calf spasmed in agony.

				Donovan stepped into view on her side, wiped his blood splashed knife on his formerly black fatigues and sheathed it. “Who the fuck knows with this world?” he muttered.

				She glanced at his rifle and then at the approaching spirits. “Is that even going to work against them?” Her breaths were shallow and rapid.

				Donovan put the rifle to his eye and aimed. “We’re about to find out.”

				In silence, the two of them watched the spirits advance. As they got closer, she thought she could hear the tread of a boot-sole on grass and the crunch of gravel.

				At thirty feet the three silhouettes shimmered and like a mirage come to life, three knights in blue shining armor caped with blue cloaks stepped out of the daylight.

				Three Shardyn.

				“Gavin?” she dared to whisper. The relief that gushed through her by the simple utterance of his name was so momentous that for a moment she was incapacitated, capable only of hyperventilation and tears.

				That ended the moment she tried to stand.

				“Amanda!” he cried, his beautiful, wonderful, shining face contorted with concern and elation, blended with a note of horror. Within a second he was holding her, the scent of his skin and the fragrance of the leather and steel of his armor filling her nostrils while she disintegrated into hysterics.

				At the outskirts of her awareness she felt fingers brush her calf, yelped in pain and heard a gasp and murmur. Then her back was being probed, her face and arms and legs with light but soothing fingertips, even while she was still in his embrace.

				“Close your eyes, baby,” he whispered.

				Okay, Gavin, I’ll close my eyes. Please make everything better...please make everything better...

				She felt a hum around her whole body, heard a ringing in her ears and then was besieged by ecstasy. It poured through her arteries like honey, spread to every capillary and cell in her body, intoxicating her with bliss. When her skin began to itch and her flesh began to writhe she gasped, unprepared. No matter how hard she tried she couldn’t stop her eyes from rolling into the back of her skull. Her teeth vibrated in her gums.

				And then it stopped. The pain was gone. She untucked her head from Gavin’s shoulder, stared at him wide-eyed and then grabbed him. “You healed me!” she gushed, nearly knocking him over. “You healed me!” She squeezed him tighter, crushing him. She took comfort in the hard metal plate that pressed against her breasts, the feel of his muscular, armored arms around her, his fingers in her hair. Everything was going to be all right now. Everything was going to be okay.

				“Who’s your friend, Amanda?” Tarsidion rumbled quietly in that buttery baritone of his.

				His words pierced through her euphoria like a pine needle in her foot. She peeked out from Gavin’s cloak.

				Donovan had not put his gun down. His eyes were smoky orange, making him look supernatural. “Amanda,” he said, his rasp all the more striking in contrast to Tarsidion’s bass. “Stand to my left and two steps behind.”

				The moisture that had just begun making its way back into her mouth vanished.

				Gavin tensed in her arms, and Tarsidion scowled so deeply the angles of his face could have sliced the air. Noah remained expressionless, her eyes a windless pond. Three hands strayed to the hilts of blades.

				“Now would be an appropriate time to introduce yourself,” Gavin said evenly.

				“I’m the one you owe your lives to,” Donovan responded, eyes burning like coals in the center of his face. “And she is in my service. Amanda, do not make me repeat myself.”

				Tension poured into the air like liquid steel in a mold and her elation dissolved into a dripping puddle of dismay. The temptation to abandon her promise was like a punch in the gut, a physical contortion of her insides. All she had to do was walk over to Gavin’s side right now and he would defend her with his life. All of them would. Donovan might be the most dangerous person she’d ever even heard of, but Gavin was a Shardyn Knight. They all were. They could fry Donovan’s ass like a T-bone.

				Just two steps would do it.

				She looked at Gavin, at Donovan and then slumped her shoulders. Her damp hair dangled past her cheeks. With a heart encased in mud, she turned and took her place by Donovan’s side—on his left, two small steps behind. The bewildered shock on Gavin’s face just about broke her heart. “He made me swear,” she said miserably.

				“To what?” Tarsidion demanded, fingers still on his hilt.

				“It was either that or die.”

				Gavin looked around at the river-creature corpses strewn around them and then returned his attention to Donovan, who stood erect and unconcerned like a gunslinger at high noon. Gavin’s face hardened and settled into an unfamiliar expression, dangerous and poised, gears grinding behind frosted eyes. He was another person.

				“I don’t know who you imagine yourself to be,” Gavin began in a low, measured voice. His eyes glinted like a wet knife. “But I’m going to tell you this once. Whatever you were before this moment is irrelevant. Nothing in your life, dreams or imagination could have prepared you for the world you have now entered. You might think you know,” Gavin said with a shake of his head and an ironic smile, “but this is Theia, our territory, our turf. It doesn’t take much to die here.”

				“Are you threatening me?” Donovan asked.

				“Consider this a simple exchange of information between two people. The laws of cause and effect are very much alive here, so...cause carefully.”

				A sudden breeze sprung up around them, and Amanda heard a voice in the wind, a whisper in another language that sent chills right through her belly button.

				It died as abruptly as it had come.

				Noah tilted her head back, moved her lips in some cryptic chant and suddenly her eyes were ablaze with ethereal light. There was a swirl of wind, heavy with a fresh batch of whispers and with a flick of her hand, the breeze shot away back to the forest.

				On any other day that would have been grounds for a dropped jaw and a flurry of questions. Donovan was unimpressed. He observed like a marble sculpture.

				“Would you put the gun away, Donovan?” Amanda asked. “We’re all on the same side.”

				“Are we?” he asked. “Remove your hands from your hilts.”

				Neither Tarsidion nor Noah did a thing until Gavin nodded. Slowly, their hands came away, but somehow, they still seemed armed. Once they did, Donovan slung his rifle over his shoulder in a single mechanical movement. He never took his eyes off of them.

				“Are you the one who released Asmodeous?” Gavin asked in a voice so quiet and devoid of expression that Amanda held her breath.

				Donovan regarded the four Shardyn arrayed around him with battle-anesthetized detachment. “I go first.”

				“I don’t think so. Our game, our rules,” Gavin said.

				Donovan raised his hand and pointed his index finger at Gavin’s face. “You owe me your life. All of you do. Your very presence here was bestowed to you by me. I stopped Asmodeous from eating Amanda alive. Without me—” he panned his head and locked stares with each of them, “—you would all be dead.”

				Oh my God, this can’t be happening. With one fell statement Donovan silenced them all and cast a pall of grimness over the sunshine of the spring morning.

				“Very well, Donovan,” Gavin said with dead eyes. “What is it you want?”

				“Information. I have questions.”

				“I’m sure you do. You’re on a whole new world now, Donovan, a new game—you’ve just gone from playing tee-ball to the World Series.”

				“And if you’re not careful, you could die,” Tarsidion added.

				Donovan’s eyes changed from orange to red. Gavin held up his hand to Tarsidion.

				“The woman who is in your service is my fiancée.”

				“She’s mine,” Donovan responded coolly. “She belongs to me until her life-debt is paid.”

				“A life-debt is not ownership,” Gavin said. His words seemed to push through his teeth.

				“Amanda, what was my response to you when you asked me to define the precise nature of our association, what it meant to be in my service?”

				Amanda watched the exchange in listless anger and sighed before answering. “You said, ‘think of me as your emperor.’”

				There was a subtle sagging of Gavin’s shoulders, a slight, disbelieving shake of Tarsidion’s head. Noah remained silent, mirroring Donovan. Almost...curious.

				“I have her word, and I know how much that means to your kind. Yes?”

				“Know this, Donovan,” Gavin responded. “If I even think you mean her ill will, there won’t be a thing you can say or do or a place you can run on this world to stop me from ending you. On that you have my word.”

				“Come, stranger,” Noah interjected, “perhaps we can help each other. Let’s properly get acquainted and if you want to part ways after that, then you’re welcome to do so.”

				That brought a look from Gavin, but he held his tongue.

				Donovan stared them down—a pillar of salt that revealed nothing, save stoic dispassion.

				“Or perhaps you wish to wander aimlessly in a world you know nothing about?” Tarsidion rumbled.

				Donovan glanced at the mocha-colored, green-eyed leviathan, was silent a moment longer, then turned to Amanda. His eyes were Caribbean turquoise. “Sunglasses,” he commanded and held out his hand.

				Caught off guard, she instinctively patted her breast pocket, her front pockets and then finally glanced at the blood-soaked spot she’d been forced to lay on during the fight. There they were, red-tinted Ray Ban Aviators, splattered in green blood. With a lick of her lips and a shake of her head, Amanda went to them on a leg that no longer screamed, reached down with a back that no longer tore and picked them up. Green blood coated her fingers. It stunk like a rotting cabbage leaf.

				When she handed them to Donovan, he accepted them without a word, reached into the breast pocket of his tactical shirt and took out a moist, oil-stained cloth. He held up his shades, inspected them, cleaned them, inspected again and then pocketed the cloth. Amanda’s breaths came quick and shallow. What if he refused?

				“Very well,” he finally said and slid the red lenses onto his face. “Let’s see if you people have anything interesting to say.”

				* * *

				Skip couldn’t say he was surprised to see Donovan. Something had told him he’d meet up with the young lad again, but Skip was surprised to see Amanda. Like Jack, he’d only known her for a day, but it was the longest single day in the history of the universe. The young Trinity student turned abducted Drynn-hostage was huffing hard, hands on hips after coming to a stop.

				“Long time no see,” Skip called as if seeing her in the toothpaste aisle at Target. “Earth get too boring?”

				“You know me, what’s life without a little mortal danger?” she responded tiredly.

				“Everett Walkins,” Donovan said, trampling on their conversation. “I thought you were dead.”

				“Nope. But I appreciate you leaving me to die. I’ll make it up to you.”

				Donovan shrugged. “You were warned. Cause and consequence.”

				“Yeah, well, you’re an asshole.”

				“Why don’t we all take a seat,” Gavin said, cutting through their banter with a low but decisive tone. He pointed at the trees around them, flashed his eyes and the forest burst into life. A flat, large, circular stone stirred within them and like a flying saucer levitated a foot in the air. It scraped through the underbrush and settled behind Amanda’s ankles with a gentle thud. She sat gratefully. Cirena and Noah took their places behind Gavin, flashed their eyes and two nests of slender branches and saplings rose up beneath them and coalesced into twisted, wicker-like chairs, complete with diagonal strips of bark serving as their backs. They sat.

				Deeper still, beyond the ravine, was the sound of splintering wood. A second later an old tree stump ripped itself out of the ground in a shower of dirt and broken roots. Skip watched the now-disembodied stump glide toward Donovan and settle in front of him. Gavin motioned for him to sit.

				“I’ll stand,” Donovan said, unimpressed. He stood calmly in front of them, one palm resting on one of the two .45s strapped to his thighs, the other hand behind his back. There was also a nine holstered under his pit but by far his most impressive piece of hardware was slung across his back—one beautiful, bad-ass German DSR-1 sniper system. It seemed Mr. Shades was a fellow sharpshooter.

				And of course...Donovan was wearing red sunglasses.

				Standing in stark contrast four feet across was Gavin. They were roughly the same height—one blond, one dark-haired—and though Gavin had been blessed with high cheekbones and easy-on-the-eyes good looks, they were positively dwarfed by Donovan’s nauseating splendor. Donovan by far was the best-looking human being Skip had ever seen, movie stars included. It was a little eerie. Unreal.

				Still, Gavin’s full Shardyn ensemble could not be diminished. His cloak hung over his shoulders like a cape over armor that glinted like wet sapphires in the sun—part warrior monk, park Knight of the Round Table.

				For a second it looked like it was going to be staring contest. Neither one of them spoke and neither one of them moved. From Gavin’s left Tarsidion loomed, arms crossed, while Noah and Cirena sat behind on their conjured sapling chairs. Watching. It turned the temporary campsite into a courtroom of a sort, making the moment feel somehow official.

				Momentous.

				Skip leaned forward and watched.

				“You may ask the first question,” Gavin said, finally breaking the silence. His left hand rested casually on the hilt of his Quaranai.

				Donovan turned to Amanda. “Hold this,” he ordered her and unslung his rifle.

				She stood and obeyed, accepting the outstretched sniper rifle carefully.

				That’s kinda weird.

				Once free of his weapon, Donovan unbuttoned his tactical jacket and then continued to the black shirt beneath. When he got to the T-shirt he paused and looked directly at Gavin. “Tell me what this is,” he rasped and pulled up his wife-beater.

				A ripple went through the four.

				“Damn, Donovan, what the hell you been eating?” Skip asked.

				There were two things to gawk at. First and foremost, there was something buried in his chest; some sort of metal weaved through his skin like a serpent around a ship, part exposed, part submerged in his flesh. Secondly, Donovan’s body was a work of art; he had a perfectly symmetrical ten-pack lasered into his torso, while two slats of granite which served as pectoral muscles stared out at them. Absolutely nauseating.

				“Is this how you crossed the Black Veil?” Gavin asked in a calm voice that shared nothing.

				“Answer my question and I’ll answer yours. I will know if you’re lying.”

				With a tight nod and a darkening of his eyes, Gavin refocused on the metal. So did Tarsidion and a second later, Cirena and Noah joined them.

				“Noah?” Gavin asked.

				She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. If I had to guess I’d say it was a Melding.”

				Everyone looked at her, Donovan included.

				“A Melding is a fusion of different elements ordinarily not seen together, yet working in accord. It’s—” She passed her hand over the silvery-green metal without actually touching it, and when she did, strands of gossamer symbols etched in her palm reacted, glowing like embers in a breeze. She snatched her hand away as if she’d been burned. Her next words made no sense—probably their native language—but rattled off her tongue like a jackhammer. She took the edge of her cloak and rubbed her hand, shaking it out while regarding Donovan.

				“Explain,” Donovan demanded. “What kind of elements?”

				Noah ignored him, attention on Gavin. Her hand twitched toward her sword.

				“What. Sort. Of elements?” Donovan said in a rasp that seemed too low to be heard, yet resonated as clearly as a bullhorn.

				Tarsidion leaned down and brought his face two inches from Donovan’s. His long, sable hair fell past his neck. He sniffed. “Yes,” he rumbled. “I can smell the stench of their work, no matter how faint.” His eyes narrowed and his nostrils crinkled. “But I smell something even more foul if that is possible.” Tarsidion leaned even closer and sniffed deeper. “Drynn.” He kept his face right in Donovan’s, daring the smaller man to do something. Skip loved it.

				“Tarsidion,” Gavin said.

				The big man lingered a moment, a sneer pulling at his nostrils, then removed himself and straightened to his full seven feet. Skip was laughing inside, doing cartwheels. I love you, Tarsy. Kick his ass.

				Once he had a clear line of sight, Gavin locked in on Donovan, who hadn’t so much as twitched.

				“Pick the words you use to answer me carefully, Donovan Smith,” Gavin said. “Because your life is at stake.” At the completion of his sentence, Cirena, Noah and Tarsidion placed their hands to their hilts in synchronized unison. Gavin was the only one who didn’t. “And I will know if you’re lying.”

				A tank turret would have been more expressive. “Because I already know your question, I’ll ignore your threat,” he said. “But do it again and the last thing you will see in this world is my face. Yes. I opened the tomb. No. It was not my intent.”

				“How did you do it, then?” Skip asked from the side. Being a detective died hard.

				Donovan turned, met Skip’s eyes and then glanced down at his chest. It was all the answer anybody needed.

				The forest seemed to hold its breath.

				“Were you called?” Noah asked.

				A layer of ice seemed to crack from Donovan’s face, revealing half of a sliver of question. “It could have come in many forms—dreams, visions, voices...” Her voice trailed away as did her thoughts. Skip could see her mind crunching behind her eyes and then all at once she slapped both hands to her face and moaned. Her next sentence came like a machine gun to her fellow Shardyn, but in her own mystifying language.

				“English, for the love of God,” Skip barked.

				Noah dropped her head back and stared at the sky, shaking her head. When she straightened she drilled Donovan with an exasperated stare and a bitter smile. “I know what you are,” she said. There was conviction in her eyes and whatever she’d rattled off to her kin seemed to make sense, because they were all nodding grimly. She didn’t elaborate, though. She made him ask.

				“And what am I, Noah?”

				Her eyes went flat. “You’re somebody’s key.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				At the end of the day, only one thing mattered. Moving. Gavin accepted his new situation with storming emotions—euphoria, alarm, but mostly dread. Amanda Kasey, the love of his life that he’d thought he’d never see again, was walking right beside him.

				On Theia.

				How many times had he fantasized about showing her his world? Walking her through the grounds of the Everwillow or revealing the secrets of the splendors of his world? Or more simply, that little stone niche lookout just behind the waterfall on the crescent side of the Shardyn Temple. It was strange, though, because though Amanda had owned his heart on Earth, another had owned it here...

				“You haven’t said very much,” Amanda observed from beside him. He could hear her breaths, labored. On a tactical level, they’d slowed to a crawl. Well, a shuffle. She’d always been in shape.

				He turned and offered her a smile he didn’t feel. “I’m sorry, baby, just trying to figure things out.”

				“And I screwed it up by coming here, didn’t I?”

				“No, of course not—”

				“He’s lying,” Donovan called up in a grating, raspy whisper.

				Gavin sucked his teeth. I can’t wait to settle up with you, Donovan. The fact that the very person responsible for the resumption of the worst war in the history of either world was walking among Gavin’s company went beyond comprehension. It felt immoral. And yet here he was, indebted.

				First things first, though, Amanda’s eyes had narrowed.

				“You didn’t screw anything up, Amanda. It’s just...”

				“It’s just what?” she asked, her “what” going up an octave. He couldn’t help but smile. It wasn’t much of one, just a flicker of the lips, but it was real.

				“It’s just a small change of plans is all.”

				This time it was Cirena who scoffed. Gavin shot her a look.

				“Remember what you promised me at the Bastion, Gavin? It’s still in effect. No lies.”

				“Unless you ask me if you’re fat.”

				“But only that. Anything else you give it to me straight. Got it? Promise?”

				Gavin helped her across a small stream that miraculously, magically, defied gravity and arched over a tumble of stones. Amanda stared at it, jaw askew.

				“Got it. Promise.”

				“Gavin, that water is flowing up instead of around.”

				“Indeed it is. And to answer your former question...we’re moving slower than I would like.”

				Her stare left the gravity-defying brooklet. “Thank you. And I’ll move faster.”

				Somehow, despite their inconceivable circumstances, it was like the two of them hadn’t missed a beat.

				Their conversation was silenced by brooding trees that crowded in on them, reaching for them with leafless hands, condensing their group to a single-file.

				“Is it me, or are these trees getting bigger?” Skip asked, adjusting his rifle over his shoulder. He was breathing hard as well.

				“It’s not just you,” Noah said, looking up at a towering gnarled brute that took note of their passage. “These woods are changing.” She was right. The shelmuts were still around but there were other breeds introducing themselves as well—silver beech, ironwoods and black oak.

				“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

				Noah leaped easily over a fallen log and pointed to the left. “Snake,” she called out. “And it depends on the keeper.”

				“What’s a keeper?” Amanda asked. Her eyes were pinned to the spot that Noah had pointed to.

				Gavin saw the snake, a four-foot flying green-racer watching from a lazy coil. Its head followed them, tongue darting.

				“Holy shit, Gavin, that snake has wings!” Amanda cried.

				“Not so loud,” he murmured. “They’re easily agitated.”

				With exaggerated caution, Amanda stepped over the log at the farthest point and hurried after Gavin.

				Of course Skip had to stop to take a closer look. “Man, I wish I had a camera,” he muttered.

				Donovan walked past without a glance, as did Cirena.

				“That is unwise,” Tarsidion said, stopping behind. “You are within its striking range and though its poison does not kill, it’s quite painful.”

				“Roger that,” Skip said, standing though he didn’t move. “What is the striking range of a snake with wings, anyway?”

				It watched them with lidless beady eyes. Its forked tongue slithered in and out of its mouth.

				“Thirty feet. Forty, depending on its line of sight.”

				“That’s not what I want to hear,” Amanda said from up front.

				Skip gave the snake one last look, glanced at Tarsidion, who waited patiently, shrugged and moved on.

				The next hour was quiet. Gavin found himself watching the tops of the trees, listening to the calls of birds that flapped in and out of their upper branches, many of which he had no name for. The trees were whispering to each other. He could hear them when their branches stirred in the wind.

				Noah brought up her fist and motioned for everybody to get down. They did.

				“Look there,” she said softly to Gavin, who’d crept up to her side. She pointed farther up the hill across a small clearing.

				“Druidic?” he asked.

				“Definitely, though to which discipline I am uncertain.”

				The others crowded behind them to take a look. Except for Donovan. “That’s good news, right?” Skip asked.

				Noah considered a moment and then nodded. “Theoretically. I used to be an acolyte.”

				“A what?” Skip whispered.

				“An apprentice. I’ll take point.”

				“And I’ll back you up,” Gavin said, shooting another glance up at the canopy, which had thickened. Gloom. “Tarsy, Cirena...hang back.” He regarded Noah. “Shall we introduce ourselves?”

				Although the sunlight would be leaving in a couple of hours, the narrow beam that penetrated the forest’s top felt good on Gavin’s face, warmed the chill that had begun to set in his bones. Druids were tricky business. Their devotion to all things green was noble, admirable even, but sometimes infringed on common sense.

				He set his sights on their objective. A large hexagon outlined in stones had been placed between the trunks of two immense, ancient gnarled shelmuts. Far larger than any he’d ever seen. The stones that comprised the borders alternated between white and black. At each point of the hexagon was a vertical, impaled six-foot shaft and atop it—a skull. A different creature for each point, six in all. Most noteworthy was what was in the center—two twelve-foot shafts crossing each other, forming and X, and atop each shaft was a ball of crystal in the shape of an eye, punctuated by green pupils.

				“Any ideas?” he asked.

				“We could wave.”

				He chuckled. Good old Noah. On his nod the two of them slipped into the clearing and approached the hexagon.

				At ten feet away the ward burst into flames the color of ripe limes and a symbol formed over the orbs—an crescent topped by a sphere with three rays of glowing emerald light that speared down into the ground. Both of their cloaks swirled around them in reflex.

				“What do you think?” Gavin whispered. They’d stopped. He could feel the tension of his brethren behind them.

				“Judging by the assorted skulls impaled on pig poles, I should think it means ‘let’s be friends.’ Of course, I could be misreading it.”

				He punched her arm. “Taking over as company wiseass?”

				“Damn straight,” she said in a perfect rendition of Jack Nyx. It was meant to be funny, but all it did was make his heart ache. Jack should have been there. So should have Lucian. And Alyssandra...

				No heat poured from the flames though they crackled—no surprise, Druids abhorred fire. Gavin scanned their surroundings, glanced back at the others who were hunkered and looked farther up through the trees.

				“I sense an element of volatility in his craftsmanship, something wild and...askew.”

				“His?”

				“Definitely.” Noah studied the configuration of the ward. Her forehead creased in concentration. “If I had to wager, I’d say the creator of this ward is a hermit.”

				Gavin tried to keep the sigh out of his voice. Hermits were like tornadoes. “Well, he’ll either be happy for the company or try and kill us all,” Gavin said. “I give us fifty-fifty odds.”

				Noah concurred with a gesture part shrug, part nod.

				After a final scan, Gavin gave the others a nod and in a hushed, single file, they left the protection of the forest and entered the glen to join them.

				“Listen closely,” Gavin said when they’d all arrived. “Do not, under any circumstances, take anything from this forest. No berries, no wood, no pretty mushrooms, nothing.”

				“How ’bout a cricket?” Skip asked while studying the heatless green flames writhing above them.

				“Skip, please,” Noah said. “This is no time for jokes. Taking anything from this forest could be interpreted as an insult, an act of war. Are we clear?”

				“Sir, yes sir. From who?”

				“The keeper,” Gavin answered. “Babe?”

				“Yes, Gavin, I won’t take anything.”

				“Donovan?”

				“I heard you.”

				“That’s not the same.”

				Silence.

				“One more time, Donovan. Are we agreed?”

				All eyes went to the stranger and the familiar quilt of tension began to unroll like a sleeping bag. Even the forest seemed to be watching.

				“There is nothing from this forest I desire. I will take nothing.”

				“Excellent,” Gavin said and beamed the fakest smile he could muster. “Now follow me and follow close.”

				* * *

				There are more than just rabbits in these here woods, Skip thought to himself. He didn’t need to be a native to know it either. The trees leaned in around them, glowering at them in damp gloom.

				Tarsidion silently pointed out two giant black wolves that had begun to shadow the group from a distance. They would slip in and out of the trees, pause to watch with fearless, knowing eyes and then would melt back into the forest with a whirl of black fur. Something about their eyes made Skip jumpy. Too much going on back there, too smart, as if they knew stuff. The thirty pounds of sniper rifle slung over his shoulder sure felt good.

				He glanced over at Donovan. The kid was quieter than snow, just flowed through the forest like a breeze. Hardly a scrape. Skip was pretty stealthy himself—he’d been trained by the best on Earth, after all—but poor Amanda. She had the grace of a blind hippopotamus.

				“How’re your feet doing?” Skip asked her.

				“They hurt so much,” she said but kept trudging. She was wearing a pair of torn, wet and mud-stained ballerina-ish flats with little red beads on top. Attire more appropriate for the intended flight to Paris, rather than a forest hike through the wild lands of Theia.

				“What size shoe are you?”

				“You gonna buy me a pair?”

				“I was thinking about it,” Skip answered with a smile. “I’m sure there’s a Nordstrom nearby lurking in one of these trees.”

				“Well, in that case, I’m a nine and a half.”

				“Geez, you got some big feet.”

				“I’m five-ten Skip, I’m supposed to have big feet.”

				“I don’t know, nine and a half sounds a bit excessive. I might have to start calling you sasquatch or something.”

				“Not if you don’t want to get punched in the throat,” she said with a tired smile.

				Good girl. Moxy.

				Her addition to the group was interesting on a couple levels. First and most notable was her effect on Gavin. He seemed bigger somehow. Skip hadn’t missed the occasional sideways glances or subtle brushing of fingers, the way his hands would linger on her hips as he helped her over a stream or gully. Skip wasn’t the only one to notice, either. He caught Cirena staring more than once, and if looks could vaporize...Gavin would be a plume of smoke.

				Life got less pleasant when their path took a climb. After twenty minutes his legs started to burn, after an hour they were on fire, but he’d be damned if he was going to be the first one to call for a break. He just kept on trudging, wondering for the fiftieth time whether the M107 was worth the haul.

				Ten minutes later, Gavin held up his fist and sank to the ground. Thank God. All followed suit. The forest went completely silent.

				“Now, that’s never a good sign,” Skip muttered and shifted his rifle, giving the trees around him a good pan. Never a good sign at all.

				Gavin broke off from the rest of them, slinked forward and peered beyond a break in the trees thirty feet ahead. A second later he retracted and just stared at the ground while biting his lip. He even gave his thumbnail a nibble.

				“What is it?” Noah asked.

				Gavin gave his chin a rub and waved her over, studiously not looking at any of them. Noah crept up, peered and immediately retracted as well. The two of them exchanged stares.

				“Good or bad?” Skip whispered.

				Noah shook her head and then looked his way. “Bad,” she said. “Very, very bad.”

				* * *

				“Any person, Druid or otherwise, who would have a Krakenwood as a guardian is deranged.” Tarsidion glared into the clearing with his knuckles wrapped tightly around the hilt of his Quaranai. One by one they’d all snuck up to the edge of the woods. And one by one they’d all seen with their own eyes.

				“Or powerful,” Cirena added.

				“Very powerful,” Noah amended.

				The tree was absolutely gigantic, easily a hundred and twenty feet high, ten feet thick and loomed like a skyscraper directly in the path of their approach. There was no way to go around it; the surrounding forest was as tight as a basket.

				Gavin had only read about the mythical Krakenwoods from way back in his Apprentice days, and everything he remembered about them was bad. The piles of bones with grass growing through eye sockets scattered through the glen only confirmed his fears. River trolls.

				The closest thing it might resemble on Earth would be a giant willow tree, though that was where the similarities ended. Instead of supple branches, the Krakenwood had tentacles that looked like branches covered in narrow, serrated leaves that could saw through flesh like a steak knife through prime rib, and somewhere in that thick, gnarled trunk was a giant mouth. They had no equal in a forest.

				“So, what’s the play?” Skip asked.

				Yeah, Gavin, what’s the play?

				He wiggled his jaw and studied the knoll beyond. Burrowed right into the middle of its bulk was a lopsided structure that looked like it might have been built by drunk beavers. Made of mismatched rocks and mortar that was crumbling, the structure stared sightlessly at the intruders like the suspicious head of a turtle poking from its shell. The only civilized thing about it was the uneven door in the center. Gavin imagined he could feel an eye on the other side peeking through a peephole.

				“We’ll knock,” Gavin decided. “If this is indeed the domain of a Druid, he’ll already know we’re here. No sense getting him angrier trying to sneak in.”

				“You guys are going to walk past that thing?” Skip asked, jabbing the direction of the Krakenwood with his thumb.

				Gavin could feel the tree staring at them, quivering in excitement of an approaching meal. He glanced at the bones in the field and then at Cirena and Noah. They nodded, reading his thoughts.

				“Who said anything about walking? Tarsy, your turn to hang back. The rest of you, don’t even think about leaving these trees. Things might just get a little epic here. Understand?”

				He got an affirmation from Skip and Amanda, but surprise, surprise, nothing from Donovan. Gavin didn’t press it. If Donovan wanted to cross into the Krakenwood’s reach, then doom on him for being stupid. He turned to Cirena and Noah. “Ready?”

				They nodded.

				Old rituals bubbled to the top of his mind. The three of them took identical breaths, let them out and then blurred through the clearing so fast that they left sapphire echoes of themselves behind.

				Seconds later they stood unmolested on the other side of the clearing, faces flushed. Even Cirena could barely suppress her smile. “That wasn’t so b— Duck!”

				Years of conditioned reflexes sprang from his subconscious and even without his direction his cloak swirled around him in a cocoon of blue light. A microsecond later two dozen hand-sized thorns glanced off his cocoon in a firework of sparks. Noah’s and Cirena’s as well. This close they could see two eight-foot bushes bracketing the uneven door. Each bristled with hundreds of barbed thorns a foot long, glistening as if coated with poison. They swiveled toward the three of them as if they possessed some form of photosynthesis radar and unleashed another volley.

				“Keeper! Call off your guardians!” Gavin yelled. “We come in peace! We bear grave tidings!”

				“Uh, Stavengre, that was English,” Noah said.

				Duh. Gavin repeated in High Common while tracking their surroundings—firing thorn-bushes, the sudden cacophony of a hundred birds shrieking in unison and the black whirl of a pack of wolves from the hilltop.

				Cirena focused on the crooked door and the small hole in the center and pointed her finger, but before her eyes could roil in magic there was a rumbling beneath their feet, a great creaking of hundreds of boards like a wooden ship coming to rest on land. From behind them.

				Slowly they turned, each wearing an identical what-the-hell-could-that-be expression on their face. As one, they saw the ground beneath the Krakenwood tremble and writhe and with the sound of ripping roots, the tree lurched toward them like a land bound octopus.

				“That was not in the book,” Gavin yelled, stumbling backward in horrified amazement.

				“Watch the bushes,” Noah warned and on her cue another dozen mini-novas plinked off their cocoons, one right next to his ear.

				“Keeper!” This time in High Common. “Call off your guardians! We come with tidings from Valis!”

				Nothing. So be it.

				“Efil,” they said in a single voice, and three Quaranai burst to life simultaneously, filling the glen with pale light and a lonely wind that pierced through the cries of birds.

				Aptly named from both Greek and Vambracian mythology, the Krakenwood towered over them like a walking mountain and reached for them with a hundred tentacles.

				“Turn it into firewood,” Gavin said and then attacked.

				* * *

				Donovan watched the Shardyn fight with interest.

				Clearly they possessed control over the four basic elements—fire, earth, water and air—but they also appeared to be able to wield light itself. More than once he observed swarms of sizzling light-blades fly out from their fingers to impale this Krakenwood. In addition, the silver nimbuses surrounding their souls would flare with every use of magic.

				They were quicker, stronger and more resilient than any human being he’d ever come across, enhanced not through narcotics or steroids, but through magic itself, which seemed to flow through their bodies like water from a fountain. He saw streams of blue flames hiss from their palms like napalm consuming whole swaths of tentacles, noted their tactics of streaking (his word) under and through the dense curtains of branches while burying their blades deep into bark and wood. Blue flames would cling to the wounds of the tree, simmering as if coated in gasoline.

				They fought with the precision of a NASCAR pit crew.

				He turned to the others.

				Tarsidion might appear to be wholly glued to the scene, but Donovan felt a tendril of the man’s attention directed at Donovan himself. Watching.

				Skip had found the crook of a branch to rest his Barrett on, had his eye to the scope and was tracking the walking, screaming tree with his finger on the trigger guard, face bunched with intensity.

				Donovan then looked at Amanda. Her face was taut, her eyes overbright and in her nervousness, she chewed her bottom lip. For just a moment the resemblance between her and Donovan’s past was so poignant, so riveting that his lungs unplugged and his breathing stopped. A memory tore free from the dungeons of his mind and detonated behind his lids like angry phosphorous—the day of his murder. From its customary even baseline, his heart catapulted against his ribs, and his hearing became a high-pitched ring, higher even than the screaming of the tree.

				Tarsidion turned. The long-haired knight’s left green eye crinkled slightly in suspicious curiosity at Donovan. Perceptive fucker. Donovan removed his attention from Amanda and met the stare, calming his pulse and breathing even while Tarsidion probed. Donovan gave him nothing.

				“You guys all right?” Amanda asked questioningly from beside them, even as the crackle of fire clashed with the whisper of its slithering branches.

				“Just fine,” Tarsidion said, his hand resting easily on the hilt of his sword. Sparks popped from the outerbands of his emotions. “What about you, Donovan?” Tarsidion continued. “Are you all right?”

				“Just fine,” he said in a perfect imitation of Tarsidion’s own answer before dismissing them to watch a flaming branch fall from the Krakenwood with a thump, still writhing. “I’m always all right.”

				The fight raged on.

				* * *

				It wasn’t just that the Krakenwood was enormous, mobile and capable of sustaining damage that would have destroyed a tank...the thing could think.

				Gavin found this out the hard way. When the next volley of thorns hissed through the air behind him, instead of erecting a cocoon that was getting more and more difficult to maintain, Gavin went horizontal, let them pass harmlessly above him, landed in a somersault and sprung back up. Right into the many arms of the Krakenwood.

				It had set an ambush.

				A legion of ravenous tentacles descended from every direction like striking snakes, seizing his wrists, arms, legs and torso, even while he burned them to cinders with his hands and hacked them to ribbons. There were too many of them; his defenses were breached, his efforts overwhelmed.

				Like a fly in a web he was lifted ten feet off the ground, thrashing madly in its clutches. His armor strained as it was slowly crushed by limbs that could pulp a tractor.

				“Stavengre!” Cirena yelled somewhere from his right. Holy shit, that’s its mouth. The dark circle of wood that opened in the middle of its trunk was easily six feet across, revealing a maw filled with wooden teeth the size of a grown man’s arm, jagged and serrated like saws.

				If I die by some stupid tree in front of my fiancée, I swear...

				Just the thought of Donovan’s mocking, whispering laugh infused Gavin with a surge of adrenaline that emptied his Wellspring in a single torrent of magic, incinerating every tentacle clutching him as if he were a ball of lava. At the same instant a hail of blue-white darts sizzled into its bark from the side, compliments of Noah, and he dropped to the ground, rolled to his side, grabbed his blade and shot back up.

				Cirena met him there and together, back to back, they hacked through the Krakenwood’s counter-assault in a dance of weaving metal. Every time a tentacle fell to the ground it would writhe a few seconds, even encircle an ankle or boot, before wilting into stillness. But there was always another to take its place. Five more.

				It was like fighting infinity.

				“Cretins!” a voice bellowed from just behind him. “Trespassers!” it came again in a tongue he hadn’t heard spoken in nearly two decades. Old Common. “What madness is this that you inflict upon my domain?”

				Gavin dared a glimpse over his shoulder and saw an old man with wild hair and a tall, warped staff bounding from a door that had been thrust open. The symbol atop his staff matched the ward they’d seen earlier in the forest—a crescent, a moon and three rays downward. It was blazing green light.

				“You dare defile this sacred land with your dark arts! Curse you! A thousand curses upon your house!”

				“We are Shardyn, Druid!” Gavin yelled. “Call off your guardians! We come in peace!” This time in Old Common. The old man froze.

				“Shardyn, you say?”

				The smell of burning vegetation and the sputter of flames crackled through the smoke-shrouded meadow. The keeper walked toward them and although he was old, he strode with the vitality of a much younger man. The Krakenwood lunged at Gavin again but this time, the old man held up a hand and instantly the tree halted and closed its mouth, though it trembled like a dog forced to balance a treat on its nose.

				“There have been no Shardyn in the world for more than a century,” the Druid said in a voice pregnant with suspicion. He came to a halt in front of a heavily panting Gavin and Cirena and appraised them with stormy eyes that went off in two directions. The left eye, however—his master eye if Gavin had to guess—bore into Gavin with a cunning that outshined his anger.

				“Perhaps on this side of the Ridge,” Gavin answered as calmly as he could through the heaving of his chest.

				Noah manifested on his other side, Quaranai ablaze but lowered.

				The Druid sniffed at her and then returned his attention to Gavin. “If what you say is true, cretin, prove your words. If it is truth, I shall grant you life and allow you passage through my sacred lands. But know this,” he said, holding up a surprisingly straight and tapered forefinger. “Soil my ears with lies or deceit and I shall burn the tongues out of your mouths before I feed you to my pets.”

				The Krakenwood creaked above them, even while bloody sap leaked from a hundred wounds. In the silence of the forest that had followed the Druid’s emergence, the crackle of fire licking its bark seemed exorbitantly loud.

				Gavin responded not with words but by warily raising his right hand, palm out, and whispering the first command he’d ever learned as a Shardyn Knight. Warm light pooled in the center of his palm and revealed the inscribed runes that marked all Knights of the Shard. They could not be duplicated.

				For a long moment the old man just stared, both eyes fixed on Gavin’s hand, his fuzzy, unbroken caterpillar of an eyebrow wriggling as he studied the gossamer glyphs. Noah and Cirena remained motionless. Statues coiled to strike.

				“Have I at last gone mad?” he finally whispered more to himself while he raised his hand to cover his mouth. His angry, turbulent eyes cleared, shining moistly in disbelief he didn’t even try to hide.

				“I assure you, good Druid, we are real,” Gavin said. “As are the tidings we bear.”

				It was these words that broke through his haze. His left eye sharpened. “What tidings do you speak of...Shardyn?”

				With an exhausted exhale that seemed to come from every part of his body, Gavin slowly dropped his hand and considered the words that he was duty-bound to speak, words that filled him with dread and shame—an acknowledgement of failure of his duty. Of dishonor. Words that would change the history of the world.

				“Asmodeous the Pale has returned.”

				His lips tasted like blood and ash.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				In Gavin’s humble opinion, Dwensolt the Druid was missing a couple of marbles.

				Not completely crazy, probably no more than any hermit was entitled, but there was something about those two separately roving eyes that Gavin found unsettling, the jerky, almost lizard-like movements of his head when he’d just stop, cock his ear to the silence and then answer with a mumble or whisper.

				“Where’s he taking us?” Skip asked in a low voice, unsuccessful at hiding his apprehension. They were inside the hill now, beyond the reach of the Krakenwood and thorn-firing bushes, walking down a hallway that smelled like incense, dirt and old food. Although it might have started off as a cave, the dwelling had been converted, tiled and decorated. Well, decorated was a bit generous as an adjective.

				“He didn’t say,” Gavin answered.

				Dwensolt turned his head slightly at Gavin’s response in English but continued, the click of his staff against the floor like the dripping of water. When Dwensolt had initially seen the strangely garbed police chief, college student and sociopath, his eyes had lit up with curiosity, which quickly fizzled as some dark thought settled in his head. Since then, he’d become more grave, distant even, and Gavin didn’t like that at all. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt like he was looking out over a chasm, some bottomless cliff that was pulling him forward, even though he wasn’t moving.

				The others felt it too. Noah’s customary mask of serenity had been replaced by something guarded and Tarsidion seemed to be looking everywhere at once. Even Cirena’s frost seemed brittle, and though she kept her head forward on the back of their host Druid, her eyes were constantly scanning. The only one who seemed unconcerned was Donovan. Somehow he always seemed as if he was exactly where he meant to be.

				The meeting between Dwensolt and Donovan had not begun very auspiciously. The Druid had stared long and hard at Donovan before allowing him access to his home and only because he was the guest of a Shardyn. A whole minute went by as the two had stared each other down, finally interrupted by Gavin’s gentle prodding. Still, and rightly so, the Druid’s distrust hung around him like oily armpits.

				They passed doorways sealed with braided grass curtains and crooked doors that hung unevenly, tapestries made of spider-silk and torches that whooshed to golden flames tinged with emerald, only to sputter after they’d passed. It seemed much larger in here than should have been possible.

				When they arrived at a double set of ivory doors banded in black wood trimming, Dwensolt flicked his fingers and they opened with a loud, staccato creak. The smell of old paper, fresh grass and sea foam greeted them upon their entry.

				“Gather around the fountain,” their host said and pointed to a pool of water inside a white marble basin. The water glimmered from sunlight streaming through a stained glass window on the other side of the chamber—green, gold and cherry. “Forgive me, but there are no chairs. I do not entertain...ever.”

				In front of the pool was a slender-necked book pedestal curving forward in fluted marble and on it...an official-looking tome marked with a green tassel. It was a thick thing, old leather and onion pages and for some reason, being in the same room with it made Gavin want to throw up. He turned to his brethren and saw that they were already staring at him, waiting for his direction. Why do you always think I have the answer?

				“You all right?” Amanda asked while sliding her fingers into his.

				Her touch broke through his tumult like an upraised hand that calls for silence in a thunderous auditorium. Even on the other side of reality, Amanda could read him. Sooth him with a single gesture.

				He kissed her on the lips. “Now I am.”

				“Go on, sit,” Dwensolt said. Only after the Shardyn acquiesced did the others as well, dropping to rumps and knees.

				Once they were seated, Dwensolt straightened his back and walked to the front of them, staff clicking, to the pedestal with veins of green and gold running through the stone. He released his staff (which continued to stand) and stared down at the book, at them and then back down. Gavin nibbled on his thumbnail.

				“I was not born on this side of the Ridge,” Dwensolt began. His uncombed, wild hair clashed with the somber tone of his voice. “And I have few possessions that survived the journey. This tome you see before you is one that did. It is my most coveted possession.”

				Please be good news...

				“Within it is contained one of my favorite stories, a legend that has dimmed from all memories but those of sages and the learned—the legend of the Seven Apprentices and the Battle of Carnage Gate.”

				“Hey, Noah, how about a little translation?” Skip whispered.

				“In a moment,” she whispered back, eyes locked on Dwensolt. She gave the druid a quick nod to continue. Dwensolt began to read.

				“In the history of this world, never has there been a battle more grand and of such import than that of Carnage Gate—the last battle of the Great Drynnian War, where the lives of so many hung in the balance. Arrayed in the great vale north of the Eternal City, the hordes of the Underworld had marshaled, drenched in victory and bloodlust. All that had stood before them had fallen.”

				Oh my God, Gavin thought. This story is about us.

				“Standing to meet them was all that remained of the glory of the Sky Races. Divided, jealous and full of treachery, the splendors of the Sky Races had been laid waste by the fury of the Underworld. Only then, at this last-pitched battle, at the brink of a Dark Age that would never lift, Wizard at last stood beside Magi, Sorcerer abreast Druid, where the famed Nu’romian Legions stood in formation aside the mighty Knights of Vambrace, Elverai Nu’vram beside their hated kin the Du’vram, D’worves and Trolls and even the Goblinkind...all would be decided on this field.”

				“Sure wish I knew what was going on,” Skip mumbled.

				Dwensolt’s voice had taken on the tone of storyteller, and for just a glimpse, Gavin felt like a child in front of the Temple Librarian.

				“On that day, at the greatest of all battles, six young, newly ordained Shardyn Knights under the command of the Seneschal of the Shardyn Temple, undertook the most perilous of all quests...” Dwensolt dropped his voice further and fixed each of the assembled with his right eye. “To slay Asmodeous the Pale, Overlord of the Drynn, within his own camp.”

				Gavin swallowed, remembering the terror and exhilaration of that never-ending day seventeen years ago, literally creeping through the rearguard of the Drynn left behind to the guard the Pale Gate and finish the butchering of the prisoners they’d taken. Behind his brother. The sheer lunacy of Lucian’s audacity struck Gavin now louder than ever before...it had been a suicide mission. They’d just been too young and stupid to know.

				“And when the forces of light and dark at last collided, such was its fury that mere words falter.” Dwensolt looked up from his text and spoke. “Even one hundred and thirty-seven years after, the scars of that battle remain, as do the spirits of the slain.”

				It was like a cinder-block to the face. Had he just said a hundred and thirty-seven years? He looked at Noah first. The out-of-place incredulity furrowing her face said all he needed. Tarsidion’s normally mocha skin had paled to milk with a splash of coffee and Cirena’s alabaster complexion was downright ghostly.

				Dwensolt held up his finger to them and hushed their stirring. “There’s more,” he said and continued to read.

				A hundred and thirty-seven years...?

				“In the chaos of the battle’s fury, the Seneschal and his six Apprentices struck!” Dwensolt eyes went wide. “Sur Tarsidion the Fierce,” he said, staring at Tarsidion. “Sur Cirena the Brave.” A gaze at the pale-faced vixen. “Sur Noahvden the Wise. Sur Juekovelin the Cunning, Sur Alyssandra the Pure, Sur Stavengre the True and...” Dwensolt bowed his head. “Sur Lucian, the Bright Star.”

				Silence.

				If that wasn’t my imagination, I do believe our names are in history books.

				“First came the Horde to shatter the ranks beneath the cover of the winged Flyborne. The Soldiers followed, their formations as well-drilled by any on Theia, while the dreaded Warlocks rained fire and death from above.”

				It wasn’t exactly how it had happened, but close enough.

				“Like spirits, Sur Lucian—leader of the youngest and most gifted class ever to be ordained by the Shardyn Seneschal—led his knights to the base of the mountain where the Pale Gate between Overworld and Underworld had been constructed. It was here that the Shardyn first set eyes on the vilest of odiums—the Slaughter Pits of the Drynn. Some prisoners were gutted and dismembered, others roasted alive. It was here that the Underworld learned of the Shardyn’s fury.”

				To hear it read aloud in the company of his fellow brethren as history was more than Gavin could bear. Tears brimmed in his eyes and spilled down his cheeks as snapshot images flashed through his mind, the memory of their desperation and fury, the sound of a voice Gavin still heard in his dreams, the voice of his twin, Lucian.

				I miss you so much, brother...

				Amanda grabbed his hand. His breathing came quick and hard.

				“The first to fall was the Seneschal. In a whirl of steel and cold blue fire, the Grand Master of the Order of Shardyn and a select group of cadre penetrated so deeply into the back of the Drynnian lines that the entire Drynnian army was forced to turn back, even as they clashed with the Army of Light. For the first time since the war had been unleashed, the Drynn were outflanked. It was only when Asmodeous the Pale himself swept down from the sky with his dreaded Warlocks did the Seneschal and his Cadre finally fall, but in doing so, decimated the skies of Warlocks and left the most powerful force in the arsenal of the Army of Light to slay the Lord of the Underworld himself—” Dwensolt raised his chin and regarded Gavin with shining eyes. “The Seven Apprentices,” he whispered.

				Gavin swallowed and tried to sniff away his running nose. Though he already knew how it ended, had been there, had seen it with his own eyes, a tiny, irrational part of him crazily prayed for a different outcome.

				“Any Drynn who came to the aid of their master that night were struck down by the circle of Apprentices arrayed around the twins, allowing them the time to weave a dance of pain and blood on a creature who until that point had known no equal.” Dwensolt swallowed. “But one of the twins fell.”

				Gavin closed his eyes and bowed his head. I don’t want to hear anymore.

				“Sur Lucian Kul Annototh, the Bright Star, was struck down and impaled by the dark blade of Asmodeous’s personal weapon—the Abyssian Scepter.” Dwensolt paused in reverence and then continued in a voice thick with emotion. “It was in that moment that a single man became a legend. For the first time, in the history of the world, the Pale Lord, Asmodeous the Pale was bested in single combat.”

				More hands joined Amanda’s, on his shoulders, his back, his thigh. Please make him stop...

				Dwensolt stepped away from the book and joined them in front of the pedestal. “What happened next on that field has been the subject of debate for a hundred and thirty-seven years, my new Shardyn friends. Some say that the ensuing fire-clap consumed the flesh and bones of Overlord and hero alike, leaving nothing of their passage but blackened dust. Still, others say...” Dwensolt lowered himself to his knees without the aid of his staff. “That the Pale Lord pierced the Black Veil and escaped to another world where it is whispered, the heroes of the Shardyn followed. “Is that what transpired or is there another tale to be told?”

				When nobody answered, Gavin cracked open his eyes and blinked away his double-vision. Dwensolt awaited his answer. “Aye,” Gavin said, clearing his throat. “That is what happened.”

				* * *

				Whatever was going on, it was heavy. The Shardyn had gathered and laid hands on Gavin like pastors at a healing retreat. Much to Skip’s frustration, he had no idea what was going on because he didn’t speak frickin’ Theian.

				After a couple of minutes of somber silence, he spoke up. “Is anybody gonna tell me what the hell is going on around here or do I have to become unpleasant?”

				Finally, Noah leaned in. “We just heard...our history. How it was recorded.”

				“You guys are in a history book? Way out here?”

				“Nawfla, nawfla,” Mr. Crazy-eyes said to Skip, pointing to the weird fountain in front of them. The water looked like mercury.

				“He wants us to drink,” Noah said.

				Skip eyed the pool skeptically. “That doesn’t even look like water.”

				“That’s because it’s magic,” Noah answered. “It’s a Druid’s Pool. Just drink. You’ll be fine.”

				“Druid pool, huh?” He eyed the water again. “Ladies first.”

				Noah dipped the silver ladle into the pool, brought it to her lips and drank. Slender rivulets of silver trickled down the sides of her hand and down her armor. One by one they repeated until it was only Skip and Donovan left.

				Skip shot Mr. Crazy-eyes a skeptical glance and then one at Donovan. Not that Skip would ever feel any sort of rapport or camaraderie with his sociopathic companion, but for an instant, there was a brief connection—a shared, telepathic shrug. Why the hell not? Skip drank first and then...so did Donovan.

				The water was cool and sweet and coated his insides like a sip of brandy. Skip smacked his lips and went for another.

				“No, fool!” Mr. Crazy-eyes said. “Only one.”

				“Who you calling fool— Hey, you speak English.”

				“Like I said, Skip. Magic. Just listen.” Noah looked as if she was steeling herself for a punch in the face.

				“The water made me understand Theian?”

				Crazy-eyes shot Skip a look of irritation before resuming his somber tone. Five long seconds went past. “The spoken word is too feeble a conduit to reveal to you the events that took place after that fateful day. Now that you have drunk from the pool you may see with your own eyes. Look now, into its depths.” He spoke a word, and the book behind him suddenly started to turn pages. On its own. It stopped with authority on a chosen page. Somehow, the whispery scrape of its pages unsettled him more than the scream of the Krakenwood outside. “Witness,” Dwensolt commanded. Dizzy and sparkle-visioned, Skip’s head began to sway. He closed his eyes and saw.

				* * *

				It was a parade. Gavin recognized the venue immediately, even after all these years—the Great Amphitheatre of Nu’rome. In the center was a paltry band of nine sapphire cloaks among a throng of Elverai, Red-Cloths, D’worves and many others.

				Just nine?

				He saw an award ceremony—he could only guess it was post-battle—saw former friends and comrades standing on marble pedestals in the middle of the immense arena among trumpets and confetti, cloaks eddying gently behind them as they were deluged by the adulation of hundreds of thousands.

				It made him smile, even if just for a second. For centuries the Magi had been hunted, feared and loathed; to see them loved and cheered, celebrated for the sacrifices they’d made, for the heroes they’d become, instilled in him faith in Mankind. When things were bleakest and hope flickered, Men always rallied.

				There were other heroes as well, faces he’d never dreamed he’d ever see again—Nu’romian Legionnaires Gavin had fought beside, the giants from the Southern Plains, champions of the vaunted Elven Du’vram and Nu’vram among many, but Dwensolt’s silver pool focused on the Shardyn, focused on the chains around their necks that bared their medals of honor. Something died in Gavin’s stomach even before he saw.

				With the violence of a garrote, the chains around their necks constricted, throttling them as they stood on their pedestals. No one noticed until a flight of arrows and the bolts of scarlet lightning speared into wavering cocoons erected in reflex by the hero Shardyn against the Wizards lurking in the ramparts of the upper stadium. Hands at throats, each Shardyn struggled to protect themselves from the onslaught of steel and fire while slowly choking to death.

				A lifetime of conditioning against the allures of revenge was incinerated by a mushroom cloud inside Gavin. Forced to watch the murder of his friends, of heroes on their day of triumph, something in Gavin broke. A door within him that had been sealed and deadlocked exploded open, tingeing his vision in crimson. They’re all going to die.

				He watched as thousands were trampled in the stampedes that followed, while wave after wave of heavily armed scarlet-caped Vambracian Knights surrounded the strangling Shardyn and attacked as fire, ice and lightning rained down from above.

				And still, even in their dying thrashes, the Shardyn fought back, lying waste to more than three quarters of the traitors who ambushed them. In the end, however...the Red-Cloths hoisted their heads on the tips of their staffs and roared their victory.

				And then the image faded.

				Soul-shocked silence. Somewhere deep down beneath his cells and blood was a flashing light, a warning alarm that something had broken. Before he could turn to his friends, or clench his fists or even manage a sob, his vision wavered and once again he was looking down a tunnel. What more could there possibly be to tell?

				In this vision he was home, but in the silver water of the spring, Gavin witnessed the siege of his Valis. He watched the island nation of his beloved homeland—a place the tortured could escape persecution and genocide, a land governed by truth, strength and compassion, a utopia that had never before been seen by Men on either world—wither under fire and ash, besieged by the Empire of Vambrace.

				The desperate acts of valor and heroism he saw in the silver pool would haunt every beat of his heart until it stopped. Children not even ten years old fought valiantly beside mothers in defense of grandparents. Sentinels (law enforcers of Valis) and agents of the Court led charge after charge against the invaders, defending the Temple and the Court and the histories they contained, the scrolls that could not be replaced, until there was no one left to charge. Every inch the invaders usurped was paid for in blood and pain.

				But still they came. In the end, such was the ferocity of the defense of Valis that even the land itself rose up, headed by none less than the Everwillow.

				Gavin’s last sight of his homeland in the Druid’s Pool was of fire, black skies and death. And then it was just water again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				The aliens had returned. And they’d eaten their spinach. They careened against the back of Skip’s eyeballs with fists and claws, announcing their displeasure with him by raking his brain. At least this time he had some company; Amanda was laid out right next to him on the floor beside the fountain. She’d tried to chase Gavin after they’d stormed outside but had collapsed, clutching her head. Skip was right next to her and together they had writhed. Donovan was nowhere to be seen.

				Distantly, between the moans of their pain, he heard yells and cries and the distinct crackle and hiss of fire, followed by the concussion of thunder. No more magic for me. Ever, ever, ever.

				Somewhere beneath the undulating waves of pain, the horror of what he’d witnessed spread through his soul like drying blood. Dwensolt had been right.

				There were no words.

				All he could do was not move, keep his eyes closed and hope that when he woke up, the pain would be gone.

				Standing in the way of his plan was a presence he felt standing over him. He risked a glance and saw Crazy-eyes staring down at him. “’Sup?” He winced.

				Something, something, something, “o’peesh,” the Druid said.

				Skip shook his head and instantly regretted it. “Go away.”

				Something, something, something, “o’peesh,” Crazy-eyes repeated, but this time, he put both hands under his cheek and snored loudly. “O’peesh,” he said again.

				“Oh, hell yeah, I want some o’peesh,” Skip said with a nod, which he also instantly regretted.

				“What’s he saying, Skip?” Amanda asked in a voice thick with pain.

				“I think he wants to know if we want to rack out somewhere.”

				“Oh my God, I would bludgeon a baby seal for a bed right now.”

				Laughter did not help his cause. “Damn you, Amanda, no jokes.” He looked up. “And yes, Mr. Crazy-eyes, o’peesh. We desire o’peesh. Yes. Together.” He wasn’t sure where Gavin was, or Donovan for that matter, but he’d keep an eye on her. Hermits did weird things.

				Dwensolt stared down at them for a moment. He was impossible to read, especially when Skip couldn’t figure out which eye to focus on. Finally, the old man spoke up and it sounded like “Stoom-ka,” followed by the universal gesture of “follow-me.” He stepped backward and started for a door beyond the podium. “Stoom-ka,” something something, “stoom-ka.”

				“C’mon, Amanda,” Skip said in a weary groan. “Time to stoom-ka.”

				* * *

				“Feel better?” Cirena asked from behind Gavin some time later, her voice low but warm.

				“I’m trying not to throw up,” he responded, eyes glued on a blossom petal curling as it dried in the dying sun.

				“That was quite a display,” she said and stroked his hair with fingers that were cool. Soothing.

				“I guess I showed those clouds, huh?” he asked. His shoulders were slumped, his legs folded haphazardly beneath him, his cloak lifeless around him. His whole body was a numb shell.

				He turned to her, suddenly needing to see her, tired of feeling sorry for himself. Her eyes were swollen, her face white, full lips so bloodless they were blue.

				“How about you?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

				Cirena gently raked her fingers through the hair over his temple, brushing his ear with her thumb, and shook her head. “I would feel better if I could kill those responsible.” Her eyes glistened, shimmered even, but no tears came. “But we can’t even do that, can we?”

				Gavin slowly shook his head. No. A hundred and thirty-seven years had gone by. Everybody involved or responsible was already dead.

				“Then what do we do?” she whispered. Emotion, which so rarely graced her features, turned her porcelain beauty into something goddess-like. For a moment he just stared at her, took comfort in the soft-cornered square shape of her face, her high cheekbones and slender, refined nose tip. Her purple eyes shined with pain and passion and the need for an answer.

				“We still have to warn the world,” he said and felt a sliver of steel slide back into his spine. “The Drynn care nothing of man’s treachery. In fact...” He stared at a beetle with long antennas leisurely climbing the stem of a flower. “They exalt in it.”

				She leaned ever so slightly forward and he could have kissed her then, wanted nothing more to feel something real, to escape into something carnal. Instead he closed his eyes and dropped his head. That wouldn’t do. Her fingers hooked under his chin and brought his eyes back to hers. “Do you still hate me?” she whispered.

				Oh, Cirena, not now, please not right now. He fought the reflex to look away but instead let himself get sucked into depths hidden from all others. It was like staring into a whirlpool. “No,” he finally said and it was the truth. “I don’t hate you anymore.” After all this time, after the cataclysm they’d just endured, it was easy to let go, trivial almost, and the invisible barrier that had stood between them since the first time they’d met blew away like ash in the wind. It scared him a little.

				“Any chance we can make this a threesome?” Tarsidion asked, kneeling beside them. Gavin wondered how long he’d been there.

				“You’re the one who doesn’t like to share,” Gavin said, pulling his chin gently from Cirena. She let him and somehow, despite the nuclear fallout of what they’d just endured, her face seemed...peaceful.

				“Do I get to watch?” Noah asked from behind them. The three of them turned and made room for her to join them on the soft grass of Dwensolt’s garden grounds. How the very thought of a smile could even fathom touching his face was beyond him, but there it was, fluttering at the corner of his mouth. After Noah slid to her knees beside them, Gavin took her hand on impulse and then Cirena’s, who in turn took Tarsidion’s, who then took Noah’s. Half huddle, half prayer circle, the four of them looked at each other.

				“Once again, the burden falls on us,” Gavin said, drawing strength from the people he loved more than any other. “We did it once. Looks like we’re going to have to do it again. We’re going to warn the world—if not Valis, then Nu’rome. The Northern March. The Elverai and D’worves. Everyone.” He squeezed both hands. “And when it’s over, we’ll rebuild our homeland, make it stronger and better than it was, in honor of our people—” His voice got thick but it didn’t break. “As long as there is life, there will be a need of a place where the hunted and the weak can go to become strong...” Gavin closed his eyes but this time failed to stop the tears that squeezed through his closed lids and rolled down his cheeks. He could feel their trails, warm at first, and then cool as the air hit them.

				“And what of the Empire of Vambrace?” Tarsidion asked, teeth scraping as he pronounced the word.

				Vambrace, the backstabbers. The treacherous. The evil empire. The images of the Druid’s pool blasted through Gavin’s mind like a shockwave and when he opened his eyes they were dry. Hard.

				“When this is over,” he said, letting his next words sit unformed on his tongue, taking comfort from their power. “There will be a reckoning.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				Amanda’s eyes sprang open. For a moment there was panic, like oversleeping on the first day of class. She sniffed and registered the unfamiliar scents of the room—old wood, dirt and something like wet mushrooms—and focused on the dim golden flames burning from three torches mounted on the brown stone wall above her.

				She glanced to her left and saw an empty but recently laid-in bedroll made of bird feathers not two feet beside her. Skip. Foggy but distinct memories returned, not gracefully but violently.

				Gavin. Where was he?

				She gave the room another look. Behind her was a rack lined with hand-blown wine bottles, an old chest stuffed with old rolled-up papers tied with tassels, a faded coil of rope, a dusty helmet with a dent in the middle and other miscellaneous mementos.

				“Gavin?” she called out. No answer. And yet, she felt as if she weren’t alone. “Donovan?” she asked in a smaller voice. “Skip?”

				Amanda scrubbed at her eyes and looked harder into the dimness of the room. She couldn’t quite see the other side, just the suggestion of a wall there, though if she hadn’t known better she’d swear she could hear the muffled whir of buzzing wings—what kind of bugs did Theia have, anyway? Her skin immediately crawled at the thought of some giant, hairy spider stalking her, spitting magical websilk at her before sinking giant fangs into her.

				A shadow whipped across the room and splashed movement off the walls. Amanda was upright so quickly, hands pinned to her sides, eyes wide and darting, that even Donovan would have been impressed. Her breaths came quick and hard. Please don’t be a flying, giant, hairy spider.

				There it was again, only this time, it buzzed right passed her ear. She flinched violently and batted at the air by her face, banging her head against the wine rack behind her, terminating her brief, pain-free run, which was then followed by a clattering of the bottles within.

				I’m so out of here. She locked onto the large, metal-banded, crooked door separating her from freedom and prepared to launch.

				“Gode ivae.”

				She froze. The voice had come from behind her, high and fluty and seemed rather...small. Surreal enough to kick the fan of her brain’s CPU into overdrive. Very slowly, she turned.

				And then jumped back three feet.

				“Bala senudash?” he asked. It asked.

				Hovering not six inches from her face was a tiny...man with dragonfly wings pulsing rhythmically behind him. He was as pretty as a doll, intricate little muscles and comely features revealed by an tiny short-sleeved doublet and sash. There was even a sword no larger than a safety pin strapped to his hip.

				“Oh my God, you scared the crap out of me,” she said, snapping her hand to her chest. Her heart pounded so hard that her teeth shook. She willed herself to stabilize her breathing and tried to come to terms, yet again, to an ever-broadening sense of reality. There’s monstrous Lords of the Underworld on this world, so why not a guy fairy? He was hardly the size of a bookmark and yet he made her nervous. It was his eyes. They weren’t quite human, too much dark and not enough white; it was like staring into two holes.

				“Um, what can I do for you?”

				His head cocked slightly like an inquisitive dog listening to the approach of voices. “I like you,” he said pumping his wings in a steady whir. His tiny body floated closer.

				“You don’t even know me,” she said putting up her hand, which was as big as he was. “And how is it that you are speaking English?”

				She looked around hopefully at the doorway behind him, willing Gavin or Skip to come through but it was just her and this...guy? Creature? Dude? Fairy?

				“Because I am a Sprite,” he said after a musical laugh. “My magic allows me to understand your tongue and for you to understand mine. What are you called?”

				“Amanda,” she said. “And would you mind not flying so close to my face?”

				There was something both mischievous and unsettling about the smile that followed. “What a strange name you possess, Amanda.” Every time he tried to fly around her hand she moved it to block him.

				“Uh, do you live here? Is there something I can do for you?”

				“I come and go,” he said and cocked his head the other way. “And there is something you can do for me. You have a strange manner of speech, Amanda, even more bizarre than your attire.”

				“Yeah, well, that wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been told I dress weird—Gavin?” she called out. “I could use you.”

				“Who is this Gavin?”

				“What did I just say about flying so close? Back up.”

				He hovered just beyond her upheld hand, his doublet-clad chest and head visible above her fingers. “Never have I seen such girth of beauty—”

				“You did not just use the words ‘girth’ and ‘beauty’ in the same sentence—” She bumped into the wine rack behind her.

				“What sort of rascality are you up to this time, Sprite?” Dwensolt asked from the doorway. In his hands was a tray holding two silver bowls overflowing with large purple grapes big enough to be plums, bright cherries and a crystal decanter of a liquid that looked like wine. Even from here Amanda could see the fuzzy caterpillar that served as Dwensolt’s unibrow crinkle in disapproval.

				The Sprite rotated midair to face his admonishment. “I meant no harm, Dwensolt,” he said, showing empty hands. “I wished only to frolic—”

				“Depart her presence at once, miscreant, before I feed you to the snapdragons! Do you forget so easily what nearly befell you the last time you wished to frolic?”

				“Ah, Druid, you are too eager to spout your pious—veenash dome pur...”

				They exchanged a couple more sentences before the Sprite turned to face her one last time, smiled coyly and then winked out of existence with a whir.

				Dwensolt shook his head as if dealing with a willful child and studied her with surprisingly lucid eyes.

				How crazy are you? she asked him silently.

				Since his hands were full, he beckoned her with his head. “Stoom-ka,” he said and walked out the door he’d come in with a rustle of his faded green robes. Amanda raised her eyebrows and shrugged. Any way she looked at it, this beat waking up next to dead rabbits anytime.

				Speaking of which...where was her emperor, anyway?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				Like a fighter pilot’s heads-up display, Donovan assessed, memorized and catalogued everything his eyes descended on. The different types of grasses, their hues and texture, soil density and structure, the local biology contained within the sprawling estate of the hermit—which was rather extensive behind the hill—the assault of unfamiliar scents of budding flowers and the crisp tang of the petroleum free air here. Donovan took in everything.

				To the casual observer, the grounds beyond the center gardens might seem wild and unmanicured, but Donovan was anything but casual. Nothing larger than a squirrel prowled, though a couple of times he saw massive lupine shadows watching from beyond.

				After a meticulous exploration of the grounds, Donovan measured the property lines at precisely two point three-nine-seven miles long by four point one-seven miles wide. The borders were marked by a wooden palisade fifteen point zero six feet high so cleverly camouflaged by trees, shrubs and swaths of climbing vines as to render it invisible. He’d of course climbed it and looked beyond and saw the true wild of the land—large, brooding trees that waited like Venus Flytraps, creature tracks, the bones of the wall’s failed assailants and the sense that the land beyond was waiting.

				Hungrily.

				Donovan stayed within the walls.

				As for the many dangers lurking within the hermit’s domain, his Othersight came in useful. With it he could discern between ordinary flora from those that were sentient. The auras of the sentient plants were more expansive, more vivid and were cracked with threads of emerald that writhed like electricity from the core colors to the outer bands. Those he steered clear of.

				When he was done exploring, Donovan returned. The others were exactly where he’d left them two hours before, under the cover of a trio of trees, a silent loose circle of emotional trauma and spiritual fatigue. Although he didn’t particularly care for the Shardyn, they were a necessary evil that must be endured. They were stepping stones to his destiny.

				Donovan studied the Shardyn. He didn’t need his Othersight to see that they were traumatized. Everything they’d ever known and fought for had been extinct for more than a century. Even now, hours later, their was a slump in their shoulders, a distinct lack of energy and the occasional murmur.

				They were still reeling. When there were things to be done.

				What he did use his Othersight for, however, was to see the extent of the damage.

				Usually Donovan could discern emotional pain from physical pain by the simple hue of red in the outer bands of their souls. Bright scarlet represented physical pain, where crimson represented emotional. A storm of the latter whirled angrily around the each of them, especially around Gavin.

				He was by far the most fucked up of the four of them. Curious the others followed him. Tarsidion was the first to notice that they were being observed. He tapped the others and together the four of them stared back, warding off his analysis with sullen, angry gazes eager to have something to lash against. Donovan didn’t remove his stare but instead continued to evaluate the thirty-three-year-old leader of the Shardyn Knights, gauging whether or not the bronze-skinned, spiritually scarred man would be strong enough to continue. Whether or not he would crumble.

				Gavin met Donovan’s stare and his crimson trauma dimmed, joined by threads of steel gray.

				They liked him even less than he liked them. How ironic. Donovan allowed the right side of his face to curl up and smile. He’d use their disdain of him to his advantage, give them a reason to puff out their chests, to forget about the pain. Yes, even as he stared their spines got straighter, their eyes losing their glaze of shock.

				United against a common enemy. Donovan’s smile widened.

				* * *

				Old Crazy eyes might be down a couple of sandwiches in the picnic department but the man sure knew how to decorate. Skip dug this place.

				Unlike his lopsided, Dr. Seuss-ian abode, Dwensolt’s backyard was downright Eden-esque. Leading away from the back door into the heart of the gardens behind the hill was a walkway made of colored stones fit together so seamlessly that Skip couldn’t find a single blade of grass squeezing through. In essence, he was walking on a mosaic, though the image within the pieces seemed to change with each of his steps, depending on the angle of the light. Lush, verdant grass surrounded them, complemented by the occasional ornamental shrub, lamp post or circular grove of what looked like oak, ash and shelmut. There was a beauty in here that not only was mystical, but was also geometrically precise. Unlike his house.

				Skip found himself wandering between a six-foot-high sundial encased in a pyramid of handblown green-tinted glass and some kind of funky stone disc sitting at a forty-five degree angle impaled by a silver spear. He was sure the angle of the sun and the shadow cast by the spear were related somehow but he lost interest when he got a good look at Amanda.

				Even in paradise she seemed alone, knees up by her chest, eyes far away. And sad. Gavin and the other Shardyn were still reeling, talking in a hushed circle under the shade of a grove a hundred feet away. At least Amanda had chosen a good place to be sad. Beside her was a picturesque white marble woman pouring a neverending stream of water from a vessel into a pale alabaster basin. The water splashed comfortingly by the statue’s feet, which were clad in exquisitely chiseled sandals; the statue even had an anklet—a groovy-looking leaf-spritzed cord of vine decorated with cranberries that looked like jewels.

				Their eyes met. Amanda lifted her chin off her knees, held his stare before closing her eyes with a slight yet noticeable shake of her head. All right, I won’t bother you, Skip thought and walked the other way. He knew that look, gave it often himself. So instead, he followed the mosaic path to the other side of the gardens, yielding a smidge of his apprehension to the soothing tinkle of wind chimes and bells—no wonder this guy never left. Just the perfume of blossoms that were tumbling out of their branches like cotton candy seemed comforting somehow.

				“Skrip,” Dwensolt snapped from behind him. Skip jumped. As was intended. When he landed, Dwensolt was chuckling, his foreign tongue that much more unintelligible by his laughing.

				“Ha-ha, you’re a riot. It’s all fun and games until somebody loses a kidney.”

				Just how the he’d snuck up on him made Skip suspicious of both the Druid and his own normally stupendous modes of sensory. It was never a good thing for a forward operator to be ambushed by a crazy-haired old-timer. And still Dwensolt was trying to speak.

				“I got an idea,” Skip said. “Why don’t you stop laughing first and then try talking to me in your foreign language that I can’t possibly understand, you crazy bastard. What do you think?”

				Dwensolt finally quit chortling and furrowed the fuzzy caterpillar that served as a unibrow over his eyes in incomprehension before a light went off in the back of his different-direction-looking eyes. He slipped his hand into one of the many leather pouches adorning his belt and when he pulled it out, he was holding a gold ring.

				“Solo-day,” it sounded like he said and then he leaned over it, whispered something. And dammit if Skip didn’t see the ring jump in his hand like popcorn. When it landed there was a muted flash of emerald. Dwensolt bared his impressively healthy-looking teeth in a smile and held the ring out in his palm to Skip.

				“Lemme guess, you want me to put that on?” Skip asked.

				“Pu-dah nah tee-ohve,” he said.

				Skip stared down at the ring, up into Dwensolt’s face and then back down. This better not give me another headache. Skip reached down and picked it up.

				The moment his skin brushed its surface, a hum went through his fingertips, up his hand, followed by a slowly opening blossom of heat radiating from the ring.

				“Now, enforcer of Earth laws,” Dwensolt said in English. “What does ‘crazy bastard’ mean?”

				“Whoa, whoa, now you speak English?”

				“Is that the name of your foul-sounding language? It sounds like the farting of bullfrogs.”

				Skip laughed and it felt good. “Magic ring?”

				“Are all law keepers from your realm as sharp as you?” Dwensolt asked. He leaned in and both of his roving eyes zeroed in on Skip’s. His mirth evaporated and suddenly the old man’s gaze was utterly lucid. Penetrating. “Before this day, Earth was the name of the god who shattered the moon.”

				Skip held Dwensolt’s gaze and pushed against the sides of his fingers with his thumb, cracking them sequentially. “Yeah, well, if it’s any consolation, I’d never even heard of Theia until I met them,” Skip said and then pointed at the Shardyn meditating in the grove. Their conversation had garnered interest.

				“I find that preposterously difficult to believe,” Dwensolt said in a voice that rolled in his throat like a sailboat on waves. And then his focus diverged, and Skip was forced to choose which eye to follow. He went with the left.

				“Well, it’s the truth.”

				“I do not doubt your word, Master Skrip, but a realm where magic does not exist is unfathomable to me—how do people stay fastened to the ground? By what power does the world spin or the stars stay in the sky? There is much I would like to discuss with you, lawman of Earth, but first there are other matters to attend to.” He froze and his eyes went still, like he was listening to something only he could hear. He smacked his lips.

				“What is it?” Skip asked, hand reflexively going to the handle of his revolver under his armpit.

				Without another word Dwensolt turned and dashed off toward the cellar of his crooked house. Skip looked around to see if anybody else had just seen that and caught Amanda’s eye. She stood, smacked grass off her butt and headed over to him.

				“What was that all about?” she asked when she reached him. Even from out here they could hear him rummaging inside, the clatter of junk being moved, followed by the occasional muttered curse.

				“I don’t know but I think Crazy-eyes might have a couple of spark plugs out in his noggin.”

				“You’re just figuring that out?”

				Dwensolt kicked open the back door of his cellar and bounded up the stairs with a decanter and a handful of crystal goblets trimmed in gold and encrusted with chips of jade. He then looked around for a place to set them, saw there was none, pointed at two shrubs—which immediately came to life, twisting and contorting until they were flat surfaces of woven branches, bark and grass—and set down the goblets. “Drink!” he said and dashed back into the house.

				They looked at each other. The Shardyn stirred from their circle.

				“I’m kinda thirsty,” Skip volunteered, eyeballing what looked like wine inside the decanter. “How ’bout you?” He took the top off the decanter and gave it a little sniff.

				Mmmmm. It was wine, all right. Light and fresh. Skip sniffed again and imagined he smelled hints of raspberry and toasted vanilla.

				Something moved in the back of Amanda’s eyes. “Maybe a sip,” she said with a shrug.

				Skip poured her a full glass. One sip, my ass, he thought and poured himself one as well.

				A moment later Dwensolt re-kicked open his door, but this time, he wedged it. Proud of his ingenuity he raced up the cellar stairs, holding a silver tray brimming with blackberries, a wheel of cheese, purple grapes the size of plums and a jar of honey.

				“Don’t just stand there like a gorgon’s prey,” Dwensolt barked at Amanda. “Assist!”

				Amanda looked at him inquisitively and then at Skip.

				“Dwensolt, she has no idea what you’re saying.”

				“Bah.” He jammed his hand into his pouch, scowled as he came up empty, pried one of his own rings off his right hand, barked a spidery syllable at it, where it jumped in his hand just like the other one had—Skip was glad for another witness—and then he was shoving it at her. He motioned his hand impatiently for her to put it on. “Quicker!” The moment she did he was giving her orders. “Come, do you know how to spit a boar?” He turned toward the others. “You, too, Shardyn women, quicker! There are tasks to be had!”

				“That’s what I’m talking about,” Skip said with a smirk.

				“Don’t even think about slacking,” Amanda said to him, narrowing her eyes before following the Druid into his home. A minute later she emerged with three more wheels of cheese under her arm and a stack of wooden plates in the other.

				“You’re a natural table-setter.”

				“I’m warning you, Skip...”

				With a laugh, Skip made his way down the stairs to the cellar. Why start a fight with the only normal Earth person on this whole world? Besides, there was something centering about performing mundane chores. Something normal about it. He helped Tarsidion carry out three tables from inside, found himself julienning a bowl of wild onions and purple mushrooms with a bone-handled knife, while the unmistakable fragrance of baking bread filled his nostrils. His mouth watered.

				When twilight fell, only a half hour later, dozens of small spheres of green and gold lit up, glowing atop the various posts adorning Dwensolt’s extensive grounds. The ambiance was warm and soft, the type of light that made even the ugliest things beautiful somehow.

				Soon, the oppression of vanquished spirits and eviscerated morale gave way to the strange mix of serenity and Dwensolt’s bustling. Gavin had relieved Amanda of boar-spitting duty and it was now roasting mouth-wateringly over a medium fire. Every time Dwensolt came out he was carrying something to eat or drink. On one table was a bowl of orange-brown mushroom caps with stems that looked like spaghetti, bean pods the color of limes, three gutted trout-looking fish, creamy cheese wheels veined with blue, seven different bottles of wine and a bunch of other stuff.

				It just kept coming. Food, drink, more food and more drink.

				Once the last vestige of the day had dissipated and the world beyond the gardens was dark, Dwensolt looked up, cleared his voice and then began to chant. His voice, low and hypnotic, mixed with the gentle tinkle of the windchimes and bells wrapped around certain branches and then disappeared in a sudden breeze. When the air became still again, a haunting flute began to pipe from the forest beyond. It was joined by some sort of wind pipe and a few moments later a dulcet, angelic voice joined them.

				“A feast without music is like mead without honey,” Dwensolt said to Skip conspiratorially.

				“Indeed, good Druid, indeed. High-five,” Skip said holding up his hand. Dwensolt stared at him as if he’d just farted at a funeral. “It’s all right, hit my hand.” Nothing. “Amanda?”

				Amanda stepped up and gave Skip a good one.

				“Hoo-ya,” he said with a hard nod.

				Dwensolt merely shook his head and muttered something about insults in rock D’worf.

				By the time they ate, Skip could have eaten a moose. He feasted on sizzling strips of boar smothered in blackberry chutney with a hint of spice, crunched into fresh bread that steamed after every bite and devoured a whole bushel of those jellyfish-looking mushrooms, alongside a hearty serving of sliced potatoes lathered in wild honey and sage. He was sure to swallow it down with a mighty fine assortment of wine. It was fun to try and match it to something similar he might have had on Earth, but they were all different.

				And delicious.

				Bright, crisp aromatic whites that paired with the fruit, softer golds they drank with slices of the crumbly, blue-veined cheeses and a hearty, oaky red to complement the boar.

				It didn’t take long for Skip to get drunk. Not long for any of them. Except for Donovan, of course. Mr. Shades was doing his regular creepy thing, watching from afar.

				“High fiiiiiive!” Skip yelled to Dwensolt for the seventh time.

				“Foo-ya!” Dwensolt yelled back as their hands slapped loudly. The two of them laughed uproariously before tossing back what remained in their glass.

				“You’re a cool cat, Dwensolt.”

				“And yet again I find your manner of speech completely baffling,” Dwensolt said, swaying as he sat. “You are a strange man, master Skrip, but I suspect a good one.”

				“I’d like to make a toast,” Gavin said while standing on a rock. His eyes were glassy and swollen. He teetered ever so slightly and stood a good ten seconds before speaking. “To the fallen,” he said in a strong voice that wavered with emotion. He held up his goblet high.

				“To the fallen,” they repeated and raised their glasses, each staring at memories only they could see.

				“To new friends,” Skip said before he knew what he was doing.

				“To new friends,” they repeated and once again all drank.

				There was a small pause and then Tarsidion stepped forward. “To victory,” he rumbled, and this time everyone yelled it. “To victory!” Tarsidion stood there and soaked it up, grim-faced but proud.

				“To rebuilding,” Donovan rasped, and even the music in the forest stopped. Skip hadn’t heard a peep out of him all night. All eyes went to the young stranger who stood by himself, apart from the rest on the other side of the table and even now, was wearing his Aviators.

				“To rebuilding what?” Gavin asked.

				Donovan looked at him, the glow of a nearby sphere of golden light reflecting in his red sunglasses. “Everything.”

				His smile could have spooked a shark.

				He was the only one who drank.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				“Awaken, Sur Stavengre! The sun has found its way over the World Ridge, behold!”

				Gavin cracked open his eyes and stifled a groan as bright-eyed and bushy-haired Dwensolt stood over him. He was pointing through a window at the mountains in the distance, a leather pouch bursting at the seams slung over his shoulder, face brimming with smiles.

				“Breakfast awaits. Refresh yourselves at once and prepare,” Dwensolt continued with far too much vigor. He rubbed his hands together. “From this moment on I shall be a scribe as well, detailing the events of the Return of the Seven Apprentices and the final victory over the Drynn! Come quickly. The day awaits.” At that, Dwensolt disappeared down the stairs, his off-key voice lilting into a song that followed him outside the door and into the grounds.

				“He’s way loud,” Amanda observed and plopped her head back onto her pillow. In seconds she was sleeping again. She’d always needed a snooze button.

				Gavin massaged his face and sniffed, taking an inventory with bleary eyes. It had been a long time since he’d had been hung over. Usually he had more sense but last night, yesterday...was a soul-shaker. A day of mourning.

				Today, however, was a new day.

				How had they gotten here, anyway? Their quarters were cozy if not unorthodox. In the back of Dwensolt’s grounds was a temple, overgrown with vines and ivy but well-built (which led Gavin to believe that Dwensolt had nothing to do with its construction) and heavily protected by a platoon of thorn-shooting shrubbery. They were on the second floor, in what Gavin could only guess was a meditation room. A small basin on the west wall gurgled soothingly between two large ferns with leaves so thick a wall was formed. Bathroom.

				“C’mon, babe, rise and shine,” Gavin said gently and wiped a lock of hair off her cheek.

				“Mmm, five more minutes,” she mumbled and turned over onto her shoulder.

				He caught Cirena staring at him but she looked away quickly, found something interesting outside the window. He pretended he hadn’t caught her. Tarsidion was already stretching his long, heavily muscled arms above him, and Noah was sitting with her legs crisscrossed, the same green book she’d always had opened on her lap as she mouthed her daily devotionals.

				“Is it me or does last night feel like a dream?” Skip wondered aloud in a sleepy, croaky voice, fingers laced behind his head.

				“It’s you,” Cirena said and stood, which had the effect of a Taser gun on Skip. She wasn’t wearing any armor. None of them were. Her long, firm, shapely legs seemed to go straight up to her chin. She gave Skip a don’t-even-think-about it glance, hooked Gavin’s attention with a dreamy-eyed coy little smirk and then padded toward the basin murmuring by the wall and slipped behind the ferns.

				“You have some drool on your chin,” Noah remarked without looking up from her book.

				“It happens,” he said and exhaled slowly.

				Amanda had begun to snore quietly.

				“Dawdling knights!” Dwensolt’s voice drifted from the courtyard. “Your fare grows cold! Must I send the Krakenwood to fetch you? Quicker!”

				“C’mon, Amanda, up and at ‘em. Unless you want Dwensolt to make good on his threats.”

				With a dramatic groan Amanda sat up and smacked her lips sleepily. “Why didn’t you tell me to hydrate last night?” she asked, holding her head in her hands.

				“Bet my headache’s worse than yours.”

				“Couldn’t you just twinkle your nose and heal us? Because that would be awesome.”

				Gavin answered by offering his hand.

				She regarded it through squinty eyes. “Couldn’t you?” she persisted.

				“I could,” he said, hauling her up. “But the next time it would be harder to heal you and less effective, the time after that even more so.”

				“Really?” Some of the pain cleared from her eyes. “Like building a tolerance to penicillin?”

				Gavin smiled. “Exactly. And who said I loved you just for your body?”

				“I guess that sort of makes sense,” she said. “How about you? How much of a tolerance have you built up?”

				Gavin laughed. “It would take an Arch Druid just to clear up a stuffy nose. I’m afraid my days of healings are about done.”

				Cirena returned from the fountain. The two girls looked each other up and down as only women could and then moved past each other.

				Skip chuckled.

				“Something funny, officer?” Amanda asked.

				“Hell yeah,” he said with a smile.

				A thorn the size of a steak knife thudded into the wall, a piece of parchment pierced through the middle. Quicker! It read scrawled in red ink.

				Both Gavin and Skip looked out the window and saw Dwensolt raise his arms in exasperation. He pointed at a table heaped with food.

				“Why do I get the feeling he’s coming with us?” Skip said.

				“It does look that way, doesn’t it?”

				By the time they got down, Dwensolt was fuming, tapping his foot and glaring. There had been another two pieces of parchment with warnings scrawled into them.

				He pointed to the table. “Eat,” he grunted. On one table was a brown ceramic bowl filled with steaming water, bobbing with poached quail eggs, beside small loaves of buttered blackbread crumbled with bacon lardon, fresh fruit and wine glasses filled with juice.

				“Note to self. Druids rock breakfast,” Skip said and went for the other table, heaped with clusters of juicy raspberries, sprigs of mint and honeyed crepes.

				Gavin hadn’t planned to eat, still queasy from last night’s wine, but he didn’t particularly feel like agitating their host any more than he was. He dug in.

				“Enough!” Dwensolt said after five minutes of impatient nibbling at his plate. They all looked at him, some with full mouths, others in midbite. “Come, come, come, dawdlers, there is something you must see. Quicker!” At that he bounded away deeper into the gardens, his staff leading the way.

				“Did he say if he was coming with us or not?” Skip asked, leaning in to Gavin.

				“No. But what better guide through the wilds of Theia than a Druid?”

				“I was afraid you might say that.”

				The spring in Dwensolt’s step was contagious, despite Gavin’s hangover. His hope was a long shot, a mere tickle in the gut, but Gavin could feel what was about to happen. He gnawed on his thumbnail. C’mon Dwensolt, don’t let me down. Following the Druid through the dewy grass, he held his breath and played along. None of the others had a clue.

				Dwensolt stopped in a small field toward the back of his grounds.

				“Wait here, and for the love of all things sacred, do not move! I don’t want you scaring them away.”

				“Scare what away?” Noah asked.

				“You’ll see! You’ll see!” His earlier crotchety irritation had been replaced with a gleam. Quickly, almost breathlessly, Dwensolt dashed across the field toward the green stone tower standing in the middle of it.

				It wasn’t a big tower as they went, more of an overlook than anything else, but it was a good thirty feet up. They watched Dwensolt sprint faster than any old man had a right to, climb the stairs that spiraled around the tower’s neck, disappear into a single door only to reappear a second later on top, staff in hand. He glanced down, flashed them an excited wink and an exaggerated glower not to move, and then faced the sky.

				“I’m kinda curious,” Skip offered.

				Dwensolt closed his eyes, took a breath and chanted into the wind. Even from the fifty-foot distance, Gavin could feel the electric, herbal scent of magic pooling around them. A long, vacillating whistle emerged from Dwensolt’s mouth, impossibly loud, and was whipped away from a gale that came from behind them.

				Seconds ticked past into a minute. And then another minute. Dwensolt faced the sky with the confidence of a fisherman awaiting the tide. More minutes went past, marked by the calls of birds.

				And then Gavin saw them. Spots at first, but they began to take shape the closer they got. Feathered wings, manes of hair and hooves...

				Amanda grabbed his arm. “Oh my God, Gavin, are those what I think they are? Are those what I think they are?”

				Yup. They sure were. He’d seen a small herd of them on his little astral projection the other night.

				“What was it you said the other day, Skip?” Gavin asked the slack-jawed chief of police whose eyes were stapled to the horizon. Even Donovan stared.

				“Refresh me,” Skip said without moving his head.

				“It went something like...‘keep your pantyhose on.’”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				There were five of them. Five of the most gorgeous, magnificent creatures Amanda had ever imagined standing in front of her, all rippling muscles and blowing manes.

				And wings.

				Pegasi.

				The three mares were silver, flecked with deep purple that matched their hooves and the long hair of their fetlocks. They were enormous, too, at least seventeen hands, maybe eighteen. The other two were even bigger...stallions.

				I don’t know if this makes it all worth it, but it sure is a great start.

				The first of the two stallions was a brilliant, vibrant turquoise closer to green than blue, with a head and legs as black as obsidian. He folded his wings, which were white like all of their wings, and watched with eyes that were wiser than any horse’s.

				The last, and yes, most impressive was a gigantic golden ivory stallion behemoth. Twenty hands at least. He nickered powerfully and put his head into Dwensolt’s hand, who had rejoined them from the tower.

				“Yes, mighty Bronwyn, you came when I called, and for that I am grateful.” Dwensolt scratched his hair affectionately.

				The five Pegasi stood in regal splendor and appraised the assembled before them.

				“They will take us as far as the footcrags to the Ridge but no farther. Beyond that the skies are ruled by fire-drakes and gryphons.”

				Amanda heard his words but they were far away. If only she had a camera, or an apple...

				“Can I touch one?” she blurted. She looked around briefly to see if she were the only one who was so affected. She was. Everyone was awed, but nothing close to Amanda.

				“Approach slowly and hold your hand open to him,” Dwensolt said. “If he approves, he will allow your touch. If not, step away. Do you understand, Amanda Kasey?”

				“I understand,” she said, feeling like she was in a trance. There were butterflies racing in circles around her belly. At his nod, Amanda approached, heart pounding, and held up her hand to the golden Pegasus. He sniffed her palm with hot breath that tickled her skin and nickered softly. He lowered his head to her. Trembling, she glided her fingers over his powerful neck and into the luxuriant mane of hair that hung like coarse silk from the crest of his neck. He pressed his head into her hand.

				“You may breathe,” Dwensolt said with a grin. “Bronwyn approves.”

				Amanda smiled back and swallowed, self-conscious in the spotlight but unwilling to step away. He smelled like heaven—sunshine, fresh air and horse-musk—but it was his wings that were the most glorious. Each feather the size of her hand—

				“Do not touch his wings,” Dwensolt warned, and she stopped immediately.

				“Still think it was a waste of time?” she heard Gavin ask Donovan.

				Donovan, who observed with the cold dispassion of a security camera, said nothing. The turquoise Pegasus watched Donovan with black eyes filled with suspicion.

				“The only men ever to ride on the backs of steeds such as these were the old kings of the Southern March,” Dwensolt said solemnly. “And it has been half an age since it fell. It is only on the word of the Guardian of the White Forest that they come. They do not trust men with dark hearts.” Dwensolt pointed at Donovan. “And you, stranger, bear the markings of night.”

				“He does not understand your words, Dwensolt,” Gavin said.

				“Oh, I understand him just fine,” Donovan rasped in English to Gavin. “And you can tell that crazy fuck he won’t have to deal with any darkness as long as he stays out of my way.”

				Dwensolt’s eyes flared, but Gavin stopped him with his hand and fixed Donovan with a glare. “We could leave you right here, you know.”

				“And abandon your girl?” Donovan asked. “I think not.”

				“We could take her from you,” Tarsidion said and rested his hand on his hilt.

				“Then you’d better be prepared to die,” Donovan responded, swiveling his head to Tarsidion like a turret.

				Bronwyn snorted dangerously and stomped the ground with his massive hoof. Amanda skittered back with a yelp. The other winged horses did the same, stomping and shaking their heads as if there were flies in their ears.

				“There will be no violence here,” Dwensolt snapped. “I can speak for you, Shardyn, for your woman and the champion you bring from Earth, but I will not speak for the man with the hidden eyes.”

				“Then I will,” Gavin said.

				Everybody looked at him, even Donovan.

				“Where we go, he goes.”

				I love you so much, baby.

				Dwensolt stared, Gavin stared, everybody stared, even the Pegasi. A galaxy could have been born and died by the time Dwensolt spoke up.

				“So be it, but it is only on the honor of a Knight of the Shard that you are bequeathed such an honor.” He finished his sentence by stabbing his finger at Donovan’s face. When he apparently felt his ire had been satisfactorily conveyed, Dwensolt turned and fixed the rest of them with a wide-eyed gaze, stern warning forgotten. “We begin this most perilous of quests, my new friends,” he said in a hushed whisper, “atop the steeds of the kings of old!” He looked at the mountains looming on the horizon, pointing dramatically. “To the Pass of Almitra!”

				* * *

				Donovan was a bastard. It only became clear to Gavin that Donovan had never ridden a horse at the end, when everyone was mounted up.

				“What’s wrong?” Amanda asked Donovan, arms encircled around Gavin’s armored waist. “Don’t you know how to ride?” There was just enough derision in her question to put Gavin on guard.

				“No,” Donovan answered dispassionately. “There was never a need to acquire the skill.”

				He had his own Pegasus; Gavin was paired up with Amanda, Tarsy with Cirena and Noah with Skip.

				“Why does he linger?” Dwensolt demanded, staff in hand, bushy eyebrows joined over his nose.

				Donovan ignored the Druid. “And since you, Amanda my servant, do know how to ride, I will ride with you and learn.”

				“I’m riding right here,” she answered from behind Gavin.

				Damn right, she is.

				“No. You are riding with me. Or not at all.”

				Amanda’s arms tightened around Gavin’s waist. Once again, that slight, imperious, infuriatingly condescending smirk pulled at Donovan’s lips. I think we might just have to settle things right now, Donovan, Gavin thought. He could see his own deadpan expression splashing off the red lenses of Donovan’s Aviators. Donovan’s smirk widened. Just try it, it said.

				The Pegasus mare beneath him whinnied and Amanda leaned forward, putting her mouth to Gavin’s ear. “Now’s not the time.”

				I know that. And still he was contemplating putting a lightning bolt right through Donovan’s face. All right, maybe not his face; death might be a bit heavy-handed, but how about his legs? As quick as a snap of electricity Gavin could have Donovan writhing on the ground—immobilized and in agony.

				And then they could just leave. Cause and effect.

				Amanda made his decision for him. She slid off the mare with a sigh and stood beside Donovan. “Does being such a jerk come naturally to you, Donovan, or is it something you’ve practiced every day of your life?”

				Gavin’s feet were bouncing against the Pegasus’s sides, which she didn’t seem to appreciate.

				“Both,” Donovan said. “Now mount. We have a world to save.”

				Gavin’s lips were drawn so tightly against his teeth, blood was going to start squirting out. Donovan’s imperious smile remained. We’ll see who’s smirking when we settle up, asshole.

				* * *

				Amanda was only too conscious of Donovan’s arms around her. Yes, they were hard and leaked a constant current of heat, but every time the Pegasus flapped its wings—which was pretty often, considering they’d been flying for hours—the tops of his hands would brush against the bottom of her breasts.

				It was driving her crazy but every time she adjusted herself within a couple of flaps his hands were right back where they’d been. The worst part of it was that some sick part of her took comfort by his presence. The mountains in front of them were like nothing she’d ever seen—a wall of otherworldly giants drawing them in like a mouth to some cosmic monster. Her dread was at least partially dispelled by Donovan’s presence and it really came down to one thing. He always won.

				It was a good quality to have when going against the Lord of the Underworld or, as it turned out, the Necromancer.

				The Lord of Death.

				* * *

				Skip had done a lot of crazy shit in his life, but flying across a new world Pegasus-back definitely took the chimichanga. With arms wrapped snugly around Noah’s plate and chain-mailed waist, Skip was lulled into a euphoric daze by the constant rhythm of the pumping wings of their majestic Pegasus and the onrush of pristine air.

				He should have been cold this high up, but not only did Shardyn cloaks provide missile-stopping protection, they also—as Noah had put it with that cute little smile of hers—had temperature control. As long as that wonderful piece of fabric was touching Skip’s body he was filled with a never-ending current of warmth. Go Shardyn.

				Pegasi, it seemed, were no different from avians when it came to flying. Like a flight of Canadian geese or U.S. F-16s, they flew in V formation with Dwensolt at the point, staff in hand, wild hair streaming behind. Skip imagined Moses might have looked similar standing at the Red Sea with the Egyptians at his back.

				Behind Dwensolt on his left was Donovan and Amanda. Just thinking about that little scene had Skip shaking his head; he’d thought for sure Gavin was gonna fry Donnie-boy right there. How he’d refrained was a testament to Gavin’s character, because Skip wasn’t sure he could have done that. He probably would have had to pistol whip the spooky bastard a couple of times with his Python. The nerve.

				Behind Donovan and Amanda came Tarsidion and Cirena, both on the massive turquoise stallion—they looked about as close to gods as you could get, both cinematically poised, cloaks flying behind them, blue armor shining in the sun. And right across from them to finish off the left flank of the V were Skip and Noah.

				This is the way we save the world, save the world, save the world, this is the way we save the world, early in the morning...

				Noah tapped his face with the back of her knuckles and pointed below. Some things overlapped on Theia and Earth—gravity, trees, the ground, things like that. Others...not so much.

				“What are they?” he yelled into the wind. They looked like hawks with long trailing tails, similar to manta rays, but with plumage like parrots—vibrant and colorful. There must have been a hundred of them.

				“Swallowtailed Falcons. Beautiful but deadly,” Noah yelled back.

				Their mare watched them warily and only relaxed when the flock was little more than a smear in the air. He saw a couple of flying snakes with bat-like wings (don’t see that every day), a thousand-foot waterfall that broke into three streams, which shimmered like rainbows as they crashed into pools, cloud formations that looked like the sketchbook of God and so many other fantastical things that eventually Skip’s head went numb.

				A person could only take so much splendor.

				The only thing that really perked him up was when she pointed to a swath of forest sculpted into a stretch of open grassland in the unmistakable shape of flames.

				“It looks like fire!” They were as precise as crop circles, but more...artistic.

				“Elverai, most likely,” she called back.

				“What the hell’s an Elverai?” he shouted back. The wind pounded at his ears.

				“Elves!”

				Of course there were Elves here. That had been his next guess. “We talking Keebler Elves here? Santa’s helpers?”

				“One of these days that mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble,” Noah said.

				Skip laughed, felt a tear get ripped from his eyes by the wind. “Too late.”

				The flame-shaped woodlands went on for a couple of miles but gradually gave way to open grassland splashed with the pastels of blooming wildflowers. There were small lakes as blue as the sky, tree-sprinkled knolls, crescents of meadows threaded with mist—Skip was getting a bird’s eye view of the land of fairytales.

				Then came the hills. Broad but not particularly high, they rolled on for as far as the eye could see, foothills in the march to the wall of peaks looming on the horizon. Smaller ridges bulged from between them like ripples within waves, crossed with the occasional cluster of stunted trees.

				By the time they landed seven or so hours later, his body was a tangled mess of numbed nerves. Pegasus riding—spectacular as it was—was not butt-friendly. A saddle would have been welcome.

				“How much farther, Dwensolt?” Skip asked, rubbing his rump while stretching his calves.

				“Can you not see with your own eyes? We are barely halfway there. Mill about, companions, stretch your cramped muscles while our noble steeds forage.” Dwensolt finished his sentence by giving Bronwyn a good clap on his shoulder, which was answered with a whicker.

				Gavin went right over to Amanda, who was blue-lipped from the altitude, took off his cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders, all the while smoldering deadfaced at Donovan.

				Their surroundings were as plain as he’d seen here on Theia, normal knee-high grass, a small stream from which their mounts eagerly drank, a couple of thin trees that reminded Skip of sycamores growing close to the water and open, rolling hills that seemed to go on forever.

				It felt nice not having a thirty-pound rifle on his back. Before they’d left, Dwensolt had laid out a tarp-sized square of brown linen inscribed with some sort of green writing—runes—according to Skip’s ever-expanding arsenal of new concepts and terminologies. Once spread out, Dwensolt had instructed them to put everything they didn’t need to carry into the middle of the tarp. After a little cajoling, they’d put all four camping racks, the olive and green drag-bag that housed his Bronto-Killer, their black duffel bags with gold and seeds and anything else not critical. Once done, humming, Dwensolt had folded each corner of the tarp into the center until all corners met over their gear like a dumpling, pulled out a cord of rope with gold and green ribbons woven into the fibers, poked it through the narrow slits cut into the tarp apparently just for this reason and, once done, he pulled the rope tightly. Each time he pulled, the dumpling got smaller and smaller until it was no bigger than a woman’s purse.

				With a wink, Dwensolt had tossed the package to a thoroughly impressed Gavin. “I do not like to be encumbered,” Dwensolt had said. He’d then handed two more empty ones to Cirena and Noah, though these were rolled like scrolls with green and gold tassels. “For treasure,” he’d added with bright eyes.

				Skip liked the way the man thought.

				Out of habit Skip checked his gear, which consisted of his Python (he gave the cylinder a nice little spin, appreciating the familiar rapid clicking), tapped his watch and tried not to think about what was going on back home. Tried not to think about who he’d left behind. In a lot of ways it was good to have so much impending doom around him; it made it easier for him to justify his decision to have come in the first place.

				“Penny for your thoughts?” Noah asked.

				He turned. Her face was flushed, cheeks still rosy from the wind of their flight. Of the four, she’d rebounded the quickest.

				“Just one penny?” Skip asked. “You’re cheap.”

				Noah’s smiles were always great—sunny, genuine but a bit cryptic as well, slightly wry. Skippy likie. “All right then, how about if you share your thoughts I’ll let you ride in the front for the next stretch.”

				“Feeling a little generous, Noah?” Skip asked. “Deal.” Skip was a driver, not a passenger. “No disrespect, but why do you care?”

				“Why wouldn’t I?” she asked. Her eyes got big with the question, almost indignant.

				“I dunno. Just seems as if you’ve got bigger fish to fry than my emotions.”

				“And what makes you think I can’t fry big fish and little fish?” she asked, only one of her eyebrows arcing up. “Now tell me what you’re thinking. I’m curious to know if you are as disoriented as I was when I came to Earth.”

				“Probably not,” Skip said. “I have the benefit of coming from a world of movies with kick-ass special effects.”

				Noah gave a shrug. “Indeed. And yet, seeing them up close, feeling and smelling them is quite different from imagining them. I saw your face when you saw that Sylph.”

				Skip thought back to that moment by the river and raised his eyebrows. “It was pretty wild.”

				“What else?”

				“What else what?”

				“What else are you thinking.”

				Skip took a seat in the grass. “I guess I was just wondering what was going on back home. Who’s filing the report.”

				“About what happened at the Bastion?”

				“Among other things. Also, if I’m not mistaken, today would be Monday afternoon and I’d have one—” he inspected a sky that was slowly becoming familiar to him, “—maybe two more hours before I’d head home, stop off at Whitney’s to grab a couple of chops and a six pack of Sammy, and get ready for the game. This week was Philly, Tampa Bay in Philly. Of course, if a hundred and thirty-nine years have passed here when you thought it was only seventeen...” He tried to do the math but failed. “Who knows what day it really is there?” He shook out his head. “That’s like five dollars worth of thoughts, by the way.”

				“What else?” she asked.

				“That’s it,” Skip answered in a reasonably believable tone. Noah’s placid eyes seemed to say, yeah right.

				“Are you sure? Because there’s something you haven’t asked me, Skip. Or any of us for that matter.”

				“Like what?”

				“Like whether or not you’ll ever be able to go home.”

				Skip tried to play it off, but Noah wasn’t just some mindless idiot. She saw. “I figured I’d cross that bridge when I got there.”

				Before she could respond, an explosion of flapping wings detonated from a copse of trees not fifteen feet away and a gaggle of large, vulturish birds cawed at the air. Hands flew to hilts and grips, and Dwensolt’s staff burst into golden light. The Pegasi’s ears were pinned to their head, nostrils flaring as they snorted.

				“Perhaps we should not dawdle here,” Dwensolt said, mounting his golden steed with the ease of a twenty year old. “We are well beyond the borders of the White Forest. Who knows what darkness awaits?”

				* * *

				The mountains were growing larger. Back at Dwensolt’s garden, the concept of traversing the Pass of Almitra had merely been intellectually terrifying to Gavin. Now that the World Ridge dominated all senses and loomed before them like God’s Wall, Gavin was getting a bit of experiential terror to go along with the intellectual.

				He could see massive outcroppings of jutting granite, swaths of gaunt pines and gorse-clad slopes below them, haunted with hollows creeping with mist.

				And these were just the foothills. No wonder nobody ever passed that thing.

				“I don’t think Amanda approves of us riding together,” Cirena purred from behind him.

				Gavin glanced at his fiancée. No, Amanda definitely did not. Every couple of minutes she’d turn and give Cirena a little glare through her wind-whipped hair.

				Since Tarsidion and Cirena were the largest of their band, they’d decided to give their turquoise stallion a break from double weight. Which of course left Gavin, who’d been riding alone.

				“I think you’re right,” he answered back, working a kink out of his shoulder. Under different circumstances perhaps he might have been moderately concerned. However, approaching a haunted pass that had divided the world since the dawn of time had his mind on other matters.

				“I know I’m right,” she whispered in his ear, which sent an involuntary tremble right through the backs of his legs. He could feel her smirk.

				“You be good, you.”

				“What?” she asked innocently.

				Gavin glanced over at Amanda. She was watching. “You trying to get me killed?”

				“By her? Please.”

				“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

				“It means—”

				A flock of garishly colored geese broke formation in a protest of angry honks as the Pegasi flew through them. The quill of a magenta and marine feather thumped against his breast plate and then whipped past his ear.

				“It means, what do you see in her, Stavengre?”

				Ah-ha. So there it was. “Didn’t we have this conversation?” he asked.

				“We began it, but as I recall, you deftly changed topics.”

				“No, we were going to talk about it over a glass of wine and never made it because—you know, I bet it was Donovan I was feeling that night.”

				It seemed like a lifetime ago but Gavin could still recall that slight pressure at the edges of his awareness. Now that he thought about it, Donovan’s Black Dodge Challenger had indeed been parked down the street that night. He just hadn’t known it was Donovan’s yet.

				“You’re right,” she said, her words filled with sudden understanding. At equal speeds, the two of them turned and saw Donovan staring back at them as if he knew what they were thinking.

				“Is it me or is he one creepy bastard?”

				“It’s not you,” she said. “I don’t trust him and I don’t like him. If it comes to it, Stavengre, and he threatens our cause...I’ll kill him. Even if you won’t. The stakes are too high.”

				It was hard to be certain because of his sunglasses and the constant swells of the Pegasus’s flying body and rushing wind but the slight incline of Donovan’s chin made it seem as if he’d heard her. A challenge. A dare. Donovan leaned over, whispered something into Amanda’s ear and then she too stared at Gavin and Cirena with a smile that was an alien on her face—forced and contrived. As if he’d just ordered her to. Yes. He could see it now. She was afraid of him.

				“I’m sure I’ll beat you to it, Cirena.”

				Four hours later, and the mountains had grown. The air was heavier here. Colder. Every once in a while he’d pat their steed affectionately, run his hand down the soft coarseness of her mane and try to calm the occasional nervous whinny that would come from her. They didn’t like being this close and for good reason. In the distance, they could see the first of several winged silhouettes against the setting sun reflecting off the mountains. Gryphons.

				As fierce and noble as these Pegasi were, they wouldn’t stand a chance against a Gryphon. Pound for pound, there was nothing in the world more deadly than the half lion, half eagle terrors that ruled the skies. As if to make his point, their winged steeds immediately began their descent. Four minutes later they were on the ground on a bare patch of broken stone and brittle straw-colored grass.

				“This is as far as our steeds will carry us,” Dwensolt said, dismounting Bronwyn with casual ease. He then surveyed the land around them with squinted eyes and sniffing nostrils. “Beyond this fell and track of forest, the skies belong only to the gryphons and fire-drakes.”

				Gavin couldn’t hear a single bird or insect.

				“Is it always so quiet here?” Skip asked.

				“The land watches,” Dwensolt answered and looked profoundly around them. “We are within a day’s march of the Pass of Almitra. Who knows what sorts of creatures walk these twisted lands?”

				I’d really rather not find out, Gavin thought and slid off his mare. Cirena dismounted right behind him, and together they landed in front of Donovan. No words were exchanged.

				Once free of their riders, the Pegasai gathered around Dwensolt with pricked ears and nervous whickers.

				“Thank you, friend,” Dwensolt said while scratching behind the ear of the enormous ivory stallion.

				Amanda fearlessly hugged her mare she’d named Silverfleck and was rewarded with a quiver of the creature’s wings. A single white pinion floated down, and Gavin plucked it gently from the air, handing it to Amanda. She beamed a smile, smelled it like a flower and threw her arms again around their mare, who accepted with a happy nicker.

				“I’ll always remember you,” she cooed.

				Gavin bowed his head in deep appreciation. The feather from a Pegasus was considered very good luck by the Druids, a coveted spell component by the Wizards, a mark of majesty by the scions and aristocracy of all the marches, but most importantly it was a badge of friendship and would be looked upon kindly by the suspicious races of the woodlands.

				Once they got to the other side of the Pass, of course.

				Before they left, Bronwyn snorted and clopped his heavy hoof, pointing with his nose at four deep furrows slashed in the bark of a nearby beech tree. A grizzly bear’s marks would have been half as large, and in silence they all took note of the pulpy sap oozing from the wounds. Gavin noted the subtle flares of Donovan’s nose and smelled something as well; there was a distinct, acrid bite to the scent of Gryphon piss, as unmistakable as gasoline.

				The five winged horses stood side by side a moment longer before Dwensolt gave Bronwyn one last pet, whispered something only he could hear and then stepped back. With a hearty neigh the ivory stallion launched into the air with a mighty pump of his wings, followed one by one by the others until they were all in the air, flying back in the direction they had come.

				Gavin watched them leave, feeling sad as he always did when saying goodbye forever. Even to animals. When the specks disappeared he turned to his band of heroes. “We break camp here. Tomorrow we cross the world.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				And I thought the Rockies were big.

				Each one of them was a sight to behold, their upper peaks stabbing the gray-cloud belly of the sky.

				“You passed through those mountains?” Skip asked Dwensolt. The night had passed without incident and once again they were trekking through the wilds of Theia, cresting a foothill the size of any Appalachian mountain. Not even a foothill, a pre-foothill.

				“Aye,” Dwensolt replied simply and for once didn’t look crazy. Just old and wizened. They really did look like a ridge, as if the world were the spine of a giant Stegosaurus.

				“How?” Amanda asked. There was enough room for them to walk in any order they wanted and while Gavin took point, the three naturally gravitated toward each other. The trees were smaller here, spaced farther apart and crossed with belt tracks and animal trails.

				“I would prefer not to speak of it,” Dwensolt said, eyes ahead, leading with his staff. Nobody really said much after that.

				In the long silences they could hear what sounded like a distant artillery battle, reminiscent of brooding thunder. By noon the grass had shortened and dulled, while the belts of woodlands that marked their way had been reduced to groves and clusters.

				“Check out that pine tree,” Skip said, pointing to the right. The top of it had been blown right off as if it had been hit with an RPG. It stood like a stake in a pool of splinters, carbon stains and drying petals. “And that one.” Ten feet over was a maple-ish tree that had been snapped in two and overturned—its roots were exposed to the sun. There were more just like it around them, broken, burned and shattered.

				“Smell that?” Gavin said and unsheathed his blade.

				“Death,” Tarsidion said. He too unsheathed his Quaranai. “Efil.” Its blade shot up in a shing and a corona of blue light.

				It was here that Skip got his first look at the legendary, mythical gryphon.

				They were huge, easily the size of a small elephant, with curved eagle’s beaks big enough to sever a man with one strike. The rear of the creatures were completely different—tawny with burgundy speckles and the unmistakable feline build of a giant lion, complete with long tail and a tuft of red fur at the end. The top of this one’s head had been ripped off and there was a hole in its chest.

				“This was the work of no fire-drake.” Tarsidion said. He probed the creature’s wounds with a knife and ignored the flies that buzzed in protest. The gryphon’s eyes squirmed with maggots but they were small; dead fewer than two days.

				“You figure that out all by yourself?” Donovan rasped and went to the other corpse. He almost seemed...curious.

				“What is a fire-drake, anyway?” Amanda asked, rubbing her arms. “Or do I even want to know?”

				“Descendants of dragons the same way alligators are the descendants of dinosaurs,” Gavin answered. “They can fly and breathe narrow columns of fire—a gryphon’s natural enemy—and are about as big as...alligators, actually.”

				“Flying alligators that breathe fire,” Skip said, tasting the concept on his tongue. “No thank you.”

				The other carcass was missing a wing as well as being decapitated, though the head was nearby, also without a brain. No heart either. Its chest had been ripped open, unleashing enough blood to paint a mural on the side of a house.

				“This must be the work of Asmodeous the Pale,” Dwensolt declared.

				Give that man a cigar, Skip thought. The pity he felt was the same he felt for a mountain lion he’d once seen lying dead by the side of a highway. Distant yet poignant. Bad luck, guys. That’s how it goes with the Lord of the Underworld. Hope you got a few licks in.

				After a few moments of somber reflection, they continued forward and left the carcasses behind them like twisted wrecks of metal from a battlefield—abandoned and gutted.

				Artillery rumbled in the distance.

				* * *

				When night approached, fog rolled out of the lower valleys of the World Ridge like shredded tatters, covering the smaller summits of the leading foothills with shadowy vapors. Dusk consisted of a quick, bleak gray and then night slammed down on the world like an angry portcullis.

				In all of his life, in all the things he’d done, Gavin had never felt so small in the face of the leviathans dominating the sky. From within the clouds that blanketed the peaks, light flashed and thunder grumbled, causing a constant roar of reverberating air. It brought him back to his childhood days when his father had told him that thunder was the footsteps of God. Here, as a fully trained, adult Shardyn Knight, Gavin could believe it.

				And then Dwensolt came bearing yet more gifts. Instead of wandering and skulking through what could only be monumentally hostile territory, Dwensolt—endless supplier of pleasant surprises—summoned a blessing.

				At a command, a tiny winged man appeared in front of Dwensolt, dragonfly wings whirring like a humming bird.

				A Sprite?

				“Time to earn your salt, little one,” Dwensolt said. “Venture forth and find a bent white ironwood branded with the mark of the Necromancer—a Black Orchid.”

				Gavin had never actually seen a Sprite before, a couple of Fairies back in the first war, but never a Sprite, had just read about them in texts back at the Academy. He remembered reading a story about a child-eating hag driven to madness by the haunting of an avenging Tree Sprite. They were too fast to grab, could blink out of sight in true invisibility and were wildly intelligent. There was something else he was supposed to be remembering about them but the thought eluded him.

				As tiny as he was, hardly bigger than a hand, the miniature replica of a young man with wings was eerily devoid of fear. His eyes, even in the dark, seemed disconcertingly inhuman.

				“Beyond the white ironwood is a serpentine ravine that winds through the last mountain. Find it. That is the way in to the Pass.”

				“As you command, Master Dwensolt,” the Sprite said and with focus-defying speed zipped off.

				Skip leaned in close to Dwensolt. “Is that type of thing common around here?” he asked.

				Dwensolt fixed Skip with a furrowed eyebrow. “A Druid is always prepared. And keep your voice low, for the love of all things sacred. Be still, be silent and cast no magic.” This last statement he directed at Gavin and his Shardyn. “The dead hear well.”

				That was all the warning they needed. Gavin had all sorts of experience fighting Drynn and some of the less appealing races of the Night Breeds, but he’d never crossed swords with the Undead. He had more experience with that sort of thing from movies back on Earth.

				The eight of them positioned themselves in a tight circle and waited. There was a sense of emptiness here, a feel to the stale wind that dogged their steps and made his belly shrivel—lonely dread.

				Death.

				Donovan sat apart from the rest of them, his long rifle across his thighs. In a twisted sort of way, Gavin found Donovan’s unchanging coldness and dispassionate demeanor somehow comforting. It’s a strange world we live in, eh, Gavvy Boy? he heard Jack’s voice ask in his mind.

				Sure wish you were in on this one, brother. The world could use you. An image of Jack’s funeral pulsed behind Gavin’s eyes, the misshapen outline of his childhood’s face beneath his cloak. No matter how hard he tried to think of happy times, that image was the one that floated on top. And stayed.

				A couple of minutes later, Dwensolt dug through his robes and took out a small green leather book with pages that crinkled like onion skin. He would mumble to himself, pass his gaze over the rest of them and then write away. His quill was a gryphon feather and scratched the air with his rapid, jerky scrawling. He didn’t dip it once in ink.

				“Good thing we ran into him, huh?” Skip asked in an appropriately low voice.

				“Only thing that has gone right so far,” Gavin answered, shaking out Jack’s face.

				“Have you known any other Druids?” Skip asked.

				“A few. During the war, though none anything like him.”

				“What’s the difference between a Druid and Magi, anyway?” Amanda whispered from the right.

				Gavin met her gaze and offered her a little smile. It was too dark for him to be certain she’d returned his smile, but if she was asking questions, that was a good sign. Of course, she might as well have asked him to describe the theory of relativity. “Think of magic as a blend of mathematics and music. Two plus two equals four. Five minus one equals four, a hundred divided by twenty-five equals four—there are many ways that lead to the same answer. Each magical discipline specializes in a certain path. A certain style.”

				“How many disciplines?” Skip asked.

				“Six big ones—Wizardry, Sorcery, Druidism, Witchcraft, Illusionism, Enchanting plus a boatload of subcategories. Druids focus on nature above all—the ways of the forests, the wild magics contained within, alchemy, healing, weather, herbalism, languages and are very harmony-oriented.”

				“Do not forget powerful,” Dwensolt whispered as he continued to scrawl.

				Gavin nodded. “Yes, very powerful, sorry.”

				“You didn’t mention Magi,” Amanda noted.

				Even Dwensolt looked up. Gavin felt his chest tighten. “Magi are a different breed. We don’t need to study for years or collect exotic spell components for our craft. Magic is within us innately. We are magic.”

				“And the Knights of the Shard are the most powerful of Magi—they are their guardians,” Dwensolt said quietly, resuming his writing. “That is why the Wizards hate them so.”

				“I don’t understand, why should the Wizards hate them at all?” Amanda asked.

				It was Noah who answered this time. “Because Magi are more powerful. They are a threat.”

				Before Gavin could elaborate, the Sprite materialized from thick air. “I found it,” his little voice chimed.

				His abrupt appearance made Amanda yelp and though it was just a peep, it echoed in the silence.

				It might as well have been a bullhorn.

				Donovan was by her side in less than a blink. “What the fuck is it going to take for you to learn?” he snapped and backhanded her hard on the shoulder. “Missing teeth?”

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Skip said.

				Gavin’s Quaranai was out and burning at Donovan’s throat in the time it took a person to inhale. Donovan didn’t so much as flinch. Torrents of blood rushed through Gavin’s brain.

				“Touch her again and die, motherfucker,” Gavin said in a growl.

				“Yeah,” Tarsidion rumbled.

				“Yes,” Cirena said. Both of their Quaranais were out and ablaze as well, the cold, lonely wind pouring off their blades, known as Death’s Breath, added to the dread of their surroundings. Noah’s blade was the only one that remained in its scabbard, though her hand rested on the hilt—calm but coiled.

				“I warned you, Amanda,” Donovan said to her, ignoring the pale blue light wafting from Gavin’s Quaranai in his face. It reflected eerily off his sunglasses.

				Amanda’s hand was clapped to her mouth. The Sprite hovered forgotten in front of Dwensolt, his tiny eyes wide, curious and inhumanely shiny.

				“I say we settle this now, Stavengre,” Tarsidion said. “I don’t care to cross Theia’s most dangerous landmark with an enemy at my back.” The giant man adjusted his grip ever so tightly, his jaguar eyes glinting in anticipation. Thunder rumbled beyond the peaks.

				“That would be unwise,” Dwensolt said carefully. He was no longer writing. “We stand at the border of the dead. The land watches. The dead will take note.”

				If they were the last Shardyn Knights left in the world, who would hold him accountable if he killed Donovan right now?

				“Lower your blades, Shardyn,” Dwensolt said again. “To war here is to invite the death that already prowls these lands. Amanda, step to my side.”

				Gavin was too close to detonation to be affected by the humiliated slump of her shoulders, the way she refused to meet his eyes. Even when she stood by Dwensolt’s side she kept her neck in her shoulders, head down.

				“From this moment until we cross to the other side of the Pass, Amanda Kasey shall be under my charge. I will be damned by all the hells if the fate of the world should end by the egos of men. Agreed?” Dwensolt said, looking at Gavin.

				Gavin did not lower his blade. Neither did Tarsidion or Cirena.

				“Stavengre,” Noah said.

				“If you are to receive my aid,” Dwensolt said, “there will be no bloodshed among us. On that you have my word.” He made his point by thunking his staff into the ground.

				And still Gavin didn’t lower his blade. His heart was pounding so hard his vision rattled. He could hear a rushing in his ears. It took another dozen tense seconds for Gavin to finally reel himself in while the cold wind of their Deaths’ Breath mixed with the mist seeping from the cracks of the landscape.

				“Consider yourself warned, Donovan,” Gavin said in quiet voice. “Touch her again and die. Neesh,” he then said and his Quaranai slid into repose. Tarsidion and Cirena followed suit though both were locked onto Donovan like the targeting computer of a missile.

				“Do you agree, Sur Stavengre?” Dwensolt asked.

				“Sure.”

				“Do you agree, dark warrior?” Dwensolt asked.

				Donovan said nothing. Gavin’s simmering anger went right back to a boil. He’d rather hoped Donovan wouldn’t.

				“Do you or don’t you, Donovan?” Tarsidion asked. His long hair fell down his shoulders and blew in the cold, humid breeze.

				Donovan swiveled his head toward Tarsidion. “I don’t know how to break this to you, dipshit, so I’ll use small words. I don’t have the slightest fucking clue as to what he’s talking about because I speak English.”

				Silence.

				Awkward silence, followed by a collective “oh yeah, that’s right” moment. Noah stepped in smoothly and explained the arrangement calmly. Now that his fury was interrupted he was able to compose himself, calm his raging emotions. Lucian would have never come so close. Why aren’t you here, brother? It should be you here. I’m the one who should be dead.

				Gavin caught Amanda’s eye and gave her a forced wink. She didn’t wink back. Instead she looked utterly dejected, so dejected in fact that the Sprite had settled on her shoulder, which was unheard of. Sprites neither liked nor trusted the “giant folk.”

				“So do you agree?” Noah asked when she was done.

				“No,” Donovan said.

				“Oh, for the love of God, why not?” Skip asked in exasperation before Gavin could amputate his head.

				“I’ll need something more.”

				“Like what?”

				Donovan turned to Gavin. “A blade.”

				“What?” Gavin demanded.

				“In that contraption the Druid carries that holds your gear, I saw you put a katana in it. I want it.”

				“You think I’m just going to give you my sword?”

				“You will give me that blade for the duration of our trek through the pass and I will yield my authority over Amanda to this...crazy-ass fuck. When we get to the other side of the pass I will give it back to you and reclaim my authority over Amanda.”

				Finally Amanda showed a spark. A glint of resentment across her eyes.

				“That is how this is going to go.”

				Don’t you realize that if I wanted to I could point and light you on fire and there wouldn’t be a damn thing you could do about it, you piece of shit?

				Donovan just smiled.

				“Dwensolt, would you kindly hand me our supplies?” Gavin asked in a voice so controlled it sounded gentle.

				“Aye, Sur Stavengre,” Dwensolt said, unstrapped the “dumpling” from his shoulder and tossed it to him.

				Gavin caught it, untied it, opened it, quickly rummaged through the various camping racks, backpacks and duffelbags and encircled his fingers around the hilt of a Japanese national treasure. He loved this sword. It wasn’t his Quaranai, but the gracefully curved style of the Samurai katana was unknown on Theia. Just holding it summoned a burst of memories from another life, what he’d done in order to earn it, this priceless gift from a very grateful, very rich businessman back on Earth—the father of Gavin’s old boss, Max Sullivan. Not only had Gavin saved Max’s life that night a thousand years ago in Berlin, but he had taken two bullets in the process.

				Forcing himself to feel nothing, Gavin handed Donovan the sacred blade with one hand, palm down, in the middle of the scabbard. Donovan accepted the sword with a quick, dark look, two hands, palms up, showing that he indeed did know the subtleties of Japanese sword handling. Which was quite interesting and surprising. Donovan’s glare indicated that he understood that Gavin was treating him as a person of lower rank. Had Gavin presented the katana with both hands, it would have implied equal or greater rank.

				Donovan accepted the blade with a formal sense of intrigue. In fact, there was a faint ripple of something resembling emotion under Donovan’s default cyborg countenance. Pleasure?

				As if he’d been handling swords his whole life, Donovan pointed the katana away from him, grasped the hilt and gently, blade up so it could ride on its back, withdrew it from its scabbard. Until that moment, Gavin was unsure if Donovan’s face was even capable of such a facial configuration, but there it was. A genuine, unbitter, non-sarcastic, venomless smile.

				The unmistakable ring of steel against scabbard whispered into the night. Fully revealed, the sword gleamed softly as if the blade were wet. Donovan studied the curve of the blade, the shape of the point, even the grain of the metal. “This is a Mitsutada tachi from the Kamakura Period,” he said, holding the blade up to his eye. “Which has been cut down to katana.” He looked up. “This is priceless.”

				“Which means don’t lose it or Amanda is mine forever.”

				“Is it agreed?” Noah asked.

				In one liquid movement Donovan glided the spine of the katana over the pad of skin between his thumb and index finger and seamlessly sheathed it into the saya in perfect Iaido form. It was an odd thing for Donovan to be so good at it. After a moment of rigid silence, Donovan nodded. “We have a deal.”

				* * *

				So far, Skip had seen a Lord of the Underworld, a Sylph, some psycho will-o’-the-wisps, a walking tree, a crazy-ass druid, five Pegasi and now it seemed he’d soon be seeing...the Lord of Death.

				His bucketlist was getting shorter every day.

				Despite the earlier Donovan incident and the noise it had entailed, they were maintaining radio silence. The only sounds were the crunch of their footsteps, the light, whispery hiss of the plumes of steam leaking through the vapor holes that cratered the ground and the continuous rumble of thunder within the peaks.

				Every once in a while a pale moonbeam would pierce the blanket of clouds above and refract within the mist that rose around them, splashed with glimmers of blood from its distant crimson sibling. Unmovable and merciless, the World Ridge sawed through the heavens and divided this world; even its shadow seemed to have weight as if they were at the bottom of the ocean in the Mariana Trench. There was nothing like it on Earth.

				“Here,” Pyrk the Sprite said, stopping to hover over a gray stone. A closer inspection showed what it really was—a petrified stump.

				Skip caught a micro-tremor go through the old man’s hands and the staff that he carried, and for the first time Dwensolt looked old to Skip. Frail. His face was ash, his lips dry. Then he licked his lips, tightened the muscles in his slackened jaw and lifted his chin.

				“This way,” he said and walked into the mist.

				* * *

				The ravine was narrow, allowing them only to walk single file. Once it carved deeper through the hill it widened. To Gavin, it seemed to possess its own ecosystem. Mist clung greedily to its crevices but within it, strange things grew—pale pink, flesh-colored mushroom caps, vomit-colored lichen and the occasional kielbasa-sized centipede skittering from one hole to another. After about two miles the ravine widened so that they could stand three abreast, then narrowed until finally depositing them in a barren patch of rocky soil. Not a single modicum of life seemed to exist beyond the mouth of the ravine.

				“What are the chances of that not being the way we have to go?” Skip asked. Like two sentries, two huge boulders hulked on each side of a crack in the mountain face that went up for at least ten feet. Each boulder was wrapped in dead orchids and even from here Gavin could smell their sickly sweet perfume—a mix of dying flowers and four-day-old roadkill.

				“Zero,” Tarsidion said.

				“That’s what I thought,” Skip muttered.

				Although it was high, the crack wasn’t that thick, maybe four feet across, max. As for the rest of the cliff, even craning his neck Gavin couldn’t see the top; it was just too big. Or he was just too small. Even a Blackhawk wouldn’t be able to get over those peaks. Which left them with only one option.

				Through it.

				Dwensolt pointed with his staff. “There lies the Pass of Almitra.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23

				Dead things did not have auras. Live things did. The electric purple seeping from the ground permeated the air above it like black light, neither living nor dead. And that was Donovan’s introduction to the Undead. He assumed that the Shardyn and the Druid saw them as well, but Gavin’s caution was general and unfocused. He was leading them right for it.

				“Hold,” Donovan said from the middle of the group. They stopped, including Gavin and Dwensolt who were ahead of him, and looked back questioningly. “Thirty paces in front of you is a buried ambush,” he said. His harsh whisper seemed to float on the thick vapors of fog that eddied around them.

				Gavin looked suspiciously at Donovan but turned and then searched deeper.

				“He’s right,” Tarsidion rumbled beside him. The big man sniffed. “There’s a slight swell in the ground like a recent grave.”

				“I don’t see shit,” Skip said, hefting the ax that Cirena had let him borrow instead of the cumbersome Bronto-killer. “How can you see anything in all this stupid fog?”

				The ax, like the Osafune Mitsutada Donovan now carried, was an intriguing masterpiece. Donovan should like to get his hands on it to study it further, but he was more than satisfied by the weapon he presently brandished. More than satisfied. What Gavin didn’t even know was that his sword had a soul. Four of them.

				There were four distinct color combinations encased within the argent metal, three dim, the fourth dominant, a reflection of Gavin’s own colors. His unique color signature rippled above the others, and yet it was not superior, or even stronger for that matter. It was as if the others had yielded peacefully their position and watched.

				Donovan wanted this weapon. It fit his grip perfectly, felt like an extension of his arm, as beautiful as it was deadly. Back on Earth he’d had several blades, all of them exquisite, but none like this. This was a masterpiece. Like Donovan.

				“They know we’re here,” Donovan rasped.

				“I guess stealth is out of the question then,” Skip said.

				Gavin regarded his comrades and nodded. He agreed. “Who’s going to be the rabbit?” he asked.

				“I will,” Tarsidion said and stepped forward. Donovan didn’t like any of these people; their self-righteous confidence oozed from their pores, but he disliked Tarsidion the least. Perhaps it was because the long-haired giant rarely spoke. “Prepare yourselves,” he said and strode forward fearlessly, shoulders back. “Efil,” he whispered and his sword shot up in a spray of blue light and ringing steel. Donovan could smell Amanda’s fear beside him.

				Ten strides in, fists punched through the ground and ripped themselves from their graves, filling the cold air with carnal, slobbering growls. Once free, a half dozen sets of angry orbs danced violently in the air within the bloody mist. Donovan could hear their footsteps charging through the fog with rabid speed.

				Quaranai drawn, blue light blazing, Tarsidion pointed at the charging carcasses and like tracers from an A-10 Warthog, blades of light rained into them from his outstretched hand, shredding their bodies as they ran. Their screams were ghastly and unnatural against the silence of the pass; all but two were cut down by the volley, reduced to heaps of spasming nerves. With the same hand a bolt of vivid blue lightning wreathed in flames crackled from Tarsidion’s fingertips, forked with a sizzle, and speared the other two like arrows through pigeons. Overkill. The impact blew them back ten feet and in pieces, consuming them in electrical fire. Their screams were drowned out by the peal of thunder that was unleashed by the attack and went echoing down the ravine into the mountain.

				Donovan smiled darkly. His dislike for Tarsidion lessened another notch. He liked the man’s style; the thunderclap boomed one simple message.

				Knock, knock.

				* * *

				So much for sneaking through, Gavin thought as they moved into the Pass. Not that their passing would have remained a secret long anyway, but he should have known Tarsidion’s propensity for grand entrances. The whole world knew they were coming now.

				The first wave that came at them were the walking dead. Zombies.

				The quick ones, the ones that could sprint as quickly as a rabid dog, were hardly rotting at all, a few patches of skin here and there hanging from jaws and fingers to reveal the bones beneath. Others looked like they’d been dead for a hundred years, their flesh hanging in tatters over their shuffling skeletons. Only the fresh ones screamed. The older ones did little more than breathe harshly and gurgle. Scary, yes—especially the purple-green light that burned deep in their skulls—but not particularly formidable. At least not against them. Arms, legs and headless torsos littered the floor of the pass. They didn’t have blood, per se, but the thick, viscous fluid that sprayed from their wounds not only reeked, but was slippery and stubborn and didn’t like to be wiped off.

				Then came the walking bones.

				In stark contrast to the snarling, feral zombies, the eerily silent jumbles of bones and discarded armor would scrape across the mountain floor to assemble into fully formed, ghastly faced skeletons. Once complete, they would raise their ancient battered weapons and attack. The same, rotting moss pinpricks of light shined cruelly from deep within their skulls.

				The group advanced in three-to-one formation, three point offense in front—Gavin, Tarsidion, Cirena—anchored by a single point of defense—Noah—as rear-guard. In the middle were the Earthlings, centered by Dwensolt and his golden sickle staff glowing green-gold light.

				Everybody fought. Tendrils of lightning vaporized chest cavities and balls of blue-hot light incinerated fleshless skulls. Those who breached the magical missiles were cut down by a wall of glowing blades, ax-heads and katana strikes. Even Amanda got in the mix, strategically shooting the occasional head and kneecap, blunting attacks for others to wipe up.

				The pass twisted and snaked into and out of caverns and caves, some of which were blacker than deep space, others as bright as the night outside. The farther in they went, the narrower the path got. Soon they were reduced to single file, Gavin at the point, Noah at the rear. Dripping water echoed. Fighting out in the open was one thing; fighting in claustrophobically tight quarters single file in the pitch black was quite another.

				It was just such a cave where they encountered their first Spirit. Pyrk saw it first.

				“On the ceiling,” he whispered into Gavin’s ear, voice tight and high with fear. It appeared at first as a shapeless mass of lesser darkness, lurking on the ceiling of the cave.

				“Nightshade,” Gavin whispered down-line and pointed up.

				With a thought he summoned a cocoon of glimmering blue light. Noah, Tarsidion and Cirena repeated and three more cocoons formed, overlapping and covering all. The presence on the ceiling hovered coldly, floating like a black light helium balloon. It followed them in silence.

				The path carved deeper into the mountain forking and splitting like a labyrinth. Each time the passage split, Dwensolt would point and lead them deeper still. Soon they could barely stand. The passage had shrunk to barely six feet high by three and a half feet wide. Gavin’s heart boomed like a subwoofer, sending blood coursing to every capillary in his body. Despite his fear and adrenaline, he summoned the dry, practical voice of the strategist and took notes, leaving an imaginary trail of bread crumbs behind them. Just in case. The only thing that could be worse than crossing the Realm of the Undead would be doing so...lost. That would be the end of them and any warning this world might have.

				The first statue they came across seemed so out of place and strange that it interrupted his dread. Gavin leaned close and pointed the tip of his burning Quaranai by its face so that he could study the details. It was of a man, thick beard and mustache, dressed in old-style armor with a sword grasped within his hand. The expression of terror on his face—bulging eyes, silent scream—had been captured so well by the sculptor that Gavin shuddered and looked away. That type of thing was contagious.

				“Don’t look at their faces,” he said over his shoulder.

				As they crept forward through the narrow catacomb, they began to see other statues in various poses of terror, some broken while others had turned black with age. The cold light of their blades made the passageway look like a deranged house of horrors.

				“We are surrounded,” Donovan announced. His dry whisper hovered in the confined space like the Nightshade still above them. Every time one of them prepared to attack it, the spirit would dissipate into the stone, only to reappear later. Watching.

				At least we have Donovan.

				It was a crazy thought, flying across his mind like a rock from a slingshot, but dammit it was true. More than once Donovan had sniffed out ambushes and traps that could have proved problematic even for their Shardyn senses. They came upon another cluster of statues, but these were broken and toppled, as if some bored vandal had taken a sledgehammer to them. Among them were older bones, real bones, un-animated that snapped like sticks with every step. It was a terrible sound, stomach-turning but unavoidable. There were bones everywhere, the bones of those who’d attempted exactly as they were attempting.

				Forward. Survival. The Drynn were coming.

				The radius of light thrown up by their Quaranais and Dwensolt’s staff gave them just enough illumination to see the rows of glistening stalactites hanging from the roof of the deeper caverns like shark’s teeth, while stalagmites jutted up to impale or block. Every once in a while, Gavin would see faces in the stone.

				“Cavern ahead. Thirty meters,” Donovan announced.

				To his left Cirena looked in thinly veiled horror at a statue of an armored knight holding up his arm futilely in an attempt to defend against some long-gone assailant. The pale light of her Quaranai hardened the lines of her face and revealed the tendons standing out of her neck. Blue flames simmered around her fingers.

				“Do you see anything?” Gavin whispered to Donovan. The caverns that the pass emptied into were good because they made movement easier, but bad because they usually were...occupied.

				“They’re in the wall,” Donovan rasped.

				That explained the faces.

				Cheaters.

				“Sur Stavengre,” Pyrk said, hovering about three and a half feet ahead of them. He pointed down and to the sides of what seemed to be rusted hinges hammered into the stone of the mountain. They could have been there a thousand years. “This was once a door,” their tiny scout whispered.

				Running along the base was a two-foot space that might have served as a track for said door and to the sides...twin black orchids. There was a shift of color in the stone, fingers of condensation that followed Gavin’s face as he studied the hinges and then a macabre, open-mouthed face jeering at him. Glowing eyes. Gavin jumped back.

				“They’re toying with us,” Donovan said. “They could come out of the walls whenever they want.”

				Now that he wasn’t wearing his sunglasses, Gavin could see Donovan’s eyes, incandescent in the light of his Quaranai.

				“Donovan, you’re with me.”

				Gavin’s rival didn’t argue and stepped to his side. Thank you for not being a jerk for once. Gavin glanced at Amanda, who kept her lips pinned against her teeth, pistol outstretched.

				“Cocoons,” Gavin ordered, and a sizzle like a flipped grilled cheese sounded through the mountain corridor as each cocoon materialized. “Forward.”

				Gavin and Donovan crossed first, swords at the ready. The moment they stepped beyond the threshold of the invisible door they were attacked by a sudden wind, as if they’d just turned the corner of a building in downtown Chicago in February. They couldn’t feel the cold because of the cocoon but could hear it hiss around the gossamer field of silver-blue light. The Mitsutada shined in the light of the Quaranai and together, Gavin and Donovan led the way. The others followed.

				“What do you see?” Gavin asked Donovan.

				“They’re all around us.”

				“How many?”

				“Hundreds. More.”

				Gavin nodded grimly. What the hell did we get ourselves into?

				The problem with cocoons was that they required a constant stream of both focus and strength. It was like lifting a one-pound weight horizontally shoulder-level. Quite easy at first; the problem came several minutes later when that single pound felt like fifty and the arms began to tremble. Once upon a time, last life, Gavin could have kept up a cocoon for twelve hours straight—required to pass the Test of Ordainment—but seventeen years of living in a civilized world where man alone was dominant and magic didn’t even exist had eroded his magic muscles. Five minutes and he was sweating.

				“What are they waiting for?” Skip murmured from behind. Even though the enemy was invisible, their presence was as palpable as a roomful of computers. There was a pitch. A pressure.

				It was a question Gavin suspected he knew the answer to. He looked around. Here was as good a place as any.

				“Back to back,” Gavin ordered. With an ease of water flowing downhill, his Shardyn fell in and positioned each escort carefully. Tense faces scanned the surrounding darkness. “Drop cocoons.”

				The first thing to hit them was the frigid air and the stench of decay. Their breath came out in plumes.

				“There is some sort of chasm or gorge ahead,” Tarsidion announced.

				“How wide?”

				“Twenty-three point four meters.” That would be Donovan.

				“Do you see anything, Noah?”

				A moment of silence. “No,” she murmured, “but we are not alone.”

				“All right. Donovan, go back with the others and watch our six.” Had he just said that? “Dwensolt, protect them.”

				The Druid nodded, straightened his staff and spoke a spidery word. Donovan almost looked as if he were going to refuse but after some internal deliberation, he acceded. A thin field of greenish light enveloped the rest of them. It hummed softly.

				“Noah, you’re with me, Tarsy and Cirena, anchor. We’ll move up two by two and spring this damn trap.” What else could they do? He took a deep breath and looked at the group. Amanda, despite her best efforts, was fear-numbed, hollow-eyed and blue-lipped.

				When this is through I’m marrying you.

				He looked at his knights. “The plan is simple. We kill everything.”

				* * *

				Nobody, not even Donovan, knew that the floor would give out. It disintegrated like a sheet of powder snow in an avalanche. Only it hurt a lot more. Skip and Amanda disappeared immediately in a deluge of falling rock, followed by a tumbling Dwensolt, who instead of leaping clear scrambled after his staff, which also disappeared down the hole. Donovan should have easily been able to leap out of the way, but at that instant the walls exploded in black light and his body was seized by a cold so fierce his muscles locked. Whatever had been waiting for them in the walls attacked in full force.

				The pain was terrible, his shock real, but it wasn’t over...a foreign presence invaded his mind. A supernova of black light exploded inside his mind and the blood in his body froze within their arterial walls.

				Donovan fell with the rest of them.

				Instinct took over. Instead of falling with the others, Gavin and his brethren blurred forward at the same instant the walls erupted and the floor crumbled. The voiceless screams of the descending Nightshades mixed with the screams of his love and future wife. He tried to turn back, to save her somehow, but they’d blurred right into an army of Undead. Waiting.

				And then they were fighting for their lives.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24

				The touch of the amorphous spirit was an acid bath on Donovan’s soul. Pain he’d never even fathomed crystallized the edges of his lifeforce from a touch colder than liquid nitrogen. The Nightshade, as he’d heard it called, attacked with mindless, savage glee, coming from everywhere and nowhere—a turbid storm of writhing hungry rage. It was in this moment, in the middle of a cave in the Realm of the Undead on another world, that his five years of fending off the Lord of the Underworld within his mindscape paid off.

				Like a fighter plane in flames, he plummeted deeper into the depths of his thoughts, slamming barricades behind him like a fugitive running through a crowded alley. The electric purple light of the spirit pursued hungrily.

				In a reflex of self-preservation, Donovan surrendered control of his conscious to his unconscious and entered a zone of sight and knowing often referred to as the Self, and the instant he did...things changed.

				The coiled mushroom cloud that was his soul, unfettered by rational thought and interference, hurtled past his consciousness and attacked the invading threat.

				He could hear a high-pitched, broken laugh echo through his mind and in that moment, Donovan had an epiphany.

				There were two things his Othersight allowed him to do—to see a living thing’s aura (and undead things, as it turned out), and to hear them as well. Every aura possessed a tone or frequency as unique to it as a person’s DNA. Almost as if he were dreaming, semi-lucid and soupy, Donovan matched not only his colors with the invading Nightshade, but mirrored its tone, reached out with spiritual hands and found something soft and pliant, like gelatin in a membrane. He squeezed, and the laughing stopped.

				I win, you lose.

				And then Donovan was choking it. It fought him at first, raking him with icy talons, sending shards of brain freeze through Donovan’s body, but here in Donovan’s mind, he was the master. Once he had it, Donovan implemented the second part of his plan: Tesla’s Theory of Resonance. He unleashed two rivers of vibration through his phantom hands that drenched the thrashing, shrieking Nightshade in pulsing, throbbing oscillations.

				Donovan smiled and squeezed tighter.

				Its struggles turned more frantic, its attacks more flailing, and then Donovan felt a tear in his mind. A second later a mini-nova of black light detonated in his brain, flash-blinding him, followed by a soul numbing gale of frigid air.

				Before he could even try to compose himself he was attacked again, this time by two Nightshades. He played weak, let them come straight into his mind and then slammed the door behind them. Now that he knew what to do he was eager to fight them.

				He picked one, matched its colors, and the moment it came in contact with him it kicked away like a startled bullshark. But it had nowhere to go. This was his mind. He snatched its vaporous wake with the phantom hands of his soul and pulled it back in, ignoring the searing cold raking through his back from the other.

				It hurt. A lot. That one he would make suffer.

				It was like trying to throttle a giant amoeba—spongy, elastic and filmy. The creature thrashed against him, bit and clawed with savage rigor but to no avail.

				Donovan tore it apart like a jellyfish.

				This time he was ready for the black light explosion that followed its demise and braced himself. When the last, fading remnant of its scream had dissipated, he turned to face the other. A creature such as this was beyond fear, but it did possess the impulse of self-preservation and that was enough for Donovan.

				This one he destroyed slowly with the authority of a scientist experimenting on a subject, testing its boundaries of punishment by ripping it slowly in half, stopping, watching, only to resume tearing another part.

				By the time he re-emerged from the recesses of his subconscious, eager for the next victim, there were none to be found.

				The plunk of dripping water pulled him back to the material world and after a moment of realignment, he entered the world of the living. With that return came his senses.

				Underground. Vast. Distant battle. Flashes of light. Echoing screams.

				Amanda lay with her leg at an awkward angle beneath a mound of crushed rock, whimpering as a shapeless cloud of luminous air usurped her body. Her veins stood out of her skin, a mottled greenish-blue that matched the eyes of the undead. Right beside her, not four feet away was Walkins, fighting the same battle and losing. His progression from human to something else was further along, body spasming as if he were being pumped with electrical currents. Even the texture of his skin was changing.

				With a grunt, Donovan stood, ignored the pain in his knee and grabbed both Walkins by his shoulder and Amanda by her ankle. The moment his colors brushed against the undead spirits, they recoiled and took off. Not so mindless after all. Slowly, life began to return to his savees, helped along by the warmth that he allowed to seep out of his body.

				That’s number four, Kasey. You’re mine forever. For just the barest of moments, his spirit intertwined with theirs, pulled their sputtering life forces along by the hand, and he realized that if he wanted to he could do much more. He could enter them perhaps, stay for a while as Deos had done to him. Something to be explored another time. There was something else he had to do.

				Dwensolt.

				The Druid lay across the underground chamber at least twenty feet away from him. Not just one Nightshade hovered around him, but three. The green-robed Druid was on his knees, eyes rolled back while jerking as he clutched his staff in front of him. Greenish-blue lines bulged out of his skin, which had begun to split and now leaked blood. Donovan stood up from Amanda and Skip and rushed over to the old man, navigating around the minefield of debris like an obstacle course champion. Before he arrived to destroy the invaders, however, the staff between Dwensolt’s hands snapped and exploded, hurling Donovan back and disintegrating his night vision in a shockwave of light and force. There was a sudden gale of frigid air and then a familiar fading of screams. Donovan controlled his fall to a neat backward somersault but not before slamming into the side of a boulder. That sent a different sort of light through him.

				From above them, thunderclaps boomed and multi-colored light flickered.

				* * *

				Back to back the four of them stood, a small island of swirling cloaks and flashing blades bombarded by an angry sea. Creatures that had existed only in concept lay dismembered and smoldering around them like shrapnel from bombs.

				“He’s coming around, Stavengre,” Tarsidion warned, his normally buttery voice hoarse from battle.

				“I see him,” Gavin said, returning his blade to middle ready after decapitating a fleshless corpse that insisted on clawing at him, despite the silver-blue flames burning its bones.

				So far all the Spectre had done was watch, circling the four of them like a general assessing its troops, streamers of its ethereal blackness dissipating into a wake behind it.

				That’s right, stay back there and watch. Gavin braced himself for the next wave that he knew was coming, could feel the ground tremble and hear the slobbering growls approaching. They came like a swarm of rabid locusts.

				His arms got so heavy from swinging his Quaranai that he found himself relying more and more on his magic, which was getting dangerously low. His Wellspring—the vessel within all Magi containing their craft—was on fumes. Only rest, food and meditation would fill it. The darts of silver-blue that cracked from his fingertips were getting weaker and less brilliant. And having less effect.

				“What’s it waiting for?” Tarsidion whispered.

				There was a lull in the attacks. A surreal, desolate silence followed while each of them watched the Spectre.

				“For us to get weaker,” Cirena said, panting. Her armor was smeared with black-green and scarlet. All of them were splattered.

				With the break, Gavin listened for the voices of the others but heard nothing. He even dared a glance over his shoulder but could see only darkness. The mere thought that Amanda might be hurt or dead turned his bowels into soup. They had to get back.

				“Slowly,” he said to them. “Back to the pit.” He kept his words perfectly neutral, suddenly superstitious that any emotion or sound would summon another wave. “Now.”

				He took a step backward, Quaranai in his right hand, a simmer of flame on his left. His boot came down on the outstretched wrist of a skeletal arm and crunched it into a puff of black dust.

				That one little, tiny, insignificant distraction was all it took. The Spectre attacked.

				* * *

				The plop of dripping water sounded the same in any world. It was his first sense to come back online, followed quickly by a whiff of cold, dank air, dust and the smell of death. Skip struggled to sit up but dropped as a white-hot finger planted its tip right in the center of his forehead and pushed him back down.

				Le ouch.

				“He lives,” came a raspy whisper that seemed completely at home in the dark. Without shifting his body, Skip turned his head and saw Donovan sitting calmly on a large broken rock as if he were lounging in a park with a cigarette, the samurai sword lying unsheathed across his lap. Lying next to him, unconscious and with a bandage around her left leg, was Amanda. Pyrk sat on her shoulder, devastated and haunted. Rubble lay all around them.

				“What happened?” Skip asked in a hoarse whisper, still on his back.

				“I saved your life. Again.”

				Skip crinkled an eye at Donovan. “Aw, don’t give me that shit, really?”

				“Really.”

				“Man. What about her?” Skip asked, indicating Amanda with a glance. “How bad?”

				“She’ll live.”

				Skip maintained eye contact with Donovan. There was no way he was a human being. Something close perhaps, but nobody had eyes like that.

				Skip gathered his splattered thoughts and tried to assess. All he came up with was pain. “Where’s Dwensolt?”

				“I’m behind you.”

				Carefully, without lifting his head, Skip turned to his left and saw the Druid sitting a little off from them, studying Donovan with calm, suspicious eyes. His staff, or at least what was left of it, was clutched in his right hand and the golden-sickle head shined through the columns of his fingers. All that remained of the shaft was a short spike of wood jutting down into his lap among a puddle of broken wood fragments.

				“’Sup, Big-D? How’s it hanging?”

				The old man looked very different. There was a sheen in his eyes that had not been there before, like Halloween eye contacts, and parts of his face had split, leaking blood down a neck and chin that had taken on a greenish pallor. A couple of veins Skip was pretty sure hadn’t been there before wriggled through his left cheek.

				“There is battle above us and I hang nothing. I sit on this stone and await the Shardyn. Your banter is as cryptic as a D’worven spell.”

				“So I’ve been told,” Skip said through a momentary crescendo of pain in his skull. When it receded, he resumed his thought. “All I remember is falling.”

				Dwensolt looked at Donovan again. “He should not have been able to do that.”

				“Do what?” Skip asked.

				“Nightshades are the wandering souls of evil beings, defeated only by the most powerful of magic. Their touch alone can freeze the blood.” He flashed a stare at Donovan. “Only the most powerful of magic or purest of faith could ever hope to keep such things at bay. Your friend Satan destroyed three of them, single-handed, possessing neither.”

				Somebody’s been hanging out with Amanda too long...

				“We’re not friends,” Donovan rasped. “But you are indebted to me, Everett Walkins, Chief of Police, Rolling Creek, Montana.”

				“Definitely not friends,” Skip agreed. He grunted and made another play at sitting up. This time the pain was merely tremendous rather than incapacitating. With a groan he propped himself on his elbows and got a better look at just where the hell they were.

				It was a cave of some sort—a big cave. Dwensolt’s staff light reached out maybe fifteen feet and then was swallowed. Somewhere water dripped.

				“I’m surprised you stuck around,” he said to Donovan.

				“Wandering aimlessly in the Realm of the Undead is not my definition of wisdom.” Donovan flicked his eyes toward Amanda’s unconscious form. “Gavin will be back.”

				If he was still alive.

				On cue a, hideous scream sounded off in the distance. Their attention snapped up to the hole they’d fallen through. The scream was far off enough to echo and filled their chamber. Pyrk looked particularly rattled. A moment later there was a spectacular boom of crackling thunder, followed by a staccato of flashing lights and more screams. It lasted a good couple of minutes, which in Skip time felt like hours. Give ’em hell, guys. And win, please. I don’t feel like dying here today.

				And then there was silence.

				“I wonder if that’s a good silence or a bad silence,” Skip said after a long thirty seconds. Moisture was a thing of the past in his mouth. Even Dwensolt looked concerned, suspicion of Donovan dismissed for the present. He strained to hear more, clutching the remains of his staff.

				“That was Gavin’s voice,” Donovan said. Skip didn’t even bother asking him how he knew; if there was one thing they’d learned, it was that Donovan had some keen senses. Animal kingdom good.

				Amanda moaned from beside them. Pyrk immediately settled on her wrist and then hopped up and hovered four inches above her face. His wings splashed a dim cloud of color around his body, refracting from Dwensolt’s staff.

				“Amanda Kasey?” he asked hopefully in that musical little voice he had. Amanda’s eyes fluttered behind her lids, but after coming tantalizingly close to opening, her breaths deepened.

				“Amanda Kasey?” Pyrk asked again, so close to her face and mouth that he touched her cheek with his tiny hands. He repeated her name several more times but to no avail. Reluctantly he settled back on her shoulder, pulling and twisting his spiky gold hair.

				Skip took another look around the collapsed chamber. He felt like a sitting duck. This was like every horror movie he’d ever seen—dark, cold and filled with monsters, only he was the one in it. He’d have to see whether or not those years of heckling the characters in the movie of what they should do would pay some dividends. His ax was by his side, which was good, as was his Python tucked securely in his shoulder holster. He glanced at Donovan. I might not like you much, Donnie-boy, but I’m sure glad you’re stuck with us.

				“Amanda! Skip!” A voice boomed from above. It was Tarsidion.

				Donovan looked at Skip and twitched his left eyebrow up as if to say, “see?”

				“Down here!” Skip called back immediately, surprised by the relief that flooded through him. A moment later, a gigantic, caped shadow coasted down into the chamber like a superhero, followed by two others. Gavin was draped around Tarsidion’s shoulder, grimacing as the giant exotic let him down.

				“What happened? Is Gavin all right?” Skip asked, struggling to stand, pushing aside his Nightshade hangover to approach. Smoke rose from Gavin’s armor and cloak as if he’d just come out of the oven.

				“What happened to her?” Gavin moaned, relinquishing his grip around Tarsidion’s shoulder to drop to a kneel by Amanda’ side. Noah, Quaranai still ablaze, investigated the scene around them and zeroed onto Dwensolt. A line formed in her forehead. She took out a small embroidered cloth from beneath her cloak and with her free hand dabbed some of the leaking blood from his face. The old man accepted gratefully but insisted on watching Donovan, like a boxer between rounds, sitting in his corner, eyes locked on his opponent.

				“Look at me,” Cirena said in front of Skip. Her sudden manifestation was startling, almost overwhelming. Skip hadn’t quite made it to a stand yet and was about to push off his left leg. “Don’t stand,” she said.

				No arguments here. She lowered herself to one knee so that they were face level, put her index finger and middle finger under his jaw (which sent an electric current right through his skull) and looked deeply in his eyes, almost at his eyes.

				Skip didn’t like the expression he saw. She was studying him as if he had a giant spider crawling on his head and she didn’t want him to move.

				“What is it, for crying out loud?” he asked. Her grip was neither gentle nor harsh. It was very...scientific. Tarsidion joined Cirena and the two glanced at each other.

				“Nightshades,” they said in unison.

				“And?”

				“What do you feel this second?” Tarsidion asked. There was something in his green eyes, a subtle ring of alarm that kept his giant, coffee-and-milk-colored hand close to the hilt of his sword.

				“A ringing. Pressure.” Skip shook his head and was punished by a flash of pain in the back. “And I feel like I just had surgery on my brain. Can you let go of my face now?”

				Cirena released him from her grip but not her eyes. To the left, Gavin peered into Amanda’s unconscious eyes, which had a noticeable green sheen around the edges of her irises. Do I look that that?

				“Anybody have a mirror?” Skip asked.

				No answer.

				“Anybody?” And this time, there was a note of suspicion in his tone. “Noah?”

				“Perhaps it would be wiser if you just lay down,” Noah said.

				“Gimme a mirror,” Skip said in an uncharacteristic monotone.

				Noah shook her head.

				“Somebody gimme a godda—” Skip yelled but Noah cut him off.

				“No need to be profane, Skip, this place is damned enough. Here,” Noah said and tossed him a pocket-sized stainless steel mirror. He looked into it eagerly.

				He jerked his fingers to his eyes. “Ho. Lee. Shit.” The eyes that stared back at him were not his. His normally gray eyes were ringed in green, the same color he’d seen in the pits of all the nasties running around here. The green glinted. His skin was paler, too, and had more...texture. He rubbed his fingers over his wrist while staring at his reflection.

				“It should fade if we act quickly,” Tarsidion said.

				“Lay down,” Noah said to Skip. “You too, Dwensolt. We must be sure that nothing...lingers. You too, Stavengre.”

				Both Dwensolt and Skip looked at her suspiciously and then at each other. Gavin set the example and laid down.

				“Will you have enough strength?”

				“We’ll see, won’t we?” Noah said in response. “Gentlemen?”

				It wasn’t until that moment that Dwensolt and Skip finally connected, finally became comrades. Looks like we’re in the same boat, Crazy-eyes. With a shrug and a sigh, Skip lay down beside Gavin.

				“Here,” Dwensolt said. He unbuckled the belt around his waist beneath the folds of his green robe. “When you are done, give us these and dispense the rest among yourselves.” He handed said unbuckled belt to Noah. There were eight vials filled with lavender liquid holstered like shotgun rounds. “If we cannot be saved...be quick about it.”

				“Of course,” Tarsidion said.

				“Be quick about what?” Skip demanded but he was already seeing sparkles at the corners of his vision. Not this again. A big, wet towel flopped over Skip’s brain and his eyeballs were gently squeezed. He had time for one last thought: How about a cup of coffee when I wake up...

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 25

				Amanda had no illusions about her status among the group. She felt like a piece of valuable luggage that had to be shifted from arm to arm. Donovan held her in disdain and, rational or not, she felt as if that emotion permeated them all, except for Gavin of course, and maybe Skip. The others hardly looked at her.

				At least she had Pyrk. His pretty little face was the first thing she’d seen when she’d awoken, gold-dusted skin screwed into an expression of concern bordering on anguish. There had been nothing contrived about his worry, nothing disingenuous about the pain in his face, which was strange because she hardly knew him. He was the first Sprite she’d ever met—or heard of for that matter—and he’d insisted on sitting on her shoulder through the trek. It was distracting at first; she kept thinking she was going to knock him off, but he sat easily, dangling his legs over her shoulders, murmuring the occasional word of encouragement into her ear.

				Gavin held up his fist. Nice to have you back, baby. Noah had been streaming sweat by the time she’d been done healing him. She’d started by making an X-shaped incision on each of their wrists. It was through these cuts that black-green liquid had bubbled out like frothy venom. At one point, both Cirena and Tarsidion had had to put their hands on Noah, imparting their strength to her in the form of steam-like light that seeped into her shoulders from their fingertips. When it was over, all three of them had flopped exhaustedly to the floor until Amanda herself had reached into the belt Dwensolt had given them and started distributing the vials within.

				And that was when things got good again.

				The lavender liquid within each vial was a magical delicacy known as Primrose Ambrosia. Light, fresh and scrumptiously sweet, the moment it had touched her lips she’d felt an eye-rolling quiver of ecstasy rush through her and like speed photography, Amanda had witnessed the return of color and strength to all of them.

				Except for Donovan. He refused to drink no matter how much she tried to convince him. It was the first dumb thing she’d ever seen him do.

				“Is something out there?” Dwensolt asked Gavin, who studied the stone walls around them while rubbing his bottom lip with the side of his index finger. It was a motion Amanda knew well—Gavinian for “I don’t like this one bit.”

				They’d come to the end of the tunnel. Beyond it was a wall of blackness that swallowed whatever light emanated from their swords and staves. It could be her imagination but she thought she caught a trace of a breeze, a movement of air in this dank, dead place.

				Something was out there, indeed.

				Gavin inched forward and peered into the darkness beyond and then returned his attention to the perimeter of the exit.

				The rusty armor and crumbling skeleton of some doomed knight lay just to the side of his black boots. She’d become so used to the bones that they registered as little more than broken tire treads on a highway.

				“This used to be a door,” Gavin said lowly, inspecting the sides, floor and ceiling of the passage. “There was a hinge here and here and here. It opens up beyond.”

				“And behind door number two...” Skip said with a heft of his ax.

				I do not want to go in there, Amanda thought fiercely. She could feel Pyrk’s agreement by the tensing of his legs on her shoulder, the clenching of his fists around her hair. Which might have been annoying had it not been comforting.

				“Donovan?” Gavin asked.

				Her emperor moved up, angled his head and looked beyond the archway.

				“Anything?”

				Donovan studied the darkness several more seconds and then retracted. “Necromancer,” he finally said.

				“Are you sure?” Noah asked.

				“No, I’m on another fucking planet, remember? But whatever’s in there is stronger than anything we’ve come across.” He stared into the darkness some more. “It’s like a black sun.”

				“Well, that’s comforting,” Skip said.

				Gavin rubbed the divot between his bottom lip and chin. “All right, Tarsy, up here with me. Noah and Cirena, on the rear. The rest of you stay close to Dwensolt and...kill anything that moves.”

				Sure, no problem, Gavin. The grip to Donovan’s .45 pistol was slick with her sweat. He’d given her one full magazine. She’d fired four times, which left her with three shots. Three shots and a Japanese short sword to defend against the Lord of the Dead. Awesome.

				Her fiancé held up his burning sword to his face, pressed his lips together, planted his feet and gave a curt nod. “Breach,” he said and then stepped into the dark.

				The first thing to hit her was the thickness of the air. And its frigidity. It seemed to coat her lungs like frozen coal dust. After just a couple of breaths she felt like she’d been standing in a smoky nightclub for two months.

				“Hear that?” Tarsidion asked. Even though he must have weighed three hundred pounds, he never seemed to make any noise when he walked. “Water.”

				She heard it too. Somewhere in the distance was the muted babble of a slow-moving current. The farther they walked in, the more the darkness seemed to recede, as if the walls were programmed to illuminate slowly on a dimmer switch, only the light that emerged was a pallid, macabre hue of electric purple, like a black light, and sickly green, the color of rotting moss.

				“Check it out,” Skip whispered. “There’s gold on the ground.”

				“Do not touch a thing,” Tarsidion ordered immediately. Amanda looked down and saw gold and silver coins glinting with the sickly light that glowed from the walls, littered among the occasional femur or skull.

				Donovan’s hand shot out from behind her and clutched her shoulder, stopping her in mid stride. Before she could blink his mouth was in her ear. “Watch where you’re walking,” he growled. Not two inches under her descending foot was a battered breastplate that probably would have woken up the entire universe. “Remember what happened last time you gave away our position.”

				Like the Necromancer didn’t know they were already there.

				Amanda suppressed her retort and the urge to headbutt his mouth and settled for clenching her teeth. Along with the dented breastplate she’d nearly kicked, there was a minefield of discarded armor, a split helmet with a skull still inside, a rusty shield with the crest of a faded two-headed wolf on it, a curved dagger that was broken off at the end...this was a graveyard.

				All these well armed, trained warriors and knights had been dead here for who knew how long. Her head spun, her stomach rolled and then she was picking her way carefully at the prodding of Donovan’s presence.

				There was another statue up ahead, standing alone among the ancient carnage. Unlike the others, however, the expression on this knight’s face was of defiant serenity. He clasped a large two-handed sword in armored fists right by his face and awaited his fate calmly and without fear.

				“This is a knight of the Southern March,” Amanda heard Noah whisper as the petite Shardyn briefly stared into its stone eyes. “A captain.”

				“Do history’s legends now stand before me?” A voice devoid of any vocal cord came from everywhere at once. Each of the Shardyn shifted their blades and looked around alertly. The wind that blew from their Quaranai sounded all the colder in the vast, lifeless chamber.

				There was just enough light to suggest the shadow of a structure of some sort.

				“This is about as bad as it ever gets in a horror movie, right?” Skip asked from her right. He hefted Cirena’s ax high and ready. The walls brightened with every step.

				“Reveal yourself,” Gavin called back in a booming voice. His cloak blew softly behind him.

				“Who are you to command me within my own demesne? Shardyn?”

				After several moments of pounding silence, strands of pinkish, greenish and bluish vapor twisted slowly in front of them, rising and falling, thickening and then dissipating to reveal a form. Hooded and wreathed in a robe of darkness, a figure approached, head tilted forward, shoulders unmoving. The Shardyn formed a defensive crescent, the burning of their Quaranai swallowed by the vastness of the chamber. Amanda gripped the tanto in her hands, patted the back of her jeans where she’d stuck the pistol Donovan had given her and watched in terrified curiosity the figure floating toward them like a ghost.

				It looked up. To all their surprise, the face that stared out from the living darkness was of a goddess, beautiful beyond words, even more exquisite than Cirena. Her skin was like milk, flawless and creamy, her lips the color of raspberries. It was her eyes, however, that commanded all attention. They seemed to have their own gravity, inviting Amanda to take a deeper look, to forget trivial things such as life and purpose and explore a bit...

				Donovan broke the spell by laying his palm over her shoulder. A current of heat poured off his skin into hers, seizing her. She could hear his breath in her ear.

				“By what madness do you break your oath to me, old man, that you would dare spurn my gift of life to you?” the creature asked Dwensolt. Her voice was as cold and empty as space, though there was a slight inflection of...dare Amanda say, curiosity?

				“There are some causes that transcend all others, Almitra, even the oath of a Druid.” Dwensolt’s voice sounded brittle in the open space.

				So that’s how you made it across, Amanda thought. I wonder what kind of deal a Druid would have to make with the Lord of the Dead...

				The pinpricks of otherworldly light burning in her eyes flared. “Was I not clear on what would befall you should you ever tread foot within my demesne again?”

				Dwensolt swallowed, clutching the upper half of his broken staff. “Aye. You were.”

				“And yet you came. I would hear this cause, Dwensolt the Archdruid, that would lead you to such calamity.”

				“Asmodeous the Pale has returned,” Gavin announced. His voice was as calm and steady as the hand that held his Quaranai.

				Without moving her head she removed her attention from Dwensolt and attached it to Gavin. “What do I care, extinct Shardyn, if the Lord of the Drynn has returned? What transpires beyond my demesne is of no import. What is of import, however—” She snaked a black tongue over blood-colored lips and sniffed through her small, slim nostrils. “Is my thirst and ire. You tread foot upon my realm, strike down my children and dare speak to me without my permission?” The pinpricks of light at the bottom of her eyes had grown, and now Amanda could make out the color, an unholy blend of black-light purple and sickly green. Just like the walls. “After I have sated my thirst on the old man’s blood, Shardyn, I shall peel the skin from your body and feed the scraps of your flesh to my children.” She hadn’t so much as glanced at the rest of them or the four glowing Quaranais pointed at her chest.

				“From what I’ve seen of Asmodeous the Pale, your necromancer-ness, nobody’s safe. Not even you.”

				Are you on crack, Skip? Amanda thought fiercely. She wasn’t the only one. Even Gavin gave him a crazy look. Almitra detached her eyes from Gavin and fixed them on Skip without moving her head, but unlike last time, her head rotated slightly to the right like a dog listening at the door.

				“And from what realm do you hail, morsel—” she reached out and grabbed the green dyed Napa leather of his Philadelphia Eagles jacket and rubbed it between long, tapered fingers that ended with nails so narrow and pointy they looked like claws, “—that is in possession of such bizarre garments?”

				Somehow, Skip didn’t flinch. “I uh, hail from Rolling Creek, Montana, United States of America.” He gave a quick shrug to his shoulders. “Earth.”

				Almitra’s smile started off small but widened. It made her even scarier. She put her face next to Skip’s and sniffed. “Madness,” she breathed, which made him wrinkle his nose. “And yet you speak the truth.” She looked at Dwensolt and then at Gavin. “Tell me your name, Knight of the Shard,” she ordered.

				“I am Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, of the House of Annatoth, Knight of the Shard, First Rune.”

				For a long moment there was no reaction to his words and although they were standing in open space, for some reason Amanda felt as if there were bodies pressing in from all directions. And then Almitra began to laugh. Hard. What made it all the more surreal was how human it sounded.

				“Of the famed Seven Apprentices!” she said after her outburst. “I know who you are, my sweet. Come, yours is a tale I have yet to hear. Tell it well and mayhap—” Almitra turned around and began walking away, “—I’ll show you mercy. There are few things on this world that I do not know.”

				* * *

				Almitra led them past twisted corridors and stairwells that seemed to spiral right down into the abyss, past decaying tapestries and closed brooding doors. Pools of stagnant air whirled out of their way like startled dust devils. Gavin noticed that Almitra left no footprints.

				He wasn’t quite sure why, but one image kept flashing behind Gavin’s eyes—the lone Captain of the Southern March, serene and noble in the face of death. How many lives was this abomination he was following responsible for destroying? A thousand? A hundred thousand? A million? Almitra had been here since the first memories of Men, and here they were, walking into the very heart of evil.

				Almitra represented everything a Knight of the Shard stood against.

				The desire to decapitate her evil, graceful head from her shoulders twitched his fingers. Even hatred and fear can serve you, came the voice of his childhood Seneschal. Wield them and let them not wield you, for they are as part of your arsenal as joy and serenity; command them and they will warm you in the coldest dark, wrapped in the cloak of righteousness and honor.

				It is good to hate evil.

				Almitra spoke a spidery syllable, and a pair of hulking double doors of petrified ironwood swung open on hinges that had not seen oil in an eon. She strode into the room with posture that could have balanced a car on her head.

				Gavin locked eyes with Tarsidion. The big man shrugged his eyebrows. If they could actually talk their way through this, convince her that it was in her interest to let them pass, that if she didn’t, all of her prey would be usurped by the Drynn...they just might get out of this alive.

				And yet, part of him just wanted to kill her. Avenge the countless she had consumed. How could they not? To leave such monstrous evil unmolested...of course, if they failed and she killed them all, not only would they die horrible deaths but the world would be unwarned about the return of the Drynn and an age of neverending darkness would descend.

				It took six thousand years of glittering gold to penetrate his concentration. Roughly the size of a football field, the chamber she led them to was an immense, drunken pentagon gleaming with treasure. In contrast to the perpetual darkness they’d been trekking through for the last eon or so, the glow of so many hoarded possessions was nearly blinding. Laying strewn across the rock-tiled floor, twinkling in electric purple and pale-blue light were warhammers, shortswords, battle-axes and hundreds of artifact-quality weapons scattered through rotting chests and piles of coins.

				The longest wall—the back wall—was dominated by a throne made of skulls and bones. It sat up high on a black stone plinth, overlooking the glittering treasure. In front of that throne were six steps, each the length of the plinth leading down to a long, warped, rectangular table large enough to accommodate twenty or so people. Inlaid in the center of the warping wood was a distinct yet fading black orchid. There were no actual chairs around the table, just their skeletons—stone legs and a few petrified splinters of wood and rusted hinges.

				“Clearly not a fan of Feng Shui,” Skip said under his breath.

				Almitra went from the base of the throne to sitting upon it in the span of a single wink. She rested her porcelain arms on side rests made of femurs as if she’d been waiting for hours. “Forgive my etiquette,” she said in her echoing sarcophagus. “But it has been...long since I have entertained guests.”

				Gavin was careful to keep his face achromatic, denying the sense of wonder that seemed ingrained in the DNA of every human being when subjected to so much gold. Impressive as the tens of thousands of glittering gold and platinum coins might be, it was not what garnered the most interest. Gavin’s attention was on the arsenal behind the throne.

				Unlike the casual indifference in which the other weapons and coins were strewn across the grand chamber floor, there was a meticulous sense of pride and arrangement in how these masterpieces behind her were arranged. They were the best of their kind, the weapons of legends, relics of renown. All whom had fallen to the Necromancer.

				Trophies.

				“Oh my God, look at the ceiling,” Amanda gasped.

				Gavin tipped his head back and caught his own breath. Staring down at them like a graveyard of gods were a thousand skulls impaled on stalactites fifty feet above them, fleshless and forever screaming.

				That’s a bit disheartening, Gavin thought. Directly behind Almitra, bracketing the throne, were two huge double-handed battle-axes, one in the style of the Old Northmen, wicked and battle-notched, crossed against another ax of equal girth, though crafted by a different race from another time. The D’worves, aka Dwarves on Earth. Beyond them and fanned to the sides were elaborate broadswords and elegant longswords angled toward each other in aesthetic harmony, punctuated by the occasional flail or lance. There were even a handful of Elverai bows, each as magnificent as the one beside it. One in particular caught Gavin’s attention, not because of its beauty, though it was a magnificent specimen, but because it was set within the D-shaped space between the string and limbs of another larger bow—a legendary, seven-foot Centaurian monster.

				Nobody had seen a Centaur in centuries.

				“You have succeeded in intriguing my interest, Magi.” She crossed her legs. It was a very human gesture, feminine even. Out poked a delicate foot clad in a once stylish slipper. “Entertain me with your words.”

				Gavin looked at his companions. His brethren had donned their hoods. Skip was coiled, head slightly down, eyes constantly roving. Amanda had sheathed the tanto in favor of the Glock. Every time she breathed a plume of steam came out, and Donovan...he just stared.

				“Neesh,” Gavin murmured, and the blade sank into its hilt. Once in repose, he holstered his Quaranai into the scabbard clipped to his hip. He didn’t miss Almitra’s hungry stare. There were no Quaranais on her trophy wall.

				“If I tell you of Earth, will you let us pass?” he asked.

				Almitra chuckled and for just an instant it was possible to hear what her voice might once have sounded like. She stood. “I will consider it, gallant knight.” She turned and began to evaluate her wall, going so far as to tap her chin in contemplation. “I would have wagered the heads of all my servants that I would never again get the chance to adorn my wall with a sacred Shardyn Quaranai.” She looked over her shoulder at them. “Or head, for that matter.” He could hear Jack’s voice: How you wanna handle this, Stav?

				Almitra reached out and grasped a long, masterfully forged machete-like blade inscribed in a language Gavin could only guess at, examined it and then flung it across the throne room dismissively. It landed with a clinksh, point down, in a pile of gold.

				“Speak, Shardyn, you test my patience.” This time she grabbed a massive mace with flanges that were edged in silver and hurled it backward, not bothering to see where it landed. The metal head plowed through coins like an airliner crash-landing in a field. “Tell me of this land of myth and fable. Tell me of Earth and I will consider letting you live.”

				* * *

				Almitra had a soul. It was different, certainly, than anything Donovan had ever come across before, including Asmodeous and the other undead, but it was there and he could see it.

				Unlike the colors of the souls of other sentient beings, which encompassed the entire color spectrum, Almitra’s colors were monochromatic—the same deep-purple, ocher-green that burned in her eyes.

				And she was going to kill them all. He didn’t need his Othersight to figure it out either; her malice was like gasoline fumes, unmistakable and permeating. All around them in the darkness were thousands of her children waiting for her permission. He could feel their hunger, see their purple-green spirits lurking beyond.

				He had another problem. Donovan had no idea what was being said. He could guess, of course, could read their souls and deduce some of it, but the circumstances unfolding around them were too unique for context to be useful enough. He needed to know precisely. To his frustration, when he’d taken Amanda’s translation ring the Druid had given her and put it on his finger, there had been no change, no sudden epiphany of understanding of their “High Common” or whatever the hell they called it. Annoyed, he’d tossed it back to her and contemplated what it might mean, why Dwensolt’s magic should not work on him when it worked for her and Walkins.

				What did it mean? More to the point, what were they saying right now?

				There was only one way they were going to walk out of here. Almitra was not going to give them a pass, and if her own supernova of a soul was an indication of her strength, there were about a thousand presences within the walls of this chamber eagerly awaiting her command.

				Donovan broke off from the rest of them, who’d assembled around the warped table, and without invitation casually mounted the stairs to Almitra’s throne. She looked down at the others with the imperious expression of a queen about to crush an insect.

				“What the hell do you think you are doing—”

				“Are you out of your mind—”

				“Donovan, you’ll kill us all—”

				“Stop—”

				“Shut up,” he responded and continued to climb.

				“Byel, antast eh niev vool sah-mbat,” it sounded like Almitra said. Legs crossed.

				When he reached the top Almitra didn’t even bother to stand, just watched him with raised eyebrows and a bemused smile that he was looking forward to ripping off her face.

				“I have something for you,” he said in English. She cocked her head ever so slightly, the imperious smile never leaving her lips. A shimmer in the outer bands of her soul flickered in what he interpreted as lack of understanding. No English in the realm of the dead apparently.

				“Tell her what I’m saying, Gavin.”

				After a long hesitation, Gavin acceded and translated. Her smile widened.

				She responded but it didn’t matter. When he was two feet away from her, Donovan slowly pulled the Mitsutada from the makeshift sash he’d wrapped around his waist and held it out to her. In its scabbard. Two hands.

				“Tell her it’s something no entity on this world possesses. A treasure from Earth.”

				“Donovan, what are you doing?” Gavin demanded through locked teeth.

				“Something you don’t have the balls to do. Tell her.”

				“It’s not yours to give.”

				“Just fucking tell her, Gavin.”

				Almitra watched in interest, went so far as to swivel her throne toward him so that they were now facing each other, her sitting, him standing. She dragged the nail of her forefinger over the skull that comprised the end of the armrest. A dry, scratchy scrape. Gavin translated.

				She stood. There was a flitter of light in her large, glassy eyes, a dart of attention to the grips of his pistols poking from their holsters, to the muzzle of his rifle slung across his back. This close he could actually smell her breath, like fish rotting in the sun. He simply stood in front of her, offering the sword.

				One slow lick of her lips later, she reached out and closed her fingers around the scabbard of the Japanese Katana. Donovan detonated.

				* * *

				Only Donovan would actually grab the Lord of the Dead by the throat and try throttling her, but right there in front of Gavin, that was exactly what he did. Not only did Donovan succeed, he did so with authority. Almitra’s eyes flared in true astonishment. That shock changed to rage. She seized his arms and buried her nails into the flesh of his forearms, tried to wrench them away, but Donovan, whose eyes burned like molten lava in a face contorted by intent to kill, squeezed harder. From shock to rage to alarm, Almitra opened her mouth to scream but all that emerged was a dry, strangled rasp.

				“I figured you fuckers out,” Donovan said, lifting her head up off the polished stone plinth and then ramming down, throttling tighter and repeating. Almitra’s black-robed body disintegrated into black smoke and for a moment Donovan was strangling a cloud, but it didn’t dissipate. In seconds it re-solidified back into a thrashing Necromancer.

				Gavin and the others went back to back in expectation of the hordes of ghastly minions that most surely would rush to their mistress’s aid, but nothing came. Only the sound of a gurgling rasp breaching the stale air. Almitra grabbed his choking arms again, clawed at the flesh, tore furrows into it, but Donovan’s cheerless smile just broadened. His arm was turning blue. Veins began to pop out and crystallize but still he grinned, kept ramming her head against the stone, shuddering at each impact, licking his teeth. Her body seemed to shrink in on itself, stretched, pulled and then burst into purple flames the color of a black light, writhed around him like an angry solar flare. But to no avail. Now he was straddling her, choking, squeezing, ramming. Almitra arched her spine, released her grip on his arms and thrust her blistering and blackening fingers into his stomach and sides, penetrating his flesh to her knuckles. Donovan screamed. It was like the sudden hiss of steam out of an overheating boiler room. Strangled, gagging, Almitra nonetheless managed to smile and dig in deeper, twisting her fingers.

				“How long are you dumb fucks going to just stand there?” he roared.

				Almitra arched her back high enough to flip over, but Donovan rode her, clung to her like liquid napalm on a bucking bronco and landed right back on top of her, squeezing even harder.

				That broke the spell. All four Shardyn blurred up the steps and as one, four burning blades sunk into her thrashing body, three in the chest and one—Noah’s—right through the middle of her face. Almitra tried to scream but not even a whistle emerged.

				“I win, you lose,” Donovan snarled.

				Like the senators who’d fallen on Caesar, each of the Shardyn wrenched their blades free and stabbed again and again into her flailing body.

				When finally the Necromancer stopped struggling, thirty stabs later, she shuddered, glared at them with fading incredulous fury and then...exploded.

				The shockwave would have killed anybody but their cocoons whipped up around them before it could inflict any damage, though their bodies were still catapulted back. As for Donovan...it was nothing more than a breeze through his hair. When the shockwave was gone and her body was dust, he rolled onto his back and looked up at Gavin. “I always win.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26

				“Are you dead?” Walkins asked.

				The flesh to Donovan’s forearms was shredded, furrowed so deeply that it was possible to see through the layers of fatty tissue and muscle and catch a glimpse of his ulna. Some of the flesh had begun to...crystallize.

				“Do I look dead?” Donovan growled. He was in no mood for Walkins’s stupidity.

				“I’d say you look mostly dead. Of course around here you might be undead, which wouldn’t be good, or all the way dead—which might be good, for us at least...geez, that’s gotta hurt.”

				Not only was the pain in Donovan’s arms significant, he also had ten circles of liquid fire—five on each side—searing through his nervous system. The bitch had impaled him with her fingers and it hurt worse than gunshots. “Fuck off,” he grunted.

				Skip was unfazed. “I don’t know whether to cheer for you, man, or shake my head at you. That was by far the single most damnedest thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life.”

				Elbows tucked to his sides, Donovan slid his knees beneath him and pulled himself to a kneel. The movement cost him and blood poured out of the finger holes, pooling around his knees.

				“Whoa, Donovan, you’re bleeding out. Lay back down.” Walkins put both of his hands on Donovan’s shoulders, a gesture that normally would have resulted in catastrophic damage to the police chief, but today...was an exception. “We gotta get pressure on those—Gavin! We need a blanket or something and water, or better yet, some of that purple stuff Dwensolt has in that belt of his, c’mon!”

				That’s right. Walkins had been a Pararescueman in the Air Force. For once, Donovan conceded and lay back down. If they hadn’t taken so fucking long he wouldn’t be as injured. Walkins shed his jacket, unbuttoned his stained, last-world shirt and tried to plug a couple of holes.

				Once Donovan closed his eyes he quickly accessed the labyrinth of information punctiliously filed away in his brain. Most human beings were incapable of comprehending the full magnitude of what they contained within the vessels they called their bodies; they’d been given supercomputers in the form of brains and used them as bookends. Donovan, on the other hand, had no such limitations.

				Because it was within the realm of human potential to run a hundred miles straight, it was within Donovan’s potential. Because it was possible to break a cinderblock in half with the mere power of a hand, it was within Donovan’s potential. And just like it was possible for a human being to manually tap into the subconscious, to unlock, direct and coordinate every cell and neuron in the body to focus on healing...

				It was within Donovan’s potential.

				In the five years between his murder at fifteen and the opening of the Tomb, all Donovan had done was learn. He’d studied, in detail, the healing arts of Shaolin Masters, Quantum Field Theory, Chakra, Meridians, as well as devoured encyclopedias of medical journals on how the body systems worked—physically, mentally, spiritually and synergistically.

				He slipped into a quick semi-trance, put his thrombin system at maximum capacity and summoned legions of platelets to the multiple punctures in his body. Clotting was required. He then dimmed his nerve receptors so he could think without the mind-blasting haze of agony. It was harder than he’d remembered. Pain flared right back to his nerve endings the moment he left them unattended.

				There was stirring. Eyes closed, he was aware of Tarsidion scraping his massive body up off the west floor, heard Amanda’s soft murmur as she helped Gavin up. Donovan could even hear the soft whir of the Sprite’s wings...but there was something else. Past them, beyond the walls that surrounded them, he heard voices.

				He lightened his trance. Yes, he was sure of it. Panic and bewilderment.

				Donovan opened his eyes. Better. Painwise at least. He stared at the remains of the Necromancer—a pile of dust the color of a sucked bone, a black robe, bracelets, rings, slippers and, of course...the red jewel that had surrounded her throat.

				“Don’t touch that,” Cirena said, suddenly materializing beside him. Her cloak swirled.

				Donovan ignored her, reached out and grasped the walnut-sized jewel. Nothing happened. He cast a weak glance at her, noted the uncertainty that rippled through her colors, then gazed back down at the jewel. Donovan wasn’t exactly known for his appreciation of beauty, but the stone invited further study. It called to him.

				“Donovan, don’t.” This time it was Noah.

				He looked up at her from the ground. In his haze she appeared mildly distorted, large and disembodied, but her desire for what was in his hand was palpable. He closed his fingers around it.

				They couldn’t have it.

				“Next time you attack the Lord of the Dead, give us a head’s up, huh?” Tarsidion rumbled.

				“Situational awareness, dipshit,” Donovan responded. He didn’t much care for the activity milling around him. He felt penned in, suppressed. What he needed was to get away from these people, to move...

				“Don’t do that,” Noah said with a light touch to his shoulder. “You’re gravely injured.”

				“You think?” His scalp was itchy and his senses had taken on a blurred, fuzzy feeling, punctuated by a high-pitched hum that hadn’t been there before. The corners of his vision were twinkling.

				Noah kneeled beside him.

				“Look at me,” she said gently.

				Because it wasn’t a command, but a request, Donovan obliged. He opened his eyes and stared into hers.

				“You’re dying,” she informed him. “If you want to live you have to let me help you.”

				“You can’t heal me.” It was difficult to focus on her, like she was standing on the other side of a rainy windshield.

				“Not with magic it appears, but there are other ways.”

				“I hear something,” Tarsidion said, finally hearing what Donovan had already detected minutes ago, half dead. The rest of them listened intently except for Noah. Her attention remained solely on him. There was knowledge in her eyes; she knew something. Suspected. Voices drifted on currents of pain and despair.

				“Let me help you,” she repeated. And then Amanda was there, kneeling. He smelled her before he saw her, a sweet freshness that was detectable even through the fear, sweat and blood of their journey. Purple-smudged eyes stared down at him and in his delirium, Amanda looked just like her, like the one he’d died for a world ago.

				Miusette. The only thing he’d ever loved.

				Weakened, delirious and wounded, Donovan felt an unfamiliar heat in his nostrils, a tightening in his chest.

				“Leave me alone.” His voice sounded wrong. Strangled. His nose was running. He screwed his eyes shut so hard that he could feel his skin bunch at the corners but all he could see was the face of his past, before his murder. Miusette’s face. Sunny, unguarded, with a smile so pure it had melted even Donovan’s heart...the way she’d look at him when they’d gaze at each other, forehead to forehead...so young...fifteen...the soft feel of her fingers encircled around his hand... I wasn’t strong enough.

				Globs of wet heat wedged themselves under his lids and spilled down his face, leaving glistening trails he was only too aware of, and these fucks were seeing it all. He tried to sit up but four hands stopped him. I could kill you all, he raged but no words came out. He squeezed his hands into fists but they lacked strength, were weak.

				“Just do it anyway, Noah,” Amanda pleaded. “Look at him, he’s dying. Help him.”

				“Not unless he gives his consent. If he’s too proud to ask for help then he’ll die. And he’ll deserve it. Cause and effect.”

				He snorted.

				The sparkles at the corners of his vision danced to the center and behind them was an image that he’d cauterized from his soul. A sad smile. (Let them help you.)

				Another rush of heat escaped down his cheeks like hot wax.

				“Donovan?” Amanda’s voice. Right by his ear. He felt his sunglasses slide off his face and he snarled.

				“Put them back on,” he tried to snap but all that came out was poot th’m bock awn. In slow motion. He was naked, exposed.

				“Just say yes,” she whispered. “Don’t be an idiot.”

				The last fibers of his control snapped. He opened his eyes and saw only prisms of light, Miusette’s distorted face looking down at him. I could die right now and be with you forever, ’Settie. I could leave this place...

				(No. You’re not done.)

				The heat left. His chest loosened and the distortion behind his eyes dissipated, revealing Amanda’s face looking down at him, not Miusette. Not his dead love’s.

				“Fine,” he whispered and drilled Noah with eyes that had gone dry. “This will settle us up.”

				* * *

				Tarsidion and Cirena swept through the castle like wraiths, past the fraying tapestries, spiraling staircases and closed brooding doors they’d passed on their way and homed in on the cries of distress coming from outside.

				From the living.

				It was a welcome sound to Tarsidion, who’d had enough of the crypt-silence of the land of the dead and of the Donovan situation.

				Stavengre was better equipped to deal with that.

				When they emerged from the warped doors of the castle there was a solitary knight in green, obsolete armor, standing bewildered in the darkness, calling to comrades who no longer existed. He heard the crunch of gravel beneath their boots and whirled, brandishing a great two-handed sword.

				“Hold, friend,” Tarsidion called and raised his hand, glimmering his runes. “Well met.”

				“Shardyn?” he asked in a baffled voice. His great sword lowered slightly. A thick golden mustache twitched above his mouth. “From where did you come? Where is the King?” He looked around at the darkness around them, squinting his eyes. “Why is it so dark?”

				“Neesh,” Tarsidion and Cirena said in harmony and both of their blades retracted in a ring. The blue vaporous light that scraped from their swords dissipated slowly in a luminous cloud. “Those are questions not easily answered, friend.”

				His suspicion returned. “Why?”

				Tarsidion and Cirena looked at each other and shared a mutual discomfort of what must be said. He’ll take it easier from a woman, Tarsidion said with his eyes. Cirena narrowed hers in response, gave a quick wrinkle to her mouth and then stepped forward. In reflex, the recent addition to the land of the living lowered his weapon in the presence of a lady, even if that lady was Sur Cirena Kul Arkeides.

				He was a breed of knight who no longer existed—a Knight of the Southern March.

				“What is the last thing you remember, friend?” Cirena asked him in a low voice. Suddenly Tarsidion felt like Dwensolt yesterday at the Druid’s pool and though Tarsidion wasn’t the type for sentimental displays, he pitied the man for what was about to befall him.

				“I remember screams,” the Cavalier said in rough whisper. “The walking dead poured from the walls, bones of men that fought with the skills of the warriors they once were—” he turned his head from left to right, remembering things only he could see, “—their eyes alight with the unholy fire known only to the children of the Necromancer...the Undead.” His eyes cleared. He was calm. “Where are my men, Shardyn?”

				Even without seeing her face, Tarsidion could sense Cirena’s dread. Perhaps Tarsidion shouldn’t have been so eager to pawn off the bearing of bad tidings but he was no good at such things.

				“Forgive me for doing this, Sir Taksony,” Cirena said in as gentle a voice as Tarsidion had ever from her.

				“How do you know my name?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

				A ripple of spider-light roiled over Cirena’s sultry, almond-shaped eyes and a second later, a globe of blue light manifested above her right shoulder. With its illumination, the graveyard was revealed—scattered piles of rusting armor and crumbling bones. Skulls cried out with open mouths, their screams trapped for eternity within their fleshless jaws.

				The remnants of his army.

				“I read about you as a child, Sir Taksony,” Cirena said, closing the distance between them and putting her hand on his arm. Tarsidion ignored the momentary flash of jealousy that flared through his nostrils. “You are the legendary Captain of the Guard in the tale of Makabru’s Last March.”

				* * *

				Gavin was rather surprised when Tarsidion and Cirena came through the heavy, orchid-embossed doors with three men in tow. The first he recognized immediately as the lone standing captain.

				A statue come to life.

				The next was a salty-looking serjeant with a shock of midnight hair streaked through with silver and a mustache that would have done a cowboy proud. They all had mustaches. The last man wore the lighter, sleeker armor of an archer, studded with metal rivets. His eyes were sharp and intense, and though the quiver on his back was empty and he was holding a bow with a broken string, his posture was strong.

				“What’d they do? Find a Crackerjack box out there?” Skip asked.

				“We’re about to find out,” Gavin said and stood to meet the strangers. They all stood.

				“Gather ’round!” Tarsidion called. “We have guests.”

				Although squinty-eyed and fidgety, each newcomer maintained an air of dignity and quiet confidence. They stopped four feet away from Gavin in a neat, precise, horizontal row.

				“May I present to you the finest of the Southern March,” Cirena announced.

				“A hail to you, Knight of the Shard,” the captain said, a square-jawed handsome devil with golden hair that tumbled over cobalt eyes. In unison the three snapped their heels together and brought their right fists to their long out of fashion breastplates, knuckles up. They held it there until Gavin returned the salute (which was also obsolete), as did Tarsy, Noah and Cirena, who had flanked Gavin on both sides. Only after Gavin had dropped his fist did the newcomers reciprocate—a gesture of respect.

				“I am Sir Taksony, Captain of the Guard of his majesty King Makabru, Ruler of the Southern March, son of Aulrich the Great. We are at your service.” He finished with a flourishing bow.

				“And I am Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, of the House of Annototh, Knight of the Shard, First Rune.” Gavin also bowed. He then introduced everyone assembled: Tarsy, Noah, Cirena, Skip, Amanda, Dwensolt and even Pyrk, who seemed to hold their interest the longest. “And who are these champions beside you, Sir Taksony?”

				The two others raised their chins.

				“My man-at-arms, Serjeant Arnaut of His Majesty’s Fifth Cavalry, rides as well as any knight,” Taksony said with a proud nod. “Beside him is Archer Aluvion, finest shot in all the ranks—he could hit the eye of a boar at two hundred paces.” A respectful but professional nod. Of all the places their roving eyes could settle, it was on Skip’s jacket that they lingered the most, though Amanda’s well-fitting, albeit filthy jeans also induced curiosity and respectful appreciation.

				Gavin flashed a look at Cirena. She nodded. They knew.

				“We have many questions, Sur Stavengre,” Taksony said after the formal conclusion of introductions.

				I’m sure you do. “And they shall be answered, my new friend.” Gavin motioned them to sit beside the fire they’d built. “But first, shall we break fast together and share some wine?” He cleared his throat. “There is much to say.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 27

				The first thing Donovan noticed when his eyes blinked open was the shockwave of pain that ripped through his arms and radiated like uranium isotopes from the holes in his ribcage and the sides of his torso.

				Immediately he clamped down on his nerve receptors and initiated his body’s natural defenses. After he’d awoken from his murder five years ago, Donovan had been rushed to surgery and had been given a variety of different narcotics and pain medication for the after-effects of being stabbed twenty-six times, shot five times and had his throat slit. Because of that experience, because the effects of those narcotics were a matter of record within his body, he’d learned to duplicate them. It had taken a little time of course, but once he’d mastered the concept of autohypnosis, Donovan could stimulate his body—which was in essence a fully stocked pharmacy already—and generate the effects he wished. Presently, he settled on (5α,6α)-7,8-didehydro-4,5-epoxy-17-methylmorphinan-3,6-diol. Also known as morphine.

				“Morning, Satan.”

				“It’s not morning,” Donovan responded while going down a checklist of his body’s ailments.

				“Okay, how ’bout hello then?”

				Donovan swiveled his head to Amanda and remembered everything. Part of him wanted to kill her for seeing him in a weakened state, kill them all. No survivors. No one to tell. A much smaller part of him, a more distant, deeper part clung to the memory of being able to...feel. To remember. And then he dismissed it. “Who’s downstairs?” he rasped.

				Amanda peeked down over the edge of the altar as if she didn’t already know. “Three guys who got turned to stone five hundred years ago but changed back when you killed Almitra. They’re talking to Gavin. Guy stuff.” She raised her eyebrows at Donovan. “And how’re you doing?”

				“Your concern is touching. Give me some water.”

				Amanda’s face soured. “The least you could do is pretend to be grateful.”

				“For?”

				There was a surge of maroon in her outer bands, threaded with crackling yellow—incredulity and offense. “Uh, for saving your life.”

				Donovan scoffed. “It’s the least they could have done. Had I not acted, the moment Almitra had finished her parlay the thousand or so minions waiting in the walls would have fallen on us like the Red Sea on the Egyptians. I saved all of our lives. Again.”

				“But it would be courteous to say thank you just the same,” Noah said from the steps. “It wasn’t easy patching you up.”

				Donovan sat up, which evoked another blast of pain, and turned to the fully armored Shardyn Knight regarding him with gray eyes as still as a windless lake. Even her soul was calm. “Courtesy is for the weak, Sur Noahvden. Amanda. Water.”

				Amanda clamped her mouth shut and rolled her eyes behind her lids with a shake of her head. “Why did I want you to live again?” she muttered to herself.

				“Because without me,” he said, choosing to answer her rhetorical question. “This war is lost.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 28

				“Well lookie what we got here,” Skip said. “He lives.”

				Donovan looked like la mierda. He had zero color in his face, his hair was greasy and matted from sleep and trauma and though he accepted no assistance, he was walking like he’d been thrown out of a ten-story building.

				The new boys stood up at his descent from the stairs and assumed the position of attention. Skip chuckled in his head. Some things were the same everywhere.

				The contrast between them was stark: Donovan in his dirty, bloodstained and ripped black military fatigues against two “Cavaliers” resplendent in green chain mail armor, elaborate surcoats and a lean, dusky-skinned archer holding an unstringed bow. They were all on guard.

				“I am told that you are the slayer of the Necromancer,” Captain Taksony, aka Goldenboy to Skip, said when Donovan reached the bottom. Flanking Donovan were Amanda and Noah. Dwensolt watched silently from beside Tarsidion and Cirena. Skip noticed that Gavin’s stare was carefully neutral. Skip wondered what their intrepid leader was thinking about Amanda’s attention to the son of Satan. There was a pause so long that it became awkward.

				And then Skip got it. “He said, ‘I’m told that you are the slayer of the Necromancer,’” he said by way of translation while wiggling the gold-leafed ring around his ring finger. It was funny how quickly a person could get used to things—like smart phones and the internet.

				Donovan remained silent.

				“We are indebted to you, Sir Donovan,” Goldenboy continued and then bowed stiffly.

				“He is no knight,” Gavin said. The silence got even more awkward. After nobody said anything, Skip translated reluctantly. How’d I end up as translator?

				It was a strange scene—an immense cavern deep in the land of the dead, strewn with glittering treasure, decomposing piles of armor and scattered bones from countless corpses.

				“Tell our new guests, Walkins, that I will hold them to their word.” He then turned to Amanda and held out his hand. She tightened her lips and blinked rapidly before handing him his sunglasses. Donovan held them up to the firelight burning from the tongues of flame around their assembly, took out a soiled cloth out of his shirt, shined both lenses, pocketed the cloth and then slid his sunglasses onto his face. “I intend to collect.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 29

				There was nothing like rummaging through six thousand years of treasure to take the edge off of tension. Even the new guys sparked up, though last night’s lamentations had left their mark.

				Contrary to what she might have believed about herself, Amanda was strangely more drawn to the ancient weapons that littered the football-field-sized chamber than the sparkly, extravagant jewelry and coins that seemed to tinkle from everywhere. Never had she even imagined such craftsmanship. It made Tiffany’s seem like a dollar store.

				“What do you think?” Skip said, brandishing an ax with a wriggly golden blade, eyes wide as he did a scarily credible impression of Jack Nicolson in The Shining. “Think it goes with my teeth?”

				Amanda giggled. “Magnifique!” she said and kissed the tips of her fingertips. “Gold is your color.”

				“Or how ’bout this one?” Skip said and hefted a gigantic ball and chain with black spikes and bands of iron ringed around the handle.

				“Definitely not. It looks like something a serial killer might use to smash kittens.”

				Skip tossed it down, and it clanked loudly against pile of old, faded coins. “I agree. Or how ’bout this one...”

				There was just so much stuff, so much treasure—she felt like she’d taken a few puffs on Dwensolt’s pipe—that there was a constant tingle of wonder buzzing through her head. She picked through a large fluted bow etched with white gold or platinum—she couldn’t tell which—a gigantic double-headed axe with a thick, white-wooden haft engraved with liquid ruby moving inside the wood, spears and lances with tattered, faded pennants, broken arrows, a breastplate here, a long, curved, rectangle shield there... Unfortunately, Amanda had not really focused much on medieval weapons as a third-year astronomy student at Trinity. No time like the present, right, Amanda?

				Now that their party consisted of eleven point three members, the yawning treasure chamber didn’t seem so lonely and forgotten, the inside of the mountain not so oppressive. Still, even though Almitra was dead, her presence seemed to leech from the walls like the ubiquitous smell of smoke after a fire.

				“I’m sorry, Noah, but we don’t have a choice.” It was Gavin and his voice had a peculiar ring to it. “They must be destroyed.”

				“You can’t be serious, Stavengre. There is six millennium’s worth of lost knowledge here. To destroy it would be a crime against humanity and beyond.”

				Amanda and Skip exchanged glances and of one mind edged their way closer, smiling like two kids eavesdropping on a parent fight.

				“Maybe so, but we have no idea what sort of abominations are lurking within the pages—this was the Necromancer’s personal library. I’d be willing to bet Tarsidion’s left testicle that there may be some cataclysmic mischief waiting to be discovered.”

				“Hey,” Tarsidion said. He and Cirena were also watching the exchange with interest.

				“We’ll contain it.”

				“Not good enough. Once it’s discovered that the Necromancer is dead, it’s going to be a free for all. There will be adventurers, treasure-seekers and desperate wanderers coming from every corner of the world. And there will be Wizards.” Gavin shook his head. “Wizards are bad enough the way they are.”

				Noah let out an undignified sigh. “There must be a way.”

				“I’m open to suggestions.”

				Aww, Amanda knew that look—reasonable, disarming but already decided.

				Noah knew it too evidently because she stared long and hard at Gavin. Her nostrils flared every two seconds or so. “Nobody has to know.”

				“And how do you propose we explain them?” Gavin said, pointing to Sir Taksony and his men, who were eagerly pilfering through the mountains of treasure. Every once in a while one of them would hold up some newly discovered weapon with a happy sound. Knights and treasure. Like women and shoes. Well, some women at least.

				“Dammit, Stavengre, we can’t just burn all this. What if we destroy a sacred work that could help win the war?”

				“And what if we open up a black hole?”

				“Then I will identify and destroy that which is evil. I am a perfectly good judge.”

				“Maybe so but—” Gavin motioned at the labyrinth of shelves and bookcases brimming with tasseled scrolls, sheaves of parchment, skin-bound tomes with engravings in bone and a thousand other different types of writing. Ten thousand. A hundred thousand. “That would take weeks. Months. You have two hours, Noah. We still have a world to warn and an army to raise.”

				Noah stared at him in calm dismay. “This is terrible,” she croaked and turned away from him. “Terrible, terrible, terrible...” Her words faded as she disappeared back into the labyrinth.

				“Two hours, Noah.” Gavin called after her. She did not respond.

				“An army to raise?” Skip asked. Amanda and Skip had joined them.

				“Yes,” Gavin said. He studied the double-headed halberd Skip was holding with a skeptical nod. “Are you trained with that type of weapon?”

				“Sure, learned it in gym class.”

				Tarsidion chuckled.

				“Why don’t you try this one instead? It’s right up your alley,” Gavin suggested, leaned over and picked up a jumbo-sized magnificent-looking crossbow that Poseidon himself might have once possessed.

				“What the—now that’s what I’m talking about,” Skip breathed, tossing the halberd to the side to accept the gift with a boyish smile. His joy was infectious, made Amanda feel almost normal. Skip inspected it with hungry eyes. “Where’s the ammo?”

				Gavin grinned. “Just pull back that crank right there and see what happens.”

				Eyes dancing with anticipation, Skip gripped a simple-looking handle and pulled back like he was ratcheting a bolt-action rifle. The bowstring glimmered and right before all of their curious eyes, the silhouette of a glowing arrow materialized, growing stronger the farther he pulled the crank toward the trigger. When he got to the end there was a click and to Skip’s unabashed delight, a golden arrow made of light hummed on the track. Just waiting to be fired.

				“I want one!” Amanda said. “Is it heavy?”

				“Not really. Here.”

				Amanda accepted the weapon eagerly and fell in love with it the instant it touched her hands. The wood was smooth yet grainy, just heavy enough to make her feel powerful without giving her a hernia. She looked at Skip and then at Gavin. “I. Love. This.”

				“It’s yours,” Skip said. “I already got me a Bronto-killer.”

				“Really?” She flashed a demure glance at Skip and then at Gavin, who seemed endearingly amused. “Can I fire it?”

				He laughed. It was nice to see him a smidge more like himself. “Sure. Let’s see...” He looked around and searched for a suitable target.

				In the meantime, she studied the glowing arrow with curious eyes, devouring every detail. She wanted to touch it. What would happen if she did?

				“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Cirena said to her. What was this? Cirena addressing little old Amanda?

				“What would happen?” Amanda asked, suddenly feeling rebellious.

				Cirena shrugged. “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps you’d lose your hand.”

				“Yeah, I wouldn’t touch it either, Amanda,” Skip chimed in. “I got a rule about messing with glowing arrows.”

				“It’s a quarrel, Everett,” Cirena said. “Not an arrow.”

				“Just testing you.”

				Amanda smiled again and studied the crossbow some more. The wood was worn and burnished with tight grain and had some kind of letters or glyphs carved into it, the same way a luthier might sign a collector’s edition guitar they were particularly proud of.

				She then turned it over and found two points of light toward the bottom, one on each side of the stock, but before she could ask Gavin about it, there was commotion among the new guys.

				“Come, Sur Stavengre!” Taksony suddenly yelled. “You must see this!”

				All heads turned in his direction.

				“I’ll be right back, baby,” he said with a quick kiss on her lips. “See if there’s anything else you like.” And then he was starting toward Sir Taksony. In three seconds she was alone, holding her treasure but somehow feeling dejected. Even Pyrk was gone. I didn’t even get to fire it.

				Then she noticed Donovan staring down at her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 30

				Skulls screamed silently. Some of them had arms covering their faces, as if whatever had killed them had been too horrible to behold. Others were cracked by age or the jaws of whatever had taken their life. One thing was certain; a lot of people had tried to cross to the other side. There were countless rusted helmets and breastplates, rotted leather quivers, bracers, pitted spears with splintered hafts—death was everywhere.

				“To think yesterday we were an army,” Sir Taksony murmured as he led them through the lifeless pass with pain-filled, determined eyes. To him, it had only been a day, not five hundred years. Nobody spoke. The crunch of their boots on unavoidable fibulas and vertebras was ear-jarringly loud. Every once in a while, a boot would kick a shield and its squeal would pierce right through Gavin’s calm. Their new friends were dead quiet.

				Oh, how Gavin could relate.

				He glanced backward. There, like the remnants of a bad dream, was Donovan following as rearguard. His steps were measured and slow, his sunglasses on despite the gloom, and beside him was Amanda. His servant. Gavin’s fiancée.

				“You shouldn’t be walking,” he heard her whisper to him. “You shouldn’t be doing anything.”

				“Once again you dazzle me with your insight.” His tone was sharp, but Amanda hardly flinched.

				“At least let me carry your rifle,” she continued.

				With his usual charm he ignored her. The bandages around his torso were bloodstained at ten points up his ribcage and stomach. He hadn’t bothered buttoning his black military tactical shirt as if even that much pressure would hurt, though both of the nylon straps of his pistol holsters were visible over the bandages. Complete with guns. He sort of looked like a mummy. His face was pale. Sickly.

				That’s what happens when you choke the Lord of Death.

				Now that there was time to think, Gavin found Donovan dominating his thoughts. Who would have thought it possible for a mere mortal to not only try and stab Almitra with some legendary enchanted weapon or unleash a spell crafted by a platoon of Wizards, but to just...choke her? With his bare hands? Sure, they’d helped finish her off, but that wasn’t the point. His fingers, hands and arms should have turned to bloody ice and shattered. Who was Donovan? What was he? And why couldn’t he be healed?

				Why did magic not effect him?

				It was a conversation that had to happen but away from Donovan’s prying ears.

				Gavin glanced back.

				The two of them had stopped. In a smooth, albeit ginger motion, Donovan removed the German scoped sniper rifle off his shoulder. He handed it to her. “Keep the safety on. You may not use it unless I give you permission.”

				Amanda nodded and slid it over her shoulder.

				I don’t like that one bit.

				Gavin bumped into a wall. It was Tarsidion’s back. The big man turned around and gave him a puzzled, disapproving look and then pointed ahead with his chin. Sir Taksony’s mailed fist had gone up.

				Whoever had been in the center of bones had long since been dragged off, but the futile band of warriors who had closed ranks around him still lay where they’d fallen. Enclosed in the dead, skeletal fingers of one of the perished warriors was the rotting haft of a pole. Attached to the top was an ancient, tattered banner—a golden sun against a faded emerald backdrop comprised of eight sword blades pointed inwards, each hilt projecting out as a sunbeam.

				The colors of the Southern March.

				Sir Taksony approached with the reverence of a high priest entering a tabernacle. He dropped to one knee and began to pray. In unspoken agreement, the other two, Arnaut and Aluvion, joined Taksony, first touching the armor of his shoulders before kneeling beside their leader and knight while bowing their heads. With a wooden hollow scrape, Sir Taksony, with the help of his comrades, lifted the banner off the cold floor with a whisper of cloth on stone, and an image of Iwo Jima flashed in Gavin’s mind.

				Pale, haunted but with grim resolve, the trio of men looked out. Thin glimmers of reflected Quaranai light shined in trails from Sir Taksony’s cheeks.

				The knight of old cleared his throat and spoke with a voice thick with emotion, eyes pristine in their lucidity. His men swelled their chests around him. “This banner will once again fly over the Southern March.”

				* * *

				“It’s funny,” Cirena said, surprising them all. “Sir Taksony looks exactly as I imagined he would when I read about him.”

				“I agree,” Gavin said. “If we were back home—” he cleared his throat, “—I mean back on Earth, I bet he could be a lead role actor. Look at that jaw. I’d cast him.”

				Nobody had missed his faux pax but his point remained. Sir Taksony was hard not to be aware of. Aside from his aesthetic splendor, the Captain’s eyes were always working, observing, and though he was always polite and gracious, Gavin sensed he was watching them far more closely than he was letting on.

				He sort of reminded Gavin of Lucian.

				The pass led them through a gaping crevasse into yet another patch of cloudy, moonless night between mountain faces. In the open, the rumbling drone of the Valley of Chaos was still quite audible, a continual bombardment of the air that ebbed and flowed in the distance like the ocean tide.

				“Are you still mad, Noah?” Gavin asked, dropping back beside his uncharacteristically sullen friend. She didn’t even look at him.

				“Mad doesn’t quite do it, Stavengre.”

				The end of a six-foot pole was balanced on her left shoulder while the other end was balanced on Dwensolt’s left shoulder. In between them was a hastily constructed litter stuffed and brimming with ancient books, scrolls and tomes. The pole sagged, and that was in addition to an entire magical “dumpling” (Gavin rather liked Skip’s terminology) filled with books, which was also attached to Noah’s belt.

				The last dumpling had been allocated for the finest arsenal ever collected. Swords, battle-axes, shields, bows. When the Second Army was formed, Gavin intended to form a Cadre of the best fighters in the world and then dole out the best weapons ever made. In addition, they’d been sure to load up on good old-fashioned regular coin so if the need arose...they could literally buy an army. The Cavaliers had expressed their dismay that an entire dumpling should be wasted on worthless books when two arsenals could have been carried, but one withering look from a severely agitated Noah had shut them up real fast.

				In addition, Noah had another dozen scrolls and tassels sticking out from beneath her cloak, as well as four large tomes cradled in the crook of her right arm. She’d even enlisted Skip’s less-than-eager help.

				“C’mon, Noah, no need to be that way.”

				“I can be any way I choose,” she grumped in High Common, refusing even to address him in English.

				“Since when are you a grudge holder?”

				“Since I was forced to watch a sacred library of untold mysteries burned to useless cinders.”

				Gavin thought she might spit.

				Cirena leaned close to his ear. “Don’t instigate, Stavengre.”

				Pyrk, who had said little during the whole ordeal, fluttered over to Noah and settled on her shoulder. “Do not be cross, fair knight, your malcontent with Sur Stavengre darkens the contours of the lines of your most generous and heart-shaped mouth.”

				“Hear that, Gavin? My malcontent is darkening my contours,” Noah finally said in English. “Sleep with one eye open.”

				Pyrk spun around on Noah’s shoulder, steady in the motion of her strides as a captain on a ship and caught Gavin’s attention with a disconcertingly deep gaze. “We are going to prevail, Sur Stavengre.”

				He said it with such conviction that for a second...Gavin believed him. Had to believe him. “You seem so certain.”

				“I am. It is not oft that the quality of people such as this is summoned, and never has the need been greater.” The tiny, gold-dusted man with spikey short hair glanced at Donovan. “Even the dark warrior shall play his part.”

				Gavin sucked his teeth. Something tells me you’re right, he thought.

				* * *

				An unspoken agreement to forego sleep for as long as possible was in effect. The sooner they left the claustrophobic confines of the formerly haunted Pass of Almitra, the better.

				Their perseverance was rewarded. Despite the sharp angles of the sheer mountain faces surrounding them on all sides, light and fresher air tugged them forward.

				They were getting close. They might even get out today if it weren’t for Donovan.

				“Go ahead of us then if you’re in such a rush,” Donovan said, though nobody had said a word. “If not...shut up.”

				That would be Donovan, reading minds again.

				When at last Sir Taksony signaled to stop, Gavin had to fight the urge to collapse. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done so much walking after so much fighting. What was I thinking, I was in shape? Back in the first war, Gavin could have hiked thirty hours straight backward.

				And then they stopped.

				“Behold, brothers—The Stairs of Almitra,” Sir Taksony said with flourish.

				It was nice to see no more bones or scraps of rotting cloth littering the floor. Even the constant reverberation of the Valley of Chaos was gone. All there was here was silence—thick, but no longer heavy. Empty.

				“Beyond that mouth is a flight of stairs carved into the mountain itself. It is both long and arduous. Perhaps we should rest first and gather our strength—” Sir Taksony said.

				“Screw that,” Skip said. “I say we take five, grab a swig of water and march up those bitches right now.” He looked around at the rest of them. “I don’t wanna spend a second longer down here than we need to.”

				Gavin’s sentiments exactly. He appraised each of their fatigue levels and was concerned only for Donovan of all people. No ordinary human being would have made it this far after those injuries.

				“You’re up for a climb, Donnie-boy?” Skip asked.

				“Of course,” Donovan whispered, though it seemed dryer than usual. Raspier. “Everett.”

				Skip smiled. “Right on.” He then pointed at Taksony and winked, showing yet again his uncanny ability to make friends wherever he went. “Lead the way, Captain. It’s time to get the hell out of Dodge.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 31

				Amanda had never been so happy to see a grasshopper. It was a big one, too, munching casually on a plump, maroon-trimmed leaf attached to one of the unfamiliar shrubs making their first appearances. It swiveled one of its long antennas in her direction, peered at her with one buggy eye and continued with its lunch.

				“Anything?” Tarsidion asked Noah, who was kneeling in a monk’s stance in a circle of stones, listening to the wind. She shook her head.

				“We’re still a far ways off,” Gavin said far more optimistically than he felt.

				“I’m sure that’s it,” Noah said. Her eyes were as cloudy and distant as the horizon she stared into. It was their second day out of the Pass. The view before them was no-joke spectacular. The bleak and grim landscape of Almitra’s Pass had given way to tufts of green grass sprinkled with tough little flowers budding in pastel blue and pink. On one side of the sky, closer to the mountains they’d just left, the air was brooding and ominous. In the middle swirled a serpentine band of cloudless, cobalt sky, reminiscent of a ship’s wake. Amanda recognized the formation from her meteorology classes seventeen lifetimes ago—orographic clouds—most often seen at the end or beginning of a mountain range. The meeting of two air masses. On the other side of the aerial divide the sky was a pale, powder white wisped with vaporous high-level clouds.

				Color. Life. They’d made it.

				“What exactly are you guys listening for, anyway?” Skip asked.

				“Other Magi,” Noah answered. “Signs of home.” She stood and brushed off her knees.

				The three Cavaliers kept close to each other, talking in low voices as they absorbed a landscape five hundred years older than last time they’d seen it. Amanda imagined it would be like finding the United States empty and overrun by nature. Donovan sat by himself on a patch of bare ground and unraveled his arm to investigate. The bandage was crusty with pus and blood. She hoped he didn’t get gangrene or something. Or did she? Now that they’d made it to the other side of the pass, he’d relinquished the katana back to Gavin and in doing so, resumed imperial status over her. And was in rare form.

				“Think there’s anybody out there?” Skip asked.

				“Of course,” she said. “There has to be.”

				Skip raised his eyebrows and returned his attention back to his tea.

				The trek up the Stairs of Almitra had taken a toll, had bludgeoned their already exhausted bodies with merciless winding. By the time they’d emerged—sweating, gasping, on the verge of collapse, they’d made camp right there. It wasn’t like the area had any natural predators roaming. From there it had been downhill, literally.

				“Got a sec?” Gavin asked Amanda, suddenly by her side.

				She turned. “Sorry, I got this grasshopper to watch.”

				“Well, I’m breaking in,” he said and took her hand. “No hard feelings, Mr. Hopper. Shall we go for a walk?” He looked more like Gavin than she’d seen him in a while.

				“Right now?”

				“Mmm-hmm.” He held the crook of his arm out to her. After a quick adjustment of her crossbow, she slid her hand through said crook with a demure nod and took her first stroll on another planet with a full-fledged, bona fide knight in shining armor.

				“Something on yer mahnd?” she asked in her best southern drawl.

				He smiled but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Uh-oh. She knew that look. Her chest tightened.

				“There is, actually,” he said though he didn’t face her. “But first things first...how are you, Amanda?” His voice was neutral but warm. Low.

				“Fine, now that there are no zombies trying to gnaw on my face and the Lord of Death is in the rearview mirror... What’s up, Gavin? You’re making me nervous.”

				He gave her a nod and a tight smile but didn’t answer her question. “Good,” he said. “What you’ve been through would have broken most other people—soldiers included,” he added meaningfully. Some strange bird called in the morning air and was promptly answered by another. There were a lot of birds out here; she liked that.

				“C’mon, talk to me. What’s on your mind?” she asked, sliding her hand into his and stopping their stroll. His fingers felt good, warm and strong. He stopped with her, glanced back at the camp which was a good two hundred feet behind them. From this angle, the World Ridge dominated the horizon and sat like infinity—brooding and sullen. They weren’t out of this yet.

				“I don’t really know how to ask this, Amanda, so I’m going to just say it.”

				“Good.”

				He turned to her then, took her gaze into his own, gently but firmly, leaving her nowhere to go. “Has Donovan touched you in any other way?”

				Amanda jerked her head back. “Do you mean what I think you mean?”

				“Yes. I mean exactly that.” His eyes were so serious, so intent.

				“No, Gavin. He hasn’t.”

				Gavin swallowed and let out a slow, measured breath. Only now did she see the accumulation of his feeling on the matter. She tried to put herself into his shoes—which was damn near impossible—but she gave it a shot anyway; Donovan had certainly thrown a wrinkle into the whole situation. What was the right call to make on him? He was both threat and savior.

				“Has he hit you, struck you since back home?”

				The memory of him grabbing the back of her neck and making her look at the willow tree in flames by the river popped in her head. Of him cauterizing her back with a glowing knife. “No. He’s probably the world’s biggest dick, but...God’s truth, Gavin, I would have died without him.”

				Another deep breath and a wrinkling of his face that was smoothed immediately by a following nod and another glance over his shoulder at the camp. They could see Donovan from here, alone, on his back, propped against a stone. Red glint of sunlight off his shades. Was he looking at them?

				There was something else Gavin wanted to ask, she could feel it, but even as they studied the camp side by side, Amanda got a whiff of something nasty. Something rotting. Gavin caught it too. After the putrid assault on her olfactory senses during their ordeal at the Pass, she’d probably be able to smell carrion a mile away for the rest of her life. Gavin turned his head and sniffed more vigorously, put the edge of his hand to eyes to block the sun coming from a break in the clouds and narrowed his eyes. Amanda followed his line of sight and immediately saw what he did. On the other side of a rounded, grassy hill were circling crows and below them...bodies.

				Gavin sighed. “Looks like break’s over.”

				* * *

				Nobody deserved to die like this. Not even hobgoblins, and for Gavin to even consider such words was a testament to the nature of their demise. Gavin hated hobgoblins.

				“They’re wearing armor,” Noah observed.

				“Not that it did them any good.” Tarsidion studied the injuries of the butchered corpses carefully.

				“And were riding horses,” Noah added.

				“Hobgoblins wearing armor and riding horses. Soon we’ll be seeing pigs ride at tournaments,” Cirena scoffed.

				Their armor, a rather impressive ensemble of brown studded leather fitted with high quality scale, had done nothing to stop Asmodeous’s talons from tearing them into tatters. Armor or flesh, it made no difference to a Drynn.

				Like a bird had wings to fly, a Drynn had talons to burrow. Gavin had once seen a single Drynnian Soldier go through a six-foot-thick slab of granite in ten minutes. And then kill everybody inside.

				“Just how big is this beast?” Sir Taksony asked in a disturbed whisper.

				The Cavaliers had never heard of the Drynn before, had no idea who Asmodeous the Pale even was. Before their time.

				“He’s not a beast, Tacks,” Skip said, examining the wounds like a detective. “Asmodeous is a fully thinking, strategic, bloodthirsty monster whose soul existence is to enslave, pen up and feed upon the whole world. So I’m told at least.” Skip turned the head of one of the victims and wrinkled his face. “Ugly bitches, kind of a cross between a walking hyena and a bear.”

				“Look at the style of this helm,” Cirena observed. She nudged open a visor with the tip of her boot. The creature beneath had bitten its own tongue in half, its eyeballs were bulged, but the style was unmistakable.

				“And note the uniformity of their armor,” Noah added. “I’d say they were scouts.”

				“For who?” Gavin asked.

				“An army of course.” Noah went to another body. There were plenty to choose from—eleven slaughtered creatures.

				“No hobgoblin has ever fielded a professional cavalry,” Sir Taksony said with a disbelieving shake of his head. “Perhaps they’re mercenaries—”

				“No,” Dwensolt said. Both of his eyes were focused and in one direction. With the end of his new staff—a gift from the treasure room—he lifted the right saddle bag of one of the dead horses. “Look.” And there, in the Common tongue, was 4th Alae. 21st turmae. Venetor.

				“That mean anything to you?” Skip asked.

				“Only that they’ve been trained by Nu’rome.” Tarsidion stood and put his hands on his hips. He panned his head the full length of the horizon. “It would appear much has changed in our absence.” He sniffed the air. “Maybe this time, the world will listen.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 32

				Asmodeous the Pale wasn’t very hard to track. Just follow the dead bodies.

				At first Skip took it like another day at the office, like driving past road-kill on Interstate 90. Just keep driving. Besides, it was beautiful out there, mystical even; there were people back on Earth who’d sell their first born to get even one day here.

				But road-kill didn’t get tortured or get its wings ripped off, didn’t have its entrails strewn around its body like party confetti. It was like Deos was leaving a message, daring them to follow. Showing them their future. Toying with them.

				And dammit, it was working. Each death that they stumbled on, each massacre that they were forced to confront was like a coat of soot on Skip’s soul, another layer of creosote that choked out a little bit more light. Maybe it was the contrast of such pristine enchantment, the waist-high prairie grass the color of an Aruban lagoon, against the backdrop of such a horror show—blood, guts, carnage. In the daylight. Yeah, the daylight made it worse.

				In the open for all to see. Just like Joanna Blackburn back at Rolling Creek. And her son, Matthew Blackburn. Seven years old. And all the others he’d killed back home.

				Skip was no stranger to death. He’d smelled the charred body parts of his fellow airmen and soldiers in the streets of Kabul, had stabilized countless victims in the back of HH-60 Pave Hawks over Afghanistan, some who’d died even as he’d worked on them. He’d been the one to discover the body of that two-year-old Ecuadorian girl stuffed in an unplugged freezer in the back of a dumpster in South Philly—Skip had seen more than his share. Enough to blacken a heart. But there was the other side of such atrocities. A clue could be found, an arrest made. A rescue operation could be planned and executed, an air strike called in, something could be done. With Deos...

				The thought shot through his mind quicker than a pulse of light.

				What if Asmodeous couldn’t be stopped? What if this was all for nothing?

				Skip blocked the thought out, pretended he’d never had it, but it would have been easier to ignore a welding torch. It was right there, flaring behind his eyes.

				“Hey, snap out of it,” Noah said from his side. He blinked. Her unconcerned grin and wind-flushed cheeks shooed some of the dark wings from his thoughts. They didn’t go far, though, just perched right there across the street on the next tree over.

				We’ll be back, they said. Just wait ’til you go to sleep.

				“Why so glum?” Noah asked.

				“What are you talking about? I’m like a Care Bear over here, sunshine and happy rainbows.”

				He really liked her smile. Effortless, genuine and a little cryptic, like she knew something important that the rest of the world didn’t.

				“You’re a pretty good liar,” she said.

				“No, he’s not,” Donovan said from behind.

				Skip turned and blew Donovan a kiss. “Good to have you back, sunshine.” Now that there was a vast plain of endless grassy hills around them, they didn’t have to walk single file. Their group had turned into an shapeless, malleable configuration that shifted from double-file, cluster to whatever served at the moment. Right now they were broken off in twos and threes with Donovan, as usual, in the back.

				“He’s turning into a little bitch is what it is,” Donovan continued.

				“Somebody’s feeling better,” Skip said.

				Even though Donovan was a far cry from being whole, he had healed remarkably fast in just three days. His color had returned, no longer looked like he had a film of wax shining off his face, and the stiffness of his strides had loosened. Become more fluid.

				Skip let out a yoga-style breath and cracked his neck to both sides. All I gotta do is not deck him and everything will be fine. Skip could feel Noah’s approval of his suppression of violent desires, the why-do-we-have-to-put-up-with-this-dick? look screwed on her face.

				“What was that?” Donovan asked. “Not even a denial?” He scoffed. “Special Forces my ass. This little girl college student here is holding up better than you. Keep your shit together, Walkins.”

				Could that bastard really read minds? Can you hear this, Donnie-boy? It’s all fun and games ’til somebody gets a magical crossbow bolt up their ass. How ’bout that. Out loud, however, Skip gave Amanda a little wink and a smile. “That’s because she’s made in the USA, right, Amanda?”

				She smiled back and pom-pommed her hands. “Gooooo Huskies.”

				Nobody was speaking but they all were watching. A crow called in the distance.

				“Because I’m not feeling tip-top, Skip,” Donovan said, the right side of his mouth curled in amusement, “you might get away with one, maybe two centimeters of movement before I take away your new toy from you and beat you death with it. I’m leaning toward one centimeter.”

				Skip laughed. “If only you weren’t such an asshole, Donovan, that was a good one. I think I’ll write that one down.” Skip pat his body down for a pen and paper.

				“Hey, enough of the death threats,” Gavin said. His eyes were on the horizon. “I think we have a situation here.” Everybody’s eyes went forward.

				The Sea of the Southern March was really that—a prairie that mirrored the moods of the ocean. Much of it was flat and expansive, like the calm waters of an intercoastal or bay. Other times it rolled with round, cheerful hills thick with swaying grass and gentle valleys. On occasion sometimes it got a little stormy, shooting sudden formations of mineral-rich stone through the ground, curling over like frozen, breaching waves. Postcard worthy.

				It was on just such a wave that Gavin was standing, scanning the horizon. Nobody said anything until all of them were side by side, doing the same.

				“Is that good news or bad news?” Skip asked.

				Gavin’s eyes were hooded against the sun, his expression half hidden by the flat of his hand. “Most likely bad.”

				* * *

				It had been a long time since Gavin had stared down at the face of his mortal enemy.

				He knew intellectually that he should be disturbed, that seeing human beings so wantonly slaughtered should move him in some way, but Gavin felt only numb acceptance.

				You deserved it.

				The thought rose up from inside him like a bubble from the bottom of a lake. He kneeled beside the dead wizard and turned the bloated, stinking, brainless, wispy-haired skull to the left. Even in death he looked cruel. Thin lips, beaked nose with white, sudsy foam bubbling out of his nostrils. His blackening mouth seemed to be twisting into a sneer.

				Gavin could hear Jack’s voice in his head. What comes around goes around, bitch. Besides being the entire reason the War of the Drynn had been fought in the first place, the Red-cloths were renowned for their ruthlessness, cruelty and utter efficiency in imposing their will—the clergy of the Spanish Inquisition could have learned a thing or two from their autocracy.

				Their rule was of fear and pain and enforced by the power of their craft.

				Any who dared challenge their rule died horrific deaths, as did their family, their friends and acquaintances and sometimes, the whole village. They could pop up in someone’s bedroom, ask a question for which there was no answer, burn their victims slowly to death for not answering correctly and then move on without a second thought. In Vambrace, the Red-cloths, held the power over life and death, and wielded it often.

				Gavin glared down at the corpse and suppressed the urge to spit on him. His hatred for the Wizards of Vambrace went beyond the standard mortal enmity between Magi and Wizard.

				The Wizards of Vambrace had killed Gavin’s father.

				“How are we to fight such monstrousness?” Sir Taksony asked. He meant the Drynn.

				“The stones of this tower are as thick as a man stands, and even in my day the Knights of Vambrace were vaunted for both their skill and quality of arms.” He gave his head another disbelieving shake. “This is beyond words.”

				“And they had a wizard.” Sir Taksony’s grizzled serjeant Arnaut said. He didn’t speak often so when he did, Gavin noticed. “These men didn’t have a chance.”

				“Most of them are only half dressed,” Tarsidion added. “He came when they were sleeping.”

				Standard operating procedure really; Gavin bet a bag of gold that if they went inside the gutted tower of the Vambracian outpost, they’d see a gaping hole the size of a water buffalo in the cellar or in a wall from where Deos had tunneled in. It was a favorite tactic of his, to strike when his victims felt the safest. Something about a person’s fear was like a narcotic to him. Their pain was something like seasoning. Flavor.

				“Notice how the wizard is the farthest,” Cirena said dryly. “First to run, just like in the war.”

				It was true, but he wasn’t alone. Most of the dead were outside the safety of the tower, as if everyone had been running away from it.

				“I feel more sorrow for river trolls,” Dwensolt said and stepped beside Gavin. Annoyed by the deluge of flies, he lifted his staff and rapped the end of it against the grass. A shockwave of disturbed air blasted out like an underwater explosion and when the air stopped moving there wasn’t a single fly around.

				“Thank you,” Amanda said through a gag, a cloth over her mouth and nose.

				The Druid hadn’t said much since the Pass, but Gavin was glad to see the wild-haired man’s eyes roving hungrily, taking in and processing everything they landed on. Something about his intensity comforted Gavin.

				“If the mind and hearts of his victims are so important to Asmodeous,” Cirena said, studying the corpses with dispassionate detail, “then it stands to reason that if we take his head and heart, burn them to ashes and scatter them over the mouths of volcanoes on separate ends of the world—” she kneeled by the body of a young squire no older than twelve years old and closed his eyes, “—he should remain dead for all time.”

				Gavin regarded the dead boy at her feet and tried to feel remorse but failed. The images of the Druid’s Pool were too fresh, too real for him to feel anything but a thirst for retribution. This was their fault.

				They deserved this.

				The day you can’t feel bad for a dead child is the day you’ve lost your soul, Stavengre.

				Gavin couldn’t tell if the voice was some rogue memory escaping its bonds or something metaphysical, but it was Lucian’s voice. He knew that voice.

				His shoulders slumped. Of course you’re right, brother. Gavin walked back over to the squire’s corpse, beside Cirena, and made himself kneel. Like Nazi Germany, there was a distinct difference between the SS and the regular army. Gavin tried to imagine that the boy had been given to this life in a last-ditch effort for his family to survive. Maybe he sent back whatever coin he earned to his sick mother, who herself had been victimized by the agents of Vambrace. Maybe this boy had wanted to change things.

				“Indeed it does, Sur Cirena, stand to reason,” Sir Taksony said, tapping the hilt to his new two-handed sword strapped to his back—a magnificent artifact he’d acquired from Almitra’s treasure wall. When awakened, bright green flames simmered around its edges. “And yet who can know? If what you say is true, this abomination has been walking the world since the before time of the Dragons.” He shook his head and his sky blue eyes clouded. “It is beyond thoughts.”

				“Looks like somebody got in a couple of licks, though,” Skip said, kneeling by a small cluster of men who’d managed to get most of their armor on. “I’d recognize that stink anywhere. Check it out.” Sure enough, the distinct, eggplant-colored stain of Asmodeous’s blood contaminated the rest of the congealing blood around it. It wasn’t much, the two broken arrows lying close told the story, but it was something.

				Skip stood and rubbed his chin. “Kind of like a field goal at the end of a blowout, eh, Gavin?”

				“Something like that,” Gavin replied. Even though he was looking directly at their bodies, there was something unfocused and vague about them, like he was viewing them through his peripheral vision. “Visitors sixty-one, home team three,” he said.

				Now that the deafening drone of ten thousand flies was gone, the eerie, slightly crackling simmer of the red flame beacon above the tower was noticeable. It was a lonely sound, like the hum of a neon sign in the middle of a desert at night.

				“I cannot recall a single instance of Vambrace ever calling for help,” Noah said, looking up at its flickering dance.

				“Yeah, well, Deos has that effect on people. A bunch of these guys shit their pants. Literally.” Skip emphasized his words by wrinkling his nose.

				“Perhaps we should extinguish it?” Tarsidion suggested, looking up at the antithesis of a superhero’s light.

				Gavin shook his head. “Not our business. Let’s check for survivors and get the hell out of here. I can’t imagine an encounter with Vambrace under these circumstances turning out very well.”

				Silently and meticulously they moved up toward the red tower, checking each corpse for signs of life or clues.

				There were none. Asmodeous was very thorough. When they reached the base of the silent tower, looming above them like a bloody spike, on a nod Noah and Tarsy went in, easing through a door that had exploded outward. The rest of them fanned out and continued their search.

				“Nothing,” Tarsidion said fifteen minutes later when they re-emerged. Not that Gavin had expected anything different, but occasionally Deos left a survivor, just one so that the person’s fear and broken will could infect the ones who found him or her. As they’d found in the first war, it was very effective. Toward the end, whole barracks would break and run as the news of what befell those who fought before them reached their ears.

				Gavin glanced down at the young man at his feet who couldn’t have been more than sixteen, their age when the war had first started. His breast plate had been raked open like an aluminum can. Muscle and congealing blood clung to the tatters of metal. His heart had been ripped out of his chest. Rib bones stuck out of him like sticks smeared with two-day-old marinara sauce. The distant ringing of dread in his ears got louder. Vambrace was involved now. Things would change. They would want answers. For better or worse.

				What would he do if he came face to face with them? What would he do if he came face to face with the people responsible for the death of his father, people and his homeland, the very reason this whole war started in the first place?

				I don’t know if I’ll be able to not kill them.

				“You find anything, Donnie-boy?” Skip asked. Somehow the police chief’s voice penetrated the ugly direction Gavin’s thoughts had been headed. Gavin looked and watched their silent companion pick his way through the carnage with meticulous analysis.

				“Yes,” Donovan answered.

				“Feel like sharing?” Skip asked.

				To Gavin’s surprise, Donovan answered by pointing to a headless, bloody torso a couple feet to his left. “That one still has its heart.” The arms, legs and head had been removed either by brute force or some large bladed weapon, but Donovan was right. Unlike every other carcass feeding the flies here, there was no hole in the chest cavity.

				Strange. Gavin went over to it, as did Noah, and together the two of them studied the still breastplate encased torso.

				“Diseased?” Gavin asked, gathering his cloak as he kneeled so it wouldn’t get any bloodier.

				“Maybe,” Noah said. Cirena and Tarsidion joined them.

				“He was wearing this,” Donovan said. Gavin turned, as did they all, and saw a necklace dangling from his hand.

				“May I?” Gavin asked. Donovan surprised him by tossing it right to him. Gavin caught the necklace easily in his hand and with his three brethren studied it. It was simple, made of low-grade silver and not overly valuable. It looked more like a gift or good luck charm than anything a Knight of Vambrace would wear but at the bottom of it, within a glass pendant, not even crystal, was a silver clump of liquid that rolled around as he moved it. “Was this over or under his armor?” Gavin asked.

				“Under,” Donovan said.

				Why you being so helpful, Donovan? Gavin wondered. “What do you think?” he asked his brethren.

				“It looks like mercury,” Cirena said, smudging her finger over its surface.

				It sure did. Very strange. Mercury was a very rare element on Theia, at least as far as Gavin knew. Those types of thermometers had yet to be invented on Theia. He turned to toss the necklace back to Donovan but their unwanted companion had unslung his rifle and was looking through his scope. For a second it looked as if he was pointing it right at Gavin’s face but a nano-second before Gavin summoned a cocoon of protective magic, he realized Donovan was looking past him. Beyond the hill.

				“Riders approaching,” he rasped.

				* * *

				Decurion Markus Arkeides of the 4th Nu’romian Cavalry Legion of the Southern Outpost drove his men hard. Anything to get out of the barracks. Anything to thwart the dark mood that had befallen him.

				Even the electric thrill of a possible invasion couldn’t lift Markus’s spirits. It mattered little to him that this was the first time in anybody’s lifetime that the Empire of Vambrace had ever called for help. Markus should have been elated.

				But he wasn’t.

				Today was the last day Markus could have been saved by a miracle. If he’d left today, at a full gallop, he could made it back up to the Eternal City in time to see the greatest spectacle in all the world—The Great Games of Nu’rome. The Olympics.

				In just three days the greatest champions in all the realms would gather and compete for godhood in the Colosseum. And he wouldn’t be there.

				Instead of sitting next to the very generously endowed Lady Varanna, daughter of the Second Senator of Ne’roum, in prized seats in the inner circle of the First Tier of the Colosseum (how long had he saved up for those seats?) he was here, two hundred leagues south stuck to a troop of miserable, complaining outcasts in the desolation of the Southern Sea, chasing prairie rats and kobolds.

				Some promotion. He should have listened to his cousin Raushak. All that had been required was for Markus to keep his head down, to remain an anonymous middle, to refrain from crossing swords with one very short Centurion Alvadis, do his time and get transferred to the 4th Alae, but...as usual, Markus had been unable to heed.

				“I can see it, just over the next ridge,” his second in command, Alaris Mesothos, said, looking through an old, dented eyepiece. His normally thick southern accent was nearly gone, his timbre unusually tight. “I should say it’s quite eerie.”

				A couple more horse lengths later and Markus saw it, too, mixing strangely with the light of the setting sun.

				The Red Beacon.

				It was a sight worthy of pulling him from his seething. Like the candle of some god, the red blade of fire burned ominously over the still-red tower of the Vambracian outpost. By now they should have sent riders to meet them. Markus gave the signal to halt. He wanted to hear. The land felt even more desolate than usual. There wasn’t a single buzzard or crow to be heard or seen, no sigh of moving grass that was a hallmark of the Southern Sea, just the gurgle of a nearby brook, the creak of saddles and the uneasy neighs of their horses.

				There was nothing.

				He looked back at the rest of his men. Their customary lackadaisical indifference to the long-familiar prison of the Southern Sea Outpost at least for now seemed to have dissipated. They were alert, hands near hilts, but with the glint of curiosity and, dare Markus say, trepidation in their eyes. Vambrace made everybody nervous.

				And then he caught a whiff. It was faint, unaided by any wind or breeze, but a wisp of carrion rubbed up against the bottom of his nostrils. His horse shifted beneath him and nickered unhappily.

				“Easy, girl,” he said with a reassuring pat on her neck. Anxiousness was an unfamiliar sensation to Markus, who normally preferred to charge and sort later.

				Not this day.

				“I see figures,” Mesothos said, his voice tighter yet. “I count eleven. Blue armor of a type I know not adorned with long cloaks with hoods. There are others clad in green armor, ancient, and others who wear no armor at all. No horses.”

				“Can you discern their colors or pennant?”

				A couple of seconds passed before Mesothos lowered his eyepiece. “Perhaps you should look, sir.”

				Markus didn’t much care for his second in command’s strained look of impassivity. Shoulders back, neck straight, Markus held out his hand to Mesothos, who then deposited the eyepiece to Markus. Ignoring the battering of his heart, he put the eyepiece to his eye. He said nothing.

				“What is it, Decanus? What do you see?”

				“Yeh, what do you see, Markus?”

				Markus lowered the eyepiece and turned to his men. “In the field, you will address me as Decanus, am I clear, Alaris Trakkon?”

				“Aye, Decanus Arkeides, you’re as clear as a Faery’s arsehole. What did you see?” The wide-girthed cavalryman leaned forward in his saddle.

				Markus handed Mesothos back the eyepiece and leveled a stare far more serious than he’d ever conjured onto his men, ignoring Tarkkon’s insubordination. For once they seemed to get it. “They’re dead. Every single one of them.” Markus gripped his lance with a palm slick with sweat. “Lances at the ready, men...forward.”

				And then they were galloping.

				* * *

				“Why are they charging us?” Skip asked. Sometime yesterday he’d detached his thermal scope from his M107 and was now using it as binoculars.

				“They’re not. If they were charging their lances would be couched,” Gavin said. “Tarsy, Sir Taksony, with me. The rest of you hang back and cover us. Bring your banner, Sir Taksony.”

				The golden-haired Cavalier nodded, received the freshly cut pole topped with the faded sun and swords of the Southern March from Serjeant Arnaut, and with Tarsidion on his left and Taksony on his right, the three of them strode out to meet the riders.

				* * *

				Markus halted twenty paces before the strangers and ordered his men to form a defensive crescent around them.

				“A hail to you, riders of Nu’rome,” the man in the middle with the dark brown eyes and fresh sprouting beard called when they stopped. The salute he gave was an older type, dating back to the days even before Markus’s grandfather—great-grandfather, most likely—but it was crisp and full of authority. “And a hail to the Caesar.”

				Markus said nothing at first. It was difficult to pick which to focus on. His eyes naturally fell on the giant to the right of the speaker who stood easily as tall as Markus atop his mount. Long black hair in the style of the Southern Plainsmen—he’d never heard of one this far west before—fell over an avalanche of muscle encased in glittering blue armor as masterfully forged as Markus had ever seen, an intricate interlaying of plate armor forged and fitted to his body over a habergeon of chain mail that threw the sun like a bag of jewels. In the middle of his breastplate was the image of a great, brooding willow tree, scintillating as if on fire. It seemed familiar to Markus somehow, in the way a long-forgotten song might sound if the lyrics were spoken. The giant’s eyes shined out like emeralds.

				“And a hail to you, strangers,” Markus finally replied coolly, hand gripped around the haft of his lance. “Who are you, and what is your business in the Southern Sea?” He glanced in the direction of the Vambracian outpost and the carnage around it.

				With a straight face and somber voice, the man in the middle replied. “I am Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, Second Born to the House of Annototh, Knight of the Shard, First Rune.”

				Markus would have expected his normally raucous troopers to laugh or scoff at such an outlandish declaration but they were silent behind him. Against the backdrop of death and the eerie stillness that had descended the normally breezy Sea, Markus could almost believe him.

				“A Knight of the Shard, you say?” Markus asked calmly.

				“Aye,” Sur Stavengre said with sharp eyes that seemed to absorb much while revealing only Markus’s reflection. Just when it appeared that the word would simply hang in the air like dust across a sunbeam, Sur Stavengre held up his hand and turned it slowly so Markus could see. His men coiled behind him. A single drop of light pooled in the center of his palm and then zipped softly through gossamer glyphs etched into his skin, leaving a trail of pale blue luminance that dissipated slowly behind.

				The long, hooded cloak draped to his shoulders moved as if there were a wind.

				“By Kalavan’s cock, they’re Magi!” Mesothos murmured fiercely. There was movement in his ranks, nervous shifting and low mutters, as if they expected the very air to open up around them to release a Wizard.

				“Silence,” Markus ordered and with the crispness of his command, they settled down. “And your friends?” Markus asked the knight.

				“Sur Tarsidion Kul Longshadow, Knight of the Shard, First Rune,” the giant plainsman said in a low baritone from his left and repeated the gesture that Sur Stavengre had, glimmering similar markings in his monstrous hand.

				“And I am Sir Taksony, Captain of the Guard of his Majesty King Makabru’s Royal Cavalry,” the man in archaic, gleaming green armor from Stavengre’s right said with a thick accent. At his declaration a gentle wind kicked up and stirred the faded, tattered flag at the end of his pennant, fluttering for all to see. “And heir to the Southern March.”

				This time Markus did react. His eyebrows shot down and met over the bridge of his nose. There was another clamor of murmurs from behind. He leaned toward Mesothos and asked the obvious with his eyes. His second in command looked up and studied the sun and swords against the field of faded green blowing in the sudden wind then shrugged with a nod. Markus leaned back into his saddle and rubbed the beard at his chin.

				“You would have me believe,” Markus began, “that children’s tales have come to life and now stand before me, claiming dominion over the lands of Vambrace?”

				“Yes,” Sur Stavengre said and then pointed at the carnage surrounding the Red Beacon. “And that, Decanus, is no children’s tale. That is what will befall the world if we are detained.”

				Another whiff of death reaffirmed that something had happened here. Something had wiped out an entire Vambracian outpost, a feat that Decanus Markus Arkeides had never even heard before.

				“By what power did they die? Any who touch a Knight or Wizard of Vambrace are condemned to death, as are their families.”

				Stavengre turned back to Markus with eyes as deep as wells. A bitter smile of irony twisted his lips. “Let’s hope so. Asmodeous the Pale has returned.”

				Another stirring by his men but this time Markus didn’t stop it. It was too unbelievable. What this man was claiming to be was a walking legend, a story he’d read often as a child. Now Markus remembered the Tale of the Seven Apprentices of Valis. How could he have forgotten?

				Because that tale has been outlawed for the past hundred years, Markus.

				Any person simply uttering it lost their tongue. Any person owning such an account in written form was burned alive. There was no hatred in all the lands than that of a Wizard toward a Magi. The slightest challenge to their power was met with brutal violence and annihilation and there was no power in the world that could challenge them.

				Until now. Markus wiped the corners of his mouth and then rubbed his fingers together. An epiphany was unfurling in his mind, a revelation so simple and clear that he almost smiled in spite of the pall of death rolling around him. “If I am to understand you clearly, Sur Stavengre, Knight of the Shard,” Markus said, “you have returned to Theia after more than a hundred and thirty years of death in the company of another dead legend, the Sir Taksony of the Tale of Makabru’s Last March into the Pass of Almitra, bearing tidings that Asmodeous the Pale, Lord of the Underworld has returned to wage another war on the world. Would that be correct, Sur Stavengre?”

				“Aye,” Stavengre said with a nod. “That would be an accurate summation.”

				Markus could feel a smile tickling the corners of his mouth but he suppressed it. This was hardly the news one smiled to. Still, it solved one problem...

				“Then you must be heard by the Caesar himself, the senators and the counsels. You must be brought to Nu’rome immediately.”

				Sur Stavengre’s eyes were unreadable, dark and penetrating. “Aye, Decanus,” he said. “We must get to Nu’rome.”

				Markus smacked his lips after he licked them. “I shall bring you there.”

				Maybe he wouldn’t miss the Games after all.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 33

				Soldiers were soldiers, and barracks were barracks; it didn’t matter which world they came from. Gruff and weathered, Skip could feel their stares and hear their whispers as they gathered in loose knots around the horseshoe bench of the main hall. Did you hear? The Shardyn have returned, they killed that Wizard and those knights...look at the size of that Plainsman...I’d like to get her out of that armor...what strange clothing...Red Beacon...Vambrace will be coming...

				Their new Roman-inspired companion Mr. Decanus Markus Arkeides had led them to his home barracks about six miles north. Fifteen feet away from him, through a closed wooden door, Skip could hear Gavin’s voice rise and fall, even if he couldn’t pick out the words. They’d been in there for twenty minutes.

				Skip wasn’t worried. He liked these Nu’romian guys. They were kind of a blend of Greek, Roman and Theian (whatever that meant) and were clearly professional warriors. Steely eyes, muscled bodies, immaculate mess hall. He started picking out the differences between their armored uniforms, the Legionnaires and the Alerai, or horsemen as Skip had learned. Infantry and cavalry. He tried to get a sense of what a day and the life was like here, which didn’t seem very exciting to him. He was guessing of course, but something told him that this was as much action as they’d seen in a while.

				Although Amanda, Cirena and Noah certainly got the most attention, there was plenty to go around. Skip heard a couple of jokes about the length of Serjeant Arnaut’s hauberk—evidently it was too long and out of fashion—some curious stares at Skip’s never-before-seen jeans and ripped but still very cool varsity-style green napa leather Philadelphia Eagles jacket, Amanda’s new fancy bad-ass crossbow, the armor of the Shardyn, the hilts of their Quaranai, Tarsidion’s enormousness, and of course creepy-ass Donovan in his black military fatigues, red Aviators and slung German sniper system, sitting apart from everyone else, lurking as usual in a corner.

				Skip interlaced his fingers in front of his mouth and studied Donovan. Donovan sensed his attention and met his stare. He might be the hardest person Skip had ever met to read, but Skip knew this much...he was up to something. Waiting.

				The outpost was small, maybe twenty men to the whole place, but to Skip’s amusement, there was an undeniable familiarity about it—the mess hall, the precision of the barracks, even the smells were similar, like a gym locker, though with the added layers of metallic armor, smoke, leather and horse shit. He loved it.

				“Skip, would you come in here, please?” Gavin asked, opening the door to the commander’s room. He could see the others inside with him, Sir Taksony and the escort guy from the plains, Decanus Markus Arkeides (no relation to Cirena) as well as the commander of the whole joint, and a man in white robes that were distinctly toga-like.

				“Sure,” he said and stood. All were watching. He walked up two steps onto a floor that changed from rough, unpolished brownstone to a smooth, lacquered white marble that led to a room on the right. Gavin gave him a quick, reassuring nod and held the door open for him, which was then closed by the two stern-looking sentries standing guard on the outside. Legionnaires.

				Even though nobody was talking inside, the air was thick with conversation. Standing behind a wooden table with a map and replica of what had to be this outpost and the surrounding areas was a small, muscular man with the dark-circled eyes and the red-splotched nose of a heavy drinker. I already know this guy.

				“I am told that you are an enforcer of the law of your realm,” the man said in the universal tone of an officer to one of lower rank—formal and commanding.

				“That’s right.” Skip stood at parade rest, legs shoulder-width, thumbs interlocked above his tailbone.

				“I should like to see your crest or emblem that grants you this authority.”

				“I don’t have it anymore. I gave my badge to a friend.”

				The commander blinked his eyes very slowly, exaggeratedly. “Why would you do such a thing?”

				“It felt like the right thing to do at the time.” A flash of Asmodeous’s jaws closing in on Jack’s face blasted through Skip’s mind. Just like that, he was sweating.

				“He’s speaking of Sur Juekovelin Nyx,” Gavin said in elaboration. “Sur Juekovelin gave his life while saving mine and the others. He died with honor.”

				“I see,” Mr. Officer said, and Skip could see him struggling with the right response. He finally settled for, “I am sorry to hear that. I should have liked to have met him.”

				“I do, however, have this.” Skip opened up his jacket and revealed the nickel-plating of his Python in its holster. Both he and the white-robed man behind him looked closer.

				“What is it?” White-robes asked.

				“I’d be delighted to share it with you but before I do that, maybe we should be introduced.” Skip gave his shoulders a little roll. “I like to know who I’m talking to.”

				“You have a strange manner, enforcer of laws, but I will give you this courtesy since you clearly are...unaware of our customs. I am Centurion Balvados, commander of the Southern Outpost and the last vestige of the Eternal City Nu’rome before the Wilds. Where the road ends.”

				“An honor,” Skip said with a formal nod. “I’m Chief of Police, Skip Walkins, Rolling Creek, Montana, United States of America...Earth.” He could feel Gavin’s slight smile.

				Balvados mirror-nodded and quickly returned his attention to the grip of Skip’s revolver that was poking out of its holster. Satisfied, Skip took out his Python, opened the cylinder and dropped the rounds into his hand, closed it, spun the cylinder and then handed it to Balvados, grip first.

				“Please keep your fingers away from the trigger.”

				“What is this device?” he breathed, the formerly superior cast in his eyes replaced by curiosity and wonder. “It is heavy,” he said, lifting it up and down. The white-robed wizard also came over to look at it, neck forward, eyes slightly squinted, nostrils working. “How does it work? What does it do?” Balvados rested the cylinder by his ear and listened.

				“It is the weapon of all law enforcers of my, er, realm. This particular one is known as the three-fifty-seven magnum Python and it blows holes into thi—No-no-no, don’t put the barrel to your eye.”

				Balvados frowned mightily at Skip’s tone.

				“That’s the business end,” Skip quickly explained, but when all he got was a baffled frown, Gavin stepped in.

				“The barrel of a gun is the blade of the sword, Centurion Balvados. He meant no disrespect. His concern is for your safety only. Chief Walkins, would you please apologize to the Centurion and then show him your souvenir?”

				“Uh, yeah. You got it. My apologies, Centurion Balvados, no disrespect intended. It’s, uh, against customs to put one’s eye to the barrel of a gun. Check this out.”

				Before Balvados could respond, Skip took off his new white-gold necklace, gift of Almitra’s treasure room, which now held the broken spur of Asmodeous the Pale as the adornment. At seeing it dangling at the end of his fingers, the white-robed wizard gasped, even going so far as to putting a hand with three thick, different-colored rings up to his mouth.

				“I know what that is,” he breathed.

				“Then out with it, Sorcerer,” Balvados snapped, eyes fixated.

				“Here. You can hold it.”

				The sorcerer accepted the necklace and eagerly devoured it with his eyes. His face went whiter than the robes he was wearing. “This is the spur of a...Drynn. The most powerful I’ve ever seen.” He swallowed with lips so devoid of moisture they stuck together between each word.

				“How would you know of it?” Balvados asked.

				“I know of it,” the sorcerer said, flashing his superior an irritated glance, “because such a thing is a very rare component for the most powerful of spells.” He looked up at Skip and failed to conceal the hunger in his eyes. “It is priceless. A Wizard would joyfully kill you and all of your bloodline to possess it.”

				“Good to know,” Skip said, looking to Gavin for confirmation. Gavin sort of half-nodded, half-shrugged. It fits their M.O., it seemed to say.

				Balvados studied the broken spur, the revolver, Skip and his attire, Gavin and his attire, Sir Taksony and his attire, and then shook his head. “I need a drink,” he said and with a gesture summoned a Legionnaire. The Nu’romian soldier promptly opened a cabinet door, removed a flask and three small pewter glasses.

				“What would you have me do, Sur Stavengre?” Balvados said, setting the three glasses down on his desk. He uncapped the flask and poured to the top a thick, clear spirit that Skip got a whiff of right away. Whatever it was, it was strong.

				Gavin’s eyes, which had been relatively neutral and friendly, suddenly darkened. He took a step forward and immediately the sorcerer was alert as was Centurion Balvados himself. His fingers strayed to the pommel of his gladius, drink forgotten. “You’ve heard my tidings,” Gavin began. “You’ve seen my runes, you’ve heard the words of the champion of another world, have seen proof of the enemy. Your duty is to protect your homeland at all costs, is it not?” It was a side of Gavin Skip wasn’t used to seeing but he dug it; it made Gavin look bad-ass and dangerous, especially in that armor and cloak. “Nu’rome must know what will befall them, what will befall the whole world should the Overlord of the Drynn reach the Pale Gate. Even as we speak the Lord of the Underworld flies.” Gavin leaned in even closer. Mr. Officer’s hand gripped into a fist. “If he makes it and opens a doorway to the Underworld...everybody dies. It is as simple as that. I don’t know what history teaches these days, but we came this close—” Gavin pinched his fingers a centimeter apart, “—from losing it all. You’ve heard what happened to an entire garrison of Vambrace. Imagine if he releases hundreds of thousands of his minions. I need horses. I need aid and urgency.”

				The circles under Balvados’s eyes seemed to have gotten more purple during Gavin’s answer. “The Pale Gate was destroyed at the end of the Drynnian war and its ruins are ever-guarded by a chimera,” the centurion said.

				“There is no creature on this world that can stand before the Lord of the Underworld, Centurion Balvados, not even a chimera, not anything. Furthermore, if Deos built one gate before, does it not stand to reason that he could do it again?”

				Balvados wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “How many horses do you need?”

				“Eleven,” Gavin said.

				“Eleven?” the Centurion said. “I only have twenty-five for the whole garrison. I could spare four, five horses at the most.”

				Gavin reached under his cloak to his belt and pulled out a grapefruit-sized satchel bursting with coins. He tossed it at Balvados, who caught it easily.

				“Platinum?” the centurion asked with eyes that seemed to pop out of his head. Even Mr. Whiterobes was starstruck. He poured some of the coins onto the table and fingered them as if he didn’t believe they were real.

				“From the Pass of Almitra,” Gavin said. “There’s enough there to buy you fifty chargers, fully saddled and equipped. Replace what you need and keep the rest for yourself.”

				Skip rather enjoyed seeing the officer speechless.

				“These coins are very old, more valuable even than the platinum that makes them,” he said in a daze.

				“Indeed. If you would be so gracious, I would like Decanus Arkeides to accompany us on our journey to the Eternal City. It has been more than a century since we’ve set foot in these lands and he is as excellent as a guide as he is an Eques.”

				The Centurion flicked his tongue over lips that had gone dry and swallowed. “Decanus Arkeides, I charge you with the safe conduct of Sur Stavengre and his companions to Nu’rome. Report immediately to Centurion Moragea of the Seventh Legion of the Parthenon.”

				Markus Arkeides snapped to attention like a good enlisted man, his heels together and speared out his arm in salute, parallel to the ground, palm down and then snapped it back to his chest. “Hail to the Caesar.”

				“Excellent. And now a drink—”

				Just then there was a frantic pounding at the door. “Come!” Balvados boomed.

				The door opened and in popped the nervous face of a guard from outside. “Centurion Balvados.” The guard swallowed. “There’s a Wizard coming.”

				* * *

				He was alone. A solitaire figure making his way through the tall grass of the Southern Sea with a staff in his hand and the unmistakable pointed hat of all Wizards.

				“Stavengre,” Noah said in an uncharacteristically tight voice. “He’s a Collector.”

				“I see that.”

				Of all the Wizards of Vambrace, none were more reviled and feared by Magi than the Collectors. The Collectors were a different breed of Wizard. Trained from childhood by the best in the world, it was the sole duty of all Collectors to find and kill any Magi unfortunate enough to be born.

				Just a single Magi found hiding in a village would spell death not only for the ones concealing him—immediate family, children, pets—but often the extended family, acquaintances, anyone the Collector deemed a collaborator. It was customary for concealers to be brought out to the town center for all to see, skinned alive and encrusted in salt before being burned to ashes.

				It was a Collector who had killed Gavin’s father. The memory, even after twenty-six years and two worlds later, was as clear and vivid as if it had happened yesterday.

				Gavin felt Noah’s fingers around his arm.

				“It’s a test,” she whispered. “If we kill him we doom the world.”

				A high-pitched ringing was going off in his right ear, so loud it flashed pain in his temples.

				“I wonder, how many of our kin has he killed?” Tarsidion rumbled.

				“We don’t have the luxury of indulging our desires, Tarsy,” Noah said. “If we kill him we’ll be so busy defending ourselves against every Wizard alive that the Drynn will sweep over everything. Failure is not an option.”

				“And if we are attacked?” Cirena asked in High Common.

				“You will not be attacked,” Markus said from their side. He and his troop had taken their place by Sir Taksony, Serjeant Arnaut and Archer Aluvien. “We are under the Sovereignty of Nu’rome.”

				In Nu’rome that might mean something, but out here? We’ll soon see...

				Centurion Balvados walked out of the barracks and down the four wooden stairs with his helmet on his head, the distinctive horizontal crest of red-dyed horsehair bouncing with each stride. He was accompanied by his Sorcerer of the Parthenon (just a three-ringer) and two fully armored Legionnaire bodyguards brandishing long spears behind him.

				“I know this fiend, Sur Stavengre,” Dwensolt said from his left, one eye on Gavin the other on the approaching figure. “Let me meet him in your sted. I fear that should you discern his true nature you would have no choice but to strike him where he stands.” Dwensolt punctuated his point by chopping the air with his hand. “Honor would demand it of you.”

				Gavin eyed the approacher. How can we win this war if I hate Vambrace more than I hate the Drynn? The man’s eyes were flat and dry—like a lizard’s—and seemed to move within his skull as if there were strings attached to the backs of his eyeballs. There was a soft crunch of grass with every stride.

				He felt numb, disconnected, as if he were watching himself in a movie. He glanced at Donovan and dimly wished that he had listened and stayed inside with Amanda and Skip. His presence would only invoke the Collector’s curiosity, and knowing Donovan...

				Gavin nodded. “Very well, Dwensolt. He’s all yours.”

				“You are wise for one so young,” Dwensolt said, giving Gavin a reassuring pat on his arm. “There will be a time for a reckoning, just not this day.”

				Gavin didn’t respond. Instead he watched Centurion Balvados make his approach.

				“A hail to you, Wizard,” Balvados called. He’d taken a stand at the entrance of the raised portcullis—as if it could stop a Wizard, had it been closed—his Sorcerer by his side, the two Legionnaires bracketing.

				The Collector said nothing. Just kept walking. Ten feet. Five feet...

				“I ask you your business, Wizard. You have tread foot upon Nu’romian soil.”

				Instead of answering, the Wizard’s body flickered and then burst apart into a million fragments of shadow-sand. They slid through, over and under the four Nu’romians positioned in front of him and then coalesced behind them. Once reformed, the Collector continued forward without missing a step.

				“This affront is inexcusable, Wiz—”

				“Silence,” the Collector said, and suddenly Centurion Balvados doubled over in a grunt, clutching his stomach. “I’ve come for the slayers of my kin. Impede me, and I will cook your entrails and feed them to your men.” He turned and met the protest of the Sorcerer with a single, scathing glare, daring him to say something.

				The Sorcerer blanched and grabbed the shoulders of his commanding officer, muttering an incantation only he could hear.

				Nope. Things look pretty much the same.

				“I know who it is you seek,” Dwensolt said, making his way to the Collector in a slow, measured gait.

				“What is this? The vanquished returns?” the Collector asked. His voice was as dry as coal dust. “Is that not an offense punishable by death, Dwensolt the Oathbreaker, by your Druidic order?” He spat out the last words as if they were rotten cherries.

				“It is a fate I accept to save the world.”

				The two men stood face to face, Dwensolt with his crazy hair and old, embroidered green robes, frayed at the ankles, the Wizard garbed in bright scarlet robes that, though dusty, were thick and luxuriant and woven with glyphs. Each held a staff—Dwensolt’s a white, elegantly crooked staff he’d liberated from Almitra with a huge emerald implanted at the top, the Wizard’s a long and straight black shaft with cruel talons gripping a bloody ruby at the top. Surrounding the two men was every man in the garrison. All were silent.

				“And what tidings do you carry, Oathbreaker, that should cause you to violate your sworn word?” The Collector flicked a viper’s glance at them. If he recognized their emblem or style of armor, he didn’t let it show. Part of Gavin almost wanted him to.

				Dwensolt lifted his chin ever so slightly and met the Wizard’s snake-like eyes with his own volatile embers. “Asmodeous the Pale has returned to Theia, Wizard.”

				Finally, there was movement. The man’s eyes narrowed. He flicked another glance Gavin’s way but this time it lingered. It was like looking into a black hole. His gaze sucked in everything and allowed nothing to escape. Not even light. Then Tarsidion, then Cirena, then Noah, then Sir Taksony, though when he got to Sir Taksony his left eyebrow actually arched slightly, as if to say, “huh?”

				And then he saw Donovan.

				With the sharp, abruptness of a bird’s listening, the Collector homed in on their sunglasses-wearing associate. He left Dwensolt, marched over and stopped in front of Donovan, who as usual was as expressive as a block of ice.

				The Collector regarded him coldly, studying the grips of the three pistols holstered to his hips and under his pits and then finally into the red-tinted lenses of Donovan Smith’s Ray Bans.

				“What sort of perversion could offend me more than the stench of four Magi?” he asked with a sneer, his lizard eyes boring into a motionless Donovan.

				“Take two steps backward, asshole,” Donovan said and for the first time, Gavin was actually rooting for Donovan, cheering for him. If Donovan was the one who killed him, and not the Shardyn, that might change things. Maybe. Probably not, actually.

				“You will address me in the proper tongue, mongrel, or I will peel the skin from your body. Give me your name.”

				“What’s he saying?” Donovan asked.

				“He wants your name,” Gavin said.

				“No. Before that.”

				“It was nothing important,” Noah answered for him.

				“I’m not going to ask you again, Gavin. What the fuck did this piece of shit just say?”

				“Answer me or burn,” the Collector said.

				Slowly, Donovan swiveled his head back to the Wizard, whose features were hidden beneath the folds of his hood, and leaned forward. “Go fuck yourself.”

				The Collector snapped his arm toward Donovan. “Burn,” he said and grabbed Donovan’s shirt with a hand that combusted into red flames.

				At least that was his intent. In a movement so fast it defied focus, Donovan’s arm shot out, batted the flaming hand away with the back of his knuckles and then hit the Wizard in the throat with the ‘L’ between his thumb and forefinger. The Collector staggered backward with a gasp, clutching his throat, and now there was life in those reptilian slits serving as eyes. Shock. And pain.

				“Can’t chant if you can’t breathe, motherfucker,” Donovan said and then speared the edge of his boot dead center of the Wizard’s chest and blasted him eight feet back. The Collector’s body crashed into the grass in a messy pile of scarlet robes and splayed limbs. His staff went flying. Gavin could hear the man’s wheezing gurgle as he tried to draw in a breath.

				“Don’t kill him, Donovan,” Gavin warned. “It’ll start a war.”

				“Too late. I cracked his sternum and punctured his left lung.”

				“Dammit, Donovan, you just started a war with Vambrace.” Gavin couldn’t muster the appropriate amount of anger.

				“You’re an idiot if you think you can bargain with these fucks. He was going to kill us after he pumped us for information. He’s as easy to read as you are.” Donovan looked around at the assorted dropped jaws and seemed to grow larger, reveling in the shocked admiration. He lifted his chin defiantly. “You’re already at war.”

				The Wizard popped back up out of the grass, murder in his eyes. In his hand was a wickedly curved dagger, hook-like, made to disembowel, but before he started forward he pointed at his staff with his empty hand and with a slither against the grass it flew to his palm, bursting into crimson light the second it touched his skin. He stabbed it at Donovan and unleashed a ball of red flame the size of a watermelon.

				But it never hit him. At two feet away, the ball of flame exploded around Donovan like an intercepted missile, scorching the ground and burning the air and while it did, Donovan’s silhouette stood calmly within.

				The Collector staggered in shock, a pinkish froth bubbling out of his mouth. He tried to speak. Pointed.

				“Yield, Wizard,” Gavin said, though part of him wanted nothing more than for Donovan to dismantle him with the infliction of maximum pain. “He is the slayer of Almitra, and he will kill you without compunction.”

				This time it was tendrils of crimson lightning that shot out of the ruby at the top of the Collector’s staff, but these too broke against an invisible barrier like water jets against a windshield. When the crackle of lightning ceased, Donovan took a step forward.

				I wish it was me, Gavin thought, his cloak bunched in his fist.

				“Donovan, don’t kill him, we can imprison him, use him as leverage, show Vambrace that we come in peace—”

				Donovan calmly pulled his Kbar from its sheath on his belt and ran his thumb over its edge. “When are you guys going to learn? You can’t change hatred.” He took a step forward. And then another. Nobody stopped him.

				The gasping, dying Wizard tried to defend himself one last time with darts of flame that shot out of his fingers, only to fizzle as they neared Donovan. He snarled, narrowed his eyes as Donovan approached and then, in the same way he’d broken apart and reformed around Centurion Balvados, the Wizard exploded into shadow fragments and was whipped away by the wind.

				The silence that followed thrummed. The Legionnaires assembled at first just looked at each other, their stares wide with disbelief and awe, and then at once a thunderous cheer ripped out of them—unadulterated and unrestrained. All eyes were on Donovan.

				When the cheer finally subsided, Centurion Balvados was standing next to them, his eyes wide and disbelieving. A crow called.

				“Decanus Arkeides,” he barked.

				“Yes, Centurion.”

				“You will escort Sur Stavengre and his—” Balvados paused and regarded Donovan before finishing his order, “—companions to the Counsel of Nu’rome with all haste. Know that the Red-cloths will return, seeking vengeance. Only in Nu’rome will you be safe.”

				Decanus Arkeides saluted crisply by snapping his heels together, extending his arm parallel to the ground before bringing his fist to his heart. “I will defend them with my life.”

				Balvados turned to Gavin. “There are horses in the stables. Take what you need and if what you say is truly coming...” He grasped Gavin’s right shoulder and looked him right in the eyes. “Godspeed.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 34

				At first, galloping down a slender cobblestone road threaded with streams and brooks in the middle of an enchanted fairytale was exhilarating, even if it was to flee evil, angry Wizards to a metropolis she’d never seen before in order to warn the world of their impending doom. Somehow, she could compartmentalize that reality and put it in a box in her mind under “heavy shit.”

				It was the little things that were breaking her down. The longest Amanda had ever roughed it back home had been for three days. There, nestled on a nice, rustic mountain, was her favorite campground in the world, Malouf Mountain. A perfect blend of nature and amenities, Amanda could get her fix of nature and hiking and still utilize the fully functioning cabin at the base of the mountain with the super-clean, wood-enclosed toilets, classic rock wafting from concealed speakers and a vending machine that had great granola bars.

				That was hardly the foundation necessary to survive on another world, where electricity hadn’t even been invented yet. They’d been roughing it here on Theia for who knew how long, she’d lost track of days, which was another thing that was driving her crazy. No calendars! No smart phone. No laptop or Starbucks or toothpaste or purple flip-flops...

				No security. There was no 911 on Theia. In fact, Gavin was the 911 here.

				All she could do was suck it up.

				Sometimes the road was like a tossed rope, a loosely unraveled, sinuous passage that disappeared into patches of mist. Other times it was a tunnel, surrounded on all sides by stern-looking trees packed so tightly she could barely squeeze a hand through them, their branches stretching overhead to let in just enough sun or moon.

				They were the only ones on the road and though the setting couldn’t be more opposite, Amanda was reminded of that drive to the Bastion, back on Earth, after their fight with Deos on the highway to the airport—like they were the only ones in the world alive.

				Finally, after the sixth day, they got their first sniff of civilization in the form of a lamppost. It was a simple thing, a sturdy wooden S that ended in a lantern of soft purple light but to Amanda, the feeling of gripping desolation lifted. There were other people on this world besides crazy Druids, Nu’romian Legions and psychopathic Wizards.

				Most nights the Road was tranquil but there had been a couple of nights, when they were traveling through a real rough area, wild area, where they could hear all kinds of noises and growls and coos and sounds she’d never even imagined before, just off it. Those were the nights she was happy to have so many men in armor and swords around her. With access to so many rings back in the Pass of Almitra, Dwensolt had studiously enchanted a whole set of language rings—one a night—and then had passed them out. The effect was immediate and bestowed on them all a camaraderie born of questions, debate and tales of past deeds.

				Skip was the biggest hit. Every night, once they’d broken camp and either were sitting around a bonfire or inside the main hearth of some quaint hostel or parked out on the road itself, he was asked a hundred questions about Earth, which he’d answer in typical, disarming Skip manner. His answers, of course, tended to lead to a million other questions—like helicopters or satellites navigational systems or emergency rooms—and night by night they’d get a steady dose of Earth. She liked that, hearing about her home, about Skip’s home, about anybody’s home as long as it involved Earth. Skip shared his adventure stories freely and a few tidbits of the tragedies that had shaped the course of his life. She learned that Skip had an older brother he didn’t get along with, that he’d gone to boarding school in New York State—that was a surprise—that he’d been in two wars, Iraq and Afghanistan as a Pararescueman, and had completed fifty-three missions on five continents. Of course, that was all the Cavaliers wanted to hear about and to Cirena’s chagrin he went into detail about gunships, assault rifles, body armor, jet fighters...they could listen to him forever, like kids around Papa-Skippie at bedtime. Amanda thought Cirena was going to chop his arms off when he offered to show them his fifty cal, which she’d made him keep hidden in the dumpling she carried.

				They weren’t nearly as interested in her as Skip. When it wasn’t Skip or Gavin and his Shardyn, they were only too happy to share of their own adventures. Dwensolt and Amanda were usually the spectators. Uninteresting. They didn’t even try and approach Donovan.

				“One more day, Amanda Kasey,” Serjeant Arnaut said, taking a seat across from her beside the fire. She liked Arnaut; he was cut from the same thread as Tarsidion—strong and reticent, though slightly more chatty. At least with her.

				“Do you think they’ll listen?” she asked.

				“You’re asking a man who’s been dead for the past five hundred years. I fear my knowledge on such a matter would be of no benefit.”

				“I know.” Amanda hugged herself.

				“But if I were to wager coin,” he continued with a glint in his eye, “I would wager that Sur Stavengre will win the day. It is an honor to meet a man of such quality.”

				Amanda liked hearing that; it made her feel good, proud of her man. “He’s awesome,” she said with a smile.

				“Indeed,” he said and looked around at the night surrounding them. “You are a treasure indeed if you are able to say that in such times.” He clapped her shoulder, which kinda hurt, and she watched the smile fade from his face. “May I impart a bit of counsel to you, Amanda Kasey of Earth?”

				“Of course,” she said, lowering her head just slightly before jamming her thumbnail between her teeth.

				He followed her lowered gaze and maintained eye contact. “There are two types of people in this world, Amanda Kasey—those who protect, and those who are protected.” He made a fist and tapped her knee twice. “Be one who protects. Do you understand what this means?”

				She looked down at her feet. At least she’d gotten rid of those useless, beaded flats and was now wearing straight-up, bona fide Nu’romian Legion boots. Not too sexy but for the first time her big feet had come in handy. “Yes,” she murmured back.

				He reached over and took her chin in his fingers and guided her attention back at him. “I am unconvinced.”

				“It’s just...” She felt a prick behind her eyes. Dammit, Amanda, don’t you cry. In front of him? She hardly even knew him.

				“It’s just what?”

				“How?” Her voice had dipped to a whisper. “How do I become a protector when all I ever feel is afraid?” The tears fell. She couldn’t help it. I’m pathetic. “Where I come from there’s no need to strap on a sword before you take a walk at night—there are no monsters waiting in trees, no Drynn or Wizards of Vambrace waiting to eat you or skin you alive.”

				“Are there no villains on Earth?”

				“Yes, but it’s different there—”

				“Then say no more. When the sun sets and the hungry prowl, all villains are the same. They seek prey and are thwarted only by strength. One who protects is by nature strong.” He tapped her forehead with his finger. “It begins here.”

				“Did you get all that, grasshopper?”

				If Skip had said it, it would have been funny. But Donovan had said it so it wasn’t. It was jeering. Arnaut didn’t find it funny either.

				“The day you become a protector, Amanda, will be the day I waive your life debt.” He was in his usual position on his back, ankles crossed, hands behind his head.

				Amanda turned and for once sought his eyes out. “You mean that?”

				“Sure. One of them at least.”

				She looked at Arnaut, at her magical crossbow and then back to Arnaut. “Will you help me?” she asked.

				Arnaut’s stern face cracked into a smile that accented the lines around his eyes. “I would be honored, Amanda Kasey.” He then stood, walked over to his campsite and began rummaging. A moment later he came back with a sword in each hand. “Shall we begin tonight?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 35

				From twenty miles out they could see it. A sprawling metropolis of dazzling white marble and elegant towers spiraling outward like a pale galaxy, set against the deep blue of the ocean. Just looking at it summoned a salty tang in the air. There was something both familiar and eerily alien about it. Skip counted no less than three different seaports and even from the distance could see the sails and prows of ancient and magnificent vessels, like out of a vivid dream he could remember a year later, bathed in red-tinged sunlight.

				“That’s a rather large grin you’re sporting there, Skip,” Noah said from his side.

				“Hell yeah I am. Just look at this place. It’s like we’ve gone back in time.”

				“Do you now see—”

				“Yeah, yeah, now I see why you weren’t so impressed with Earth, but how’s the pizza?”

				“Do you always think with your stomach?”

				“Not always. There’s other parts that think for me...” His grin got wider.

				She gave him a little backhand across his shoulder.

				“I look out there and I see Rome,” he announced. “A relative at least—the deluxe magical version. Am I right?”

				“You could be a detective or something,” Noah said. “Do you see it too, Amanda?”

				“I do. It’s kind of like seeing the features of a son in his father, different and similar at the same time. I wish I could get my hands on my Palominos.”

				Noah’s smile broke open. “I love those too! Very smooth and they sharpen nicely.”

				“Exactly,” Amanda said with a matching smile. “Think they’ll have anything similar in the city?”

				Skip cleared his throat. “As you were saying?”

				“Aww, don’t like being left out of a conversation, Skippy?” Noah asked. Her brown hair had grown out a bit in their two weeks of hard riding. Most times she kept it in a ponytail but today she had it down and it blew becomingly around her face.

				“No, I don’t, so how about a quick little history lesson. What’s the deal on this place?”

				“For starters, Nu’rome was built more than sixteen thousand years ago,” Cirena said out of nowhere. Her voice, as usual, got Skip’s immediate attention. “By a marauding Legion of Romans from Earth, a left-for-dead column of Crag D’worves and a renegade band of Sun Elverai. Elves. Unlikely partners to say the least, but in desperation, the three wildly different races of people banded together and ultimately changed the course of history by building the most spectacular city in Nu’rome.”

				“That’s debatable,” Noah said evenly. Seemed to Skip that some of her good cheer had been taken by Cirena’s sudden gregariousness.

				“Either way, Nu’rome is the ultimate crossroads city that has spanned sixteen millenniums.” Cirena gazed out at it, her raven black hair blowing behind her. “It has never fallen.”

				“Did you just say sixteen millenniums?” Skip asked.

				“I did.”

				“Romans didn’t exist that long ago.”

				“Here they did. Remember, time passes differently here, and now that we have an equation to work with—the fact that a hundred and thirty-seven years have transpired here when only seventeen transpired on Earth tells us that time passes here at about eight times what it is on Earth. Using that math, seventeen thousand years divided by eight, we get roughly twenty-one hundred, which would put the Roman legions that came this way late republic, early empire. Which about fits Nu’rome and its heavy Greek influence, as well as the Elverai and D’worven interwoven cultures.”

				“Hold on,” Skip said. “What about the Black Veil?”

				“The Black Veil was completed in fifteen twenty-three A.D. Earth time.”

				“Got it. You’d make a good teacher, Cirena. Who knew?”

				“Please. I wouldn’t have the patience.”

				In the last two weeks, dare he say that perhaps an epidermis of ice had peeled away from her glacial demeanor? “What’s that in the middle?” Skip asked.

				Rising from the center of the city was a pale dome that had to be some Theian version of the Roman Colosseum; it was enormous, easily as large as any football stadium he’d ever seen. Bigger.

				“The Colosseum?” Amanda asked.

				“The one and only,” Noah answered.

				“So they have an Olympics here?”

				“Yes, but make no mistake, it’s quite different than what it was on Earth—think Roman Gladiator games meets the original Greek Olympics in Antiquity meets the most elaborate of the medieval tournaments in Paris or London, swirl them together with some magic, and then square that. Then imagine adding Elverai—Elves to you, Minotaurs, D’worves and dozens of other races, each who think they are the most gifted creature ever to grace Theia with their footprint. There has never been a bigger arena of competition other than war itself. There are no words to describe it.”

				“I bet you’ve never been in Philly when the Cowboys come to town,” Skip said.

				“Please,” Cirena scoffed.

				“I have heard it mentioned in stories,” Archer Aluvion interjected, looking out at the distant city, “but until this moment it existed only as a concept, a fragment of a dream.”

				“Mere words fail to give proper credence,” Arnaut added.

				“So, is it a good thing or bad thing the Olympics are in town, Gavin?” Skip asked.

				Gavin’s gaze was distant and clouded, but he came right back, turned on his horse to Skip and answered, “Double-edged.”

				“How so?”

				“The upside is that in addition to the Nu’romian Legions, Sorcerers of the Parthenon and the famous Gryphriders, there will be thousands of exquisitely trained warriors armed with the finest weapons in the world, bodyguards and mercenaries, as well as royal retinues. The downside is simply that those forces will not be cohesive. There will be friction, resistance politics and backstabbing. Hopefully we’ll be able to direct that friction toward the real enemy and not spontaneously combust. If we can do that...we stand as good a chance as possible. If not...” Gavin clucked his tongue and guided his horse back onto the road. “A lot of people are going to die.”

				Fair enough.

				They resumed their journey.

				This close to the city they shared the Nu’roman Road with long columns and entourages of major and minor nobles from all over the world. Skip saw his first Dwarf, or D’worv as they were called here, marching double file in perfect synchronization, a deep, gruff voice calling cadence that would have done any PJ sergeant proud. They were thick and stocky, with big bushy beards, an assortment of armor incorporating leather, chain and plate, and on their heads they wore steel helmets with bright green and horse-brown hair streaming from the tops. The cadence caller was also the standard bearer, which mirrored the colors of the plumes on top of their helmets, featuring a battle ax crossed against a war hammer.

				Their own little entourage attracted more than its share of attention.

				Out of the corner of his eye, Skip could see their Nu’romian escort beaming with a grin.

				“What’s up?” Skip asked.

				Markus glanced at the sky, shook his head in what seemed like self-admonishment (he really should have been used to Skip’s frequent use of the conversation starter) and spoke. “The Olympics. You couldn’t have come at a more glorious time, Skip Walkins.” His grin got wider.

				“Oh, yeah?” Skip asked.

				“Oh, yes,” Markus said. “Prepare yourself for...what was it you said to me the other day? ‘Prepare yourself to have your hair blown back,’” Markus said in triumph, remembering. “Your hair is going to be blown from your skull.”

				They were riding double file now, Gavin at the point alongside Markus, who seemed to sense Gavin’s attention. Markus returned his attention ahead and dropped his grin, mirroring Gavin’s professional neutral expression. Their fearless leader’s eyes were intense and deep in thought. Every once in a while he’d glance at a large crow that seemed to always be around.

				“We can be there by nightfall,” he said and then twelve horses kicked to a gallop over stone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 36

				Senator Merevus was running behind. The Olympics were beginning tomorrow and he wasn’t nearly ready. Speeches had to be given, ambassadors pacified and there were fires that needed to be put out. Already the damn Red-Cloths had crossed swords with the ambassador of the D’worvan Emerald Clan, re-arranging a seating chart that had taken months to prepare; the egos that flocked to the Eternal City during these times was immeasurable. And so very volatile.

				“Senator?” came a voice he normally would have welcomed. Merevus, however, had known Roland too long to not detect the calm raising of pitch on the third syllable. Not good news.

				“What is it, Roland?” he asked, preoccupied nonetheless. Where was that robe with the turquoise trim and embroidered moonrunes? The Elder King had given it as a gift two Olympiads ago and it would be perfectly appropriate today, especially when he needed his wisdom and, more pointedly, influence dealing with Vambrace these games. Those accursed Red-cloths were going to be the death of him.

				Roland cleared his throat. “I have four Knights of the Shard waiting in your inner courtyard, Senator. They wish to speak with you.”

				Merevus froze. He turned and made sure he’d heard correctly. “What did you say?”

				His old butler and bodyguard Sorcerer stood patiently in his white robes, as if expecting the question. “I said that you have four Knights of the Shard presently waiting in your inner courtyard, and no, sir...I do not jest. They have with them also a Captain of the Southern March.” He cleared his throat again and kept his expression utterly neutral.

				Merevus walked over to his old friend, robe forgotten. “Are you certain?”

				“I am,” Roland said with a somber nod. “The runes of a Shardyn are unmistakable and impossible to forge. I would recognize deception.”

				And he would too. Though Roland appeared mild-mannered and affable, he was in fact an eight-ring Sorcerer.

				“Show me to them.”

				“Shall I assemble your guard?”

				“Not feeling up to the task, old friend?”

				“I dare say nobody would be up to the task if even half of what I’ve read of the Shardyn is true.”

				“I suspect if they meant me ill they would not be waiting patiently in my courtyard. Lead the way.”

				Roland pursed his dry lips, licked them and then nodded. “Yes, Senator.”

				It wasn’t often that Merevus felt such trepidation in his own demesne. The double doors he’d so many times nodded at in appreciation suddenly seemed inadequate; the refined alder with the hand-carved clusters of burgundy grapes on red-bronze vines seemed for the first time showy and ostentatious without the slightest inkling for defense.

				I dare say nobody would be up to the task...

				Roland opened the doors.

				* * *

				Until this day, Donovan had never known wonder. To him it had been an abstract theory, something that could be read in others but never known.

				Until today.

				Nu’rome was by far the most intriguing, complex place he’d ever come across. It was utterly alive, filled with so much energy and spirit that he turned off his Othersight because it was driving him to distraction. He took note of the clash of myriad voices in different languages—he’d counted seven distinct language patterns so far—against the clops of hooves and the shouts of vendors on the sides of the avenues. In the Colosseum District the roads were paved with marble and teemed with every walk of life—swaggering sailors with single-edged sabers bouncing against their thighs, entourages of aristocrats and nobles like stretch limousines bearing bold and intricate coats of arms, shadowy figures clothed in hooded robes of different orders though he noticed that people stepped aside no matter what color their robes were.

				Neither his photographic memory nor his cyborg ability to grasp and assess data to determine its significance in a heartbeat was needed to know that in Nu’rome, the Olympics were everything.

				And it was contagious. Only in the days of his childhood, before his murder, had his heart pounded with such unabashed excitement. For the first time since his death, and hers, Donovan knew exactly what he wanted, and to want anything, was ambrosia to his soul.

				He wanted to feel the rush of the crowd vibrate his cell linings, to show them who he was, to unleash the arsenal of abilities he had at his command. He might not know his true beginnings yet, but in one fell swoop he could become a god.

				And it would begin at that Colosseum.

				Out of habit he dimmed his aura signature so that he registered as little more than occupied space by the casual observer. There were different rules here, different currents for him to familiarize himself with, a different flow. He observed and recorded every detail and nuance his eyes fell on, evaluated it, prioritized it and then stored it.

				He observed a trio of stocky D’worves with maroon ceramic beads in their beards bartering with gravelly voices with a sinewy, balding shopkeeper over a slab of meat. Donovan observed two minotaurs explaining to a cluster of Legionnaires why a hobgoblin lay bleeding in an alleyway and then saw something that stopped him in his tracks. Which was a rarity in of itself.

				A Gryphrider.

				He recognized it immediately from Cirena’s description of them when she’d dished out a crash course in Nu’romian history and culture to Skip, Amanda and the newcomers from the pass. The gryphon was enormous, larger than a draft horse with wings that he calculated to be near eighteen feet in full spread. Even larger than the dead ones they’d seen south of the Pass.

				Their plumage was bronzed cranberry with gold-trimmed feathers. He hardly paid any mind to the Legionnaire seated on it, though his peripheral vision took in the armor ensemble, a blend of both Roman and Medieval technology. Unlike the scarlet capes of the Legionnaires, the rider’s cape was a royal purple, deep and vivid.

				The gryphon’s spirit was blinding, like light that pierces between the fingers no matter how tightly they are drawn to the eyes.

				Noble, majestic but equally ferocious, it watched everything with eagle-eyes, and Donovan was no exception. It saw him. It watched him. He smiled.

				I want one.

				Donovan walked past it and continued on his original trajectory. First things first.

				* * *

				Gavin had no idea what to expect. It had been a hundred and thirty-seven years since he’d last been to the Eternal City; every connection he’d ever had was long gone. Dead. The only connection he had right now was a decanus, the equivalent of a corporal in the U.S. Army.

				The door opened and out stepped exactly what Gavin had been hoping for...a good old-fashioned, regular-looking human being. The man was older, early sixties, with a casual refinement that seemed at home in his draped toga with purple borders, minus the customary arrogance of nobility and royalty.

				“A hail to the Caesar and to you, Senator Merevus,” Gavin said. He bowed his head deeply enough to convey respect without bending his spine.

				The senator allowed a moment to lapse. “To what do I owe this honor, Sir...” Merevus let the question hang in the air.

				“Stavengre Kul Annototh, of the House of Annototh, Knight of the Shard, First Rune,” Gavin completed.

				He was mildly impressed with himself; the old protocols came back quickly, even though it had been nearly two decades on a completely different solar system. He kept his hands folded in front of him, thumbs pressed together, and only when it was time unclasped them to offer his hand in greeting, palm up, to signify peaceful intentions. It also, in a single gesture, signified that the person being dealt with was a magic-user, which was often missed due to a Shardyn’s martial attire. What the senator was supposed to do was mirror his gesture, but Merevus did not. He stared with serious, questioning eyes.

				“I have heard that name before. In a history text. When I was nine.”

				“It is my name.”

				Senator Merevus held his stare a moment longer before flashing it at the rest of them—Tarsidion, Noah, Cirena, Sir Taksony, Arnaut, Aluvion and Skip. Had to have Skip.

				“As I recall, that tale is an accounting of the last battle of the Drynnian War, a hundred and thirty-seven years ago, when the Lord of the Underworld was destroyed, as were the Shardyn Knights who gave their lives in his destruction.”

				“He was never destroyed,” Gavin said. “Asmodeous tore a hole into the Black Veil and crossed onto Earth. We followed.”

				“Earth?” Merevus asked, his face a mask of ascertainment. “The mythical world of old lore, the realm of no magic?”

				“The same. Theia’s twin.”

				Merevus was a true politician; he let none of his true reactions through despite his incredulity. He looked over to his Sorcerer. “What say you, Roland?”

				They were roughly the same age, though Roland was a bit heftier, and they possessed the familiarity of an old married couple, speaking reams without uttering a word. Roland dissected Gavin and his men with his eyes.

				“They match the description of four of the Seven. I sense no enchantments or illusionary craft—it is either an uncanny circumstance...or they are telling the truth, though how that could be possible goes beyond even my craft.”

				“And what of them?” Merevus asked Gavin, pointing to Sir Taksony, Arnaut and Aluvion.

				Gavin sucked in his lips. He doubted even he would believe the answer that was about to come out of his mouth, but he didn’t have to. The Captain spoke up.

				“I am Sir Taksony, Captain of the Guard of His Majesty King Makabru’s Royal Cavalry.”

				This time, Merevus failed keeping the shock from his face, and very quickly, his expression became grim. “If this is some sort of Vambracian ploy...”

				“I assure you, Senator Merevus,” Sir Taksony said, “that the greater surprise belongs to me. I am told that I stood as a pillar of stone in the depths of the Pass of Almitra for five hundred years until released by the very Shardyn that stand before you.”

				“Pass of Almitra?” The senator pressed his thumb and forefinger into his eyes and rubbed vigorously. He stopped. Looked up. “If what you say is true, show me your runes.”

				Slowly, Gavin, Cirena, Noah and Tarsidion raised their right hands in unison. Roland tensed but did nothing and together, the four of them glimmered their runes. When they were through, Neither Merevus nor Roland spoke or moved. Gavin gave him all the time he needed.

				After what had to be a solid twenty seconds, Merevus glanced at the garden sundial resting on a pillar of bronze among a manicured tangle of vines and sprawling white-trimmed leaves. Gavin watched him do an equation in his head.

				“Roland, please inform the counsel I will be detained and offer my humblest apologies.”

				“Senator, perhaps—”

				“Thank you, Roland. Your service as always is something I cherish. It seems I read an incomplete account of the Tale of the Seven Apprentices.” Merevus opened the double doors that led inside his home. “I should like to hear the rest. Please come in.”

				* * *

				There were many names for what was about to happen. Fate. Destiny. The alignment of stars. For Donovan, it was the breaking of the dam.

				He’d told nobody where he was going. It was none of their business and nobody tried to stop him.

				From his left, among the throngs of sweaty bodies and grumbling voices, Donovan felt the glare of a knobby-headed giant with a deformed nose and lopsided eyes. He was easily as large as Tarsidion, seven feet high, and was at least a head taller than everyone else. Unlike Tarsidion’s mesomorphic proportion, this brute was a misshapen mess with arms that were too long, feet that were too big and a torso as thick as an oak. His muscles were like tree knots and looked even harder.

				Donovan met his stare.

				The rage that poured out of the giant’s mismatched eyes was directed specifically at Donovan, a bitter resentment of Donovan’s perfect features and innate grace and that hatred, that resentment had made this thing powerful. The colors of the giant’s soul were vivid and unflickering, a constant storm of eruptions and thrashing prominences.

				And he was just one of many; every one here had one goal in mind...to win a slot to compete. All they had to do was beat everybody else.

				For two hours Donovan waited patiently in the warm spring air, watching each match as it transpired, taking notes, observing styles and patterns of styles, updating his files on the capabilities of the human race that lived here. They were similar but with distinctions. Humans here on Theia were tougher. Harder. Hungrier. The result of increased competition, of not being the dominant species.

				Until now.

				* * *

				Merevus interrupted only when necessary, a totem mask of concentration. His Sorcerer Roland had returned quickly, ashen-faced, and also listened with intensity, asking probing questions of his own, good questions. Traditionally there had never been any animosity between Magi and the Sorcerers of the Parthenon (White-cloths, for short), though neither was there any warmth between them. Just a simple, professional respect. Sometimes they’d been on the same side of an issue, and other times not.

				Another nail fell from a candle and clattered to the time-clock’s plate as Gavin spoke, indicating the passage of twenty minutes. He kept it as succinct as possible, elaborating only when necessary on little details such as Earth, The Back Veil and the Pass of Almitra. When he was through they said nothing. Their eyes had fogged over.

				Bet you didn’t have this on your list of stuff to do today, Gavin thought, quoting Skip.

				“In essence, your tidings are simple,” Merevus finally said and licked his lips, which had become brittle. There was an upside down V creased into his brow. “That the War of the Drynn has returned.”

				“It has resumed,” Gavin said. The other seven nodded. “It never ended, was simply on...a long respite.”

				Senator Merevus’s strong-jawed face had lost a solid shade in hue, and Gavin noted a faint line of beads dotting his upper lip. “How long do we have?”

				“Who can know? But if I were to bet my life and the lives of everybody on this world, I would say days, a week if we’re lucky.”

				“Surely not,” Merevus breathed.

				“Do you understand what that means, Senator?” Cirena asked, announcing her presence for the first time.

				Merevus regarded her and met her intensity solidly. “At the University of Nu’rome, I read in detail about the Great War of the Drynn.”

				“Then you know what must be done,” she continued, leaning forward so that only a couple inches separated their faces.

				Merevus cleared his throat. “Yes. But be forewarned, Vambrace sits heavily upon this city.” His eyes clouded. “They will make things difficult—their hatred of the Magi is as venomous as it ever has been and after your...confrontation with a Collector—need I say more?”

				“Is not Nu’rome a sovereign nation?” Noah asked.

				Merevus’s eyes cleared with a slow, subtle nod. He stood. “Aye it is. Come.”

				By the looks of his eyes he’d come to a decision. “I happen to be late for the official welcoming ceremonies of all the ambassadors and dignitaries of the major powers of the civilized world. What a meeting it will be.”

				* * *

				Sorikus was in trouble. He was far behind schedule and the Caesar would accept no excuses—this sector had to be cleared by eventide. As the Offlander foreman for the last four Olympiads, Sorikus was accustomed to the mobs of eager contestants who desperately sought entrance into the games, but this was beyond reason. Where were they all coming from?

				“Sorikus!” came a bellow from deeper in the Colosseum, followed by clopping horseshoes configured in steel to make twice the racket. His shoulders sagged. Vorbian. The foreman of the Equestrian Offlanders and nephew of General Normiar was the bane of Sorikus’s existence. That cur didn’t know a damn thing about anything besides shouting orders and inflicting aggravation. Had Vorbian not been connected to the upper echelons of Nu’romian society, Sorikus would taken him out back and stomped his teeth out long ago.

				“The Caesar himself demands an announcement by eventide—why do you move so slowly?”

				The knuckles in his right hand cracked as he clenched it into a fist. “I will be ready,” he said through his teeth.

				“You will not. Look at this madness. The Caesar is going to feed you your own ass, and I will watch laughing.” Vorbian snorted and clopped away.

				One day your uncle won’t be around to save you, Sorikus thought darkly as he glared at Vorbian’s back, but the cur was right. Mobs and throngs of hopeful amateurs were still jostling to get a better place to stand. To make matters worse, four of his six judges had been commandeered by Aquatics, leaving him a mere two, another flagrant example of this nepotistic cesspool, and they expected him to be done by dusk. Fine.

				Being nearly seven feet tall had never been easy on Sorikus, and neither had his face, but there were times when his physique and his fearsome visage had its advantages. Like now. He climbed atop one of the sixteen stone pedestals used by the judges and surveyed his sector of the Colosseum.

				There were hundreds left, hundreds of sweaty bodies and multi-culturally garbed contestants milling and waiting in the warm sun. He’d never make it. Looking out among them though, one in particular caught his attention. Perhaps it was his garb, which was nothing Sorikus had ever laid eyes on before, but there was something else. His eyes were covered by strange glass lenses that reflected sunlight. At a glance he was no different than the thousands Sorikus had seen throughout the years but as a gambler, Sorikus knew a winner when he found one. He liked the way the man stood, a quiet supremacy lurking just beneath the surface of a dispassionate face. They’d find out soon enough.

				Sorikus cupped his mouth and boomed a single sentence: “Last man standing becomes this Olympiad’s Offlander!”

				And then there was mayhem.

				* * *

				Donovan wasted no space. He moved one millimeter beyond the reach of the hairy elbow spearing toward his face before retaliating with a body-withering fist to his assailant’s midsection. Ribs broke beneath his knuckles like sticks. Before the man could properly scream, Donovan was already retracting his other fist from shattering the man’s face. Screaming while clutching his nose, he crumbled to the ground and writhed. Donovan moved on to the next.

				I win, you lose.

				Two weeks, even for Donovan, wasn’t enough time to have healed completely from his wounds. Three of the wounds in his side and ribs had already torn, and a swath of the scabs on his forearms were bleeding.

				It was nothing he couldn’t handle.

				Now that battle had officially commenced, Donovan welcomed the familiar surge of adrenaline that roared through his body, and like every time before, the world turned to syrup. It was a phenomenon that had been happening to him since his first memory, a heightened awareness and ability to move when the rest of the world was mired in mortality.

				Calmly, amidst the chaos of grunts, cries and screams of pain, Donovan moved from one opponent to the other, closing space, flashing crisp, devastating jabs, sweeping crescent kicks and flawless judo throws, savoring each moment, his body like water around stones. This was why he’d been born, what he was made for. With each pound of his heart and crack of his fist, adrenaline pulsed to every sensory node in his body.

				It had never felt this good before. In seconds he’d dropped eight bodies and within a minute, the field of worthy adversaries had narrowed considerably. Donovan wasn’t the only mauler. The lopsided, misshapen knobby-headed giant had laid waste to any and all who challenged him. A sort of contest had begun between them; each time one of them dispensed with an opponent, eye contact was made followed by a snarl or smile. The field was getting smaller. The gap between them closer.

				There were others as well, a carbon-skinned woman with green paint on her face, a brutish-looking Viking, even a kneecap-breaking D’worf.

				In three minutes there were only a couple dozen standing. Donovan’s next victim came at him like a cannonball, but instead of colliding, Donovan melted backward and dropped to his back, planted his foot right in the middle of the wedge-shaped torso and proceeded to send him to orbit. The man milled in mid-air, tucked himself into a roll with surprising agility and landed neatly on his feet, knees slightly bent. Unfortunately for him, Donovan knew where he was going to land and greeted him with a forearm to the face. The momentum of the blow knocked his assailant horizontal so that his upper body crashed before the rest of his body could catch up. He didn’t move again.

				Donovan looked around for his next target and homed in on knobby head. There was nobody between them. He’d just finished with his latest victim as well.

				It was time.

				There was a pause, a locking of eyes, and then the charging of bulls. Donovan devoured the space between them before launching into the air. At the height of his arc he speared out his right foot, knife-edge out, and caught the beast right in the middle of both arms, which had gone up in protection. Despite the size and mass difference between them, Donovan’s blow sent the brute careening backward, and before he even had time to consider recovering Donovan was smothering him with a barrage of jackhammer punches and heavy-heeled kicks.

				But the gangly giant weathered the storm. Blows that would have crumpled others were simply absorbed with a grunt. It was like hitting a piece of wood.

				“Ah keeanna svet!” the giant spat, licking the trickle of blood that rolled down his eye and smiled, brandishing thick, square teeth spaced too far apart. With his fists, Casanova beckoned Donovan to try again.

				Oh, Donovan liked this man very much. Whoever he was, he had the distinct honor of not going down when Donovan had willed it. Donovan would have to do something special for him.

				Mimicking his smile, he brought his hands up boxing style, surveyed the rest of the field, which seemed to have ceased all activity in interest of their contest, and then moved in.

				With a vengeance.

				Side-to-side—snap-snap! Two jabs right through Casanova’s guard and into his nose. Dance back, side-to-side, hiss of air of a close haymaker—snap-snap, crack! Donovan’s fists were like rifle fire. Blood. Up-down, side-to-side, this time to the body, the next to the face, and then another to the face. And then another. Donovan had watched men die from as much damage as he was giving but not only did Casanova not fall, his attacks were sharp and lethal, so fast that one clipped the side of Donovan’s face and brought on a flash of white.

				He reeled back, avoided the follow-up barrage of demolition-ball punches, got clipped again before recovering and putting up his guard. This time it was his turn to grin and suck his own blood off his fingers, and the funny thing was, his smile was real. The warmth that blossomed in his chest was pure ecstasy. The world was bright, his senses aflame. He felt a click in the back of his mind and after that...things became one-sided. Bones began to break. It was not just a hurricane of pain he was raining on Casanova, but of damage.

				Slower, sloppier, half-blind by a swollen eye, his rival simply fought harder. His beady eyes glinted with eagerness, as if the communication between body and mind had been severed. It was if he felt no pain. He just kept coming, grinning, lunging.

				Donovan might just have to kill him to put him down.

				Minutes passed and more blood was shed. His adversary changed tactics—he tried to charge but rushed empty air, tried to kick but was kicked instead. His footwork, so light and fast in the beginning, had been reduced to a clumsy shuffle that spit dust and blood.

				Donovan felt the size of the circle around them growing, and out of his periphery he could feel the hush of suspense, could hear their murmurs and see the pointing of fingers.

				Now.

				In the time it took a normal person to sneeze, Donovan leaped up, corkscrewed his body and speared the heel of his boot dead-center of Casanova’s face. There was an audible crunch, a stream of blood and like an imploding skyscraper, the towering, spindly giant went down in a scarlet plume.

				He did not get up. He did not grin. There was no sound save the din of the city beyond.

				Standing over his inert form, Donovan studied the grotesquely swollen and tenderized face of the best fighter he’d ever come against. He should be dead but there in front of him the gangly giant’s chest rose and fell.

				Donovan then looked up to the judge and saw the bald man’s aura sparkling with the smugness of a poolshark who’d just won a bet. A horse galloped off.

				After a long pause, the mammoth judge with the face of a hedgehog raised his hand and pointed at Donovan after scanning the arena for other contenders—there were none—and inhaled to speak. The assembled leaned in.

				“Winner!” the judge bellowed.

				Donovan basked in the roar of the crowd.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 37

				“Where’ve you been?” Amanda asked as Donovan shut the double wooden doors behind him. Like everything else about this place, the architecture was top notch, twin dark cherry doors moving on a track set within the marble construction of their very plush suite. There was even a mosaic pool on the roof that she felt too guilty to use.

				Donovan glided through the suite past the two cherubic marble statues that flanked the entrance to the living room and stopped in the kitchen. That was when she noticed his face. Even though his shades were on, a huge, mottled purple-black welt was growing from under his eye. His fat lip seemed like an afterthought.

				“Geez, Donovan, did somebody hit you with a two by four?”

				“Basically,” he said with a shrug.

				The gesture seemed alien coming from him, as did the slight smile on his face. It lacked the customary sinister coldness.

				“Did you get mugged?” she asked.

				“Spare me, Amanda,” Donovan said absently. He plucked a red pear out of a fruit basket sitting on top of the rose-colored granite countertop and sank his teeth into it. Juice ran down his chin.

				“What happened, then?”

				Still chewing, he actually took his sunglasses off and set them by the basket. His eyes were a bright, piercing blue she’d never seen on his face before. It was beautiful.

				“I’m going to be in the Olympics,” he said and then took another bite, sucking his teeth as he chewed.

				“That is unheard of,” Dwensolt said from across the living room, eyebrows furrowed in suspicion. “One does not simply decide to compete in the Olympics. Even a hermit from the other side of the world knows that. There are those who train a lifetime and never once stand beneath the judges.”

				“Translate, Amanda,” Donovan said through a mouthful of fruit. He was already picking through the bowl, looking for the next victim. She wasn’t even sure why he was here; he’d been so adamant about having his own quarters.

				“Uh, sure,” she said and obeyed immediately. Whatever he was on, she liked it. He seemed...cheerful? Buoyant?

				“I thought old people were supposed to be wise,” Donovan said after her translation, settling on a handful of grapes the size of eggs. “If you’re underestimating me at this juncture, Druid, you’d better pray to whatever god you worship we never cross swords.” He chucked the pear-core into the mouth of a green dragon head sitting at the base of the counter and crammed a grape into his already full mouth and bit down. The pear-core poofed into ash once inside the dragon’s jaws. One thing was for certain; Nu’romians had some handy magic.

				“Then how’d you do it?” Amanda asked, not wanting to ruin the mood.

				“Same way I always do, Amanda.” He paused and narrowed his eyes at her. They shifted from cobalt to powder. “How good are you at giving massages?”

				“Uh, pretty good, I guess. I think. Why?” she said and glanced over at Dwensolt. It was just the two of them. Everyone else was at the counsel, though Pyrk was around here someplace.

				“Because I want one,” he said and stuffed another grape into his mouth. She could hear it pop. “Ten minutes before sunset, be in my room, Amanda. Don’t be late.”

				At that, he walked out the back of the living room, through the double doors and out into the sunshine.

				* * *

				Gavin remembered reading somewhere that there were people that actually feared public speaking more than death. He’d never been able to wrap his brain around that one.

				Until now.

				Walking down that long corridor of marble pillars and fluted columns, the click of the Sorcerer’s staff echoing in the vast space within the arches above, Gavin realized he had the butterflies.

				It comes down to this.

				In one conversation Gavin would have to break through a wall of skepticism, admit catastrophic failure, face the ones who were responsible for not only starting the whole war in the first place but were also responsible for the death of his nation, enlist their help, as well as all of their enemies, and then save the world. During the Olympics.

				How the hell did I get here again?

				His heart felt like a caged animal, ramming the inside of his ribs; each boom sent a shudder through his vision.

				At the end of the corridor was a gigantic double mahogany door blocked by two crisp and gleaming Centurions standing at a position of attention, spears crossed in a steel X in front of the doors.

				They were professional enough not to widen their eyes at the approach of four extinct Knights of the Shard, but the sudden clenching of their bodies, the tightening of their fingers around the hafts of their spears while simultaneously saluting the Senator gave them away nonetheless.

				“A hail to the Caesar,” they said in synchronization, bringing their free fist to the left pectoral muscle of their breastplate and then extending into the air perpendicular to their bodies, eerily similar to a flat version of a Nazi from Antiquity. At the end of the salute their hands double-gripped the shafts to their spears and they both set the butts in front of them so that the Senator could pass, though they did not open the door. Instead, the Centurion on the right spoke.

				“We were not informed you would be bringing company to this assembly, Senator Merevus. Who are your companions?” The question was delivered with respectful courtesy, but there was a professional glint to them.

				“A fair question, Centurion,” the senator said with a smile. “These four Shardyn are my guests and are here on my invitation. They wish to speak with the assembly.”

				Both Centurions studied the four of them.

				“I assure you, there is no danger, Centurions,” Roland said with a knowing nod. He was no longer adorned in the simple white robes he’d been wearing when he’d greeted them at the Senator’s door, but a rich, snowy, embroidered thing, with a deep hood and runes spun of gold and silver on the cuffs and down the middle. With the exception of his thumbs, each finger was adorned with a ring of different metal—copper, brass, silver, gold, iron, steel, bronze and platinum (Gavin hadn’t slept through all of his classes during the Academy), and on each ring were different stones and jewels symbolizing who knew what. He looked very official.

				Their spears uncrossed. “You may pass.”

				If Gavin hadn’t known better he’d have said that the Senator was amused by their struggle of retaining composure, like Buckingham Castle guards about to crack up. But they didn’t. Nu’romian Centurions were professionals.

				They opened the door.

				Inside was even worse than Gavin had feared.

				The hall was vast and opulent, constructed in a manner as to both showcase exquisite engineering as well as function as a practical place of business. Arranged in a horseshoe of gilded seats were the delegates, ambassadors and representatives of all the major civilized races of the world. Above them on a lofty podium was the Caesar. Flanking his podium were two other pedestals set several feet lower but elevated from the rest of the horseshoe—the Senator’s seats. One was occupied, the other vacant.

				All conversation halted as they strode boldly into the center of the hall, their footsteps echoing through the grand chamber. The first set of eyes to lock with Gavin’s were the steel gray ones of a Wizard of Vambrace, set in a thin, angular and hard-looking face. His scarlet, embroidered robes only seemed to enhance the sneering gasp as inconceivable recognition spread across his features.

				“Senator Merevus,” the Caesar called down from his podium with a narrow-eyed frown. He was a pudgy man, though his ceremonial toga hid most of his bulk, and there was an imperious note to his words. “You are late and have squandered the precious time of those assembled. I trust you have a valid explanation?” His eyes traveled to Merevus’s six companions. His frown deepened.

				From above, better than any planetarium could ever hope to project, was a ceiling of a spiral galaxy expanding above them in colors known only to celestial bodies—ethereally vivid magenta and a nebula of turquoise, purple and every other color of the light spectrum. Its luminance cast the curious stares, questioning murmurs and vitriolic glowers directed at them in surreal light.

				Where there was a Wizard of Vambrace there would also be a Knight of Vambrace, and now was no different. Sitting to the Wizard’s left was a large, broad-shouldered tank in red-steel plate mail. The haughty glare he flung at them was typical of their ilk, snuffing whatever faint, preposterous hope Gavin may have harbored that perhaps things had changed.

				In addition, Gavin picked out two D’worves—a Moor D’worf and a Crag D’worf—a Nu’romian General in full ceremonial armor, a delegate from the powerful Merchant’s Guild with a green sash tied around his waist and some others, though one seat in particular captured Gavin’s attention. The one crafted in the unmistakably elegant, flowing and graceful beauty of the Elverai.

				The one that was empty. His shoulders sagged.

				If any would have listened it would have been the Elverai.

				“You dare contaminate this counsel by the presence of Magi masquerading blasphemously as Shardyn?” the Wizard of Vambrace demanded while standing once he recovered his wits. Spit flew out of his mouth as he stabbed his ringed forefinger at the six of them. “All Magi have been outlawed on pain of death.”

				“You are out of order, Vambrace. We are in Nu’rome,” the Caesar said. “All are welcome in this city and that is the law.” He had not raised his voice but there was authority there, despite its nasally quality. The Caesar followed his words by staring down at the Wizard from his elevated caramel-swirled marble podium. On it was a throne and two additional chairs, each filled the only two Ten-ring Sorcerers in the land, clad in their finest ceremonial robes. “I would hear the Senator’s explanation.”

				“Thank you, Caesar,” Merevus said with a formal bow that did not go below his neck. “I have indeed news of import, greater I dare say than the usual business of the Olympics.”

				The Moor D’worf scowled. Anything that interfered with the fortunes to be made at the Olympics was frowned heavily on.

				“These four Knights of the Shard that you presently gaze upon are not merely the last of their kind...they are of the famed Seven Apprentices.”

				The gold and purple flames burning atop the sconces set at precise intervals around the hall flickered as if the room itself had gasped.

				“This is preposterous,” the Moor D’worf said, standing to his full four and half feet. “The Seven Apprentices perished more than a century ago if the fairytales hold true. What sort of enchantment have you fallen prey to Senator Merevus?”

				“I assure you this is no illusion,” Roland said evenly. “They are as they say. If you would, Sur Stavengre, it is safe to show them your runes.”

				Gavin held up his right hand, as did the other three, and felt the seed of light that pooled in the center of his palm zip through the glyphs in his hand. A couple of mouths actually dropped open.

				“How can such a thing be possible?” the other Nu’romian Senator asked from above. He was a thin man with a large head that looked as if it had never held hair. His eyes, however, were alert and penetrating. He leaned forward with interest.

				“You have the floor,” Merevus said to Gavin and then started across the marble floor with Roland, ascended the five stairs and took his place, Roland on his side, at the empty seat slightly below and to the right flank of Caesar Tiberius Au’nauthiatu.

				Gavin took a deep, calming breath, banished his thundering heart to the bowels of his conscious and spoke. “When we last left Theia a hundred and thirty-seven years ago, the world was on fire,” he began in the calm, low voice of a narrator recanting the concentration camps of World War II—neutral yet grave. “The Armies of the Sky raged against the Armies of the Underworld and the survival of civilization hung in the balance...may I presume that all here are familiar with this account?”

				“Of course, Shardyn,” the Caesar said with a wave of his hand and indicated him to continue.

				Gavin didn’t, though. Instead he waited and gathered their attention. He’d been rehearsing what he was going to say this moment ever since they’d returned, had half a dozen prepared speeches, but under those venomous, wonder-filled, disbelieving, fascinated stares he threw them all away.

				Flowery wasn’t going to work with these guys.

				With a nod, more to himself than anything, Gavin forced himself look into the eyes of each and every one of them. Whatever their personal feelings for Gavin that moment, whether hatred, resentment, disbelief or awe, one thing was the same among them—the need for knowledge and truth.

				Even if only to twist it.

				“Those stories, Councilman, that you heard from your mothers and read in the text-scrolls of whatever institution of higher learning you attended are nothing more than that—” his voice was low, calm and utterly certain, “—stories. That is not how the War of the Drynn ended.”

				Somebody coughed.

				“How then did it end, Shardyn?” the Caesar asked. He could see the gears in their heads turning, trying in vain to anticipate his words. Bombs away...

				“It didn’t.”

				There was a momentary flutter in the air, even the planetarium above seemed to flicker and then...the inevitable clamor.

				“That is preposterous—”

				“You lie—”

				“Impossible—”

				“What do you call the last century—”

				Gavin waited until they were done, which took more than a half a minute, and continued. “Whether you believe my words or not is irrelevant, for it is the truth. Asmodeous the Pale escaped, and we followed.”

				“So where, Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, have you been for the last hundred and thirty-seven years?” the Vambracian Wizard asked. Gavin locked stares with a man who represented everything ugly about humanity, the enemy of his people, the very ones who’d killed his father and countless other innocents. Images of the Druid’s Pool rose behind his eyes.

				One thing at a time, Gavin, one thing at a time... When this is all over, that’s when the reckoning will come. The man’s gaze was strong but brittle and cracked under the force of Gavin’s ill-concealed fury, and within those fissures, a glimmer of uncertainty. “Earth.”

				This time there was no outcry. Just stunned silence.

				“The realm of no magic?” Caesar asked.

				“The same.”

				Gavin glanced up at Senator Merevus. Deadpan pokerface. “And you have proof of this?”

				“Beyond my oath?” Gavin asked.

				“The oath of a Magi has less worth than a squirt of cow piss,” the Knight of Vambrace snapped. “Of course beyond your oath.” His eyes dared Gavin to protest. He’d walked right into that one.

				“You are out of order, Vambrace,” Caesar said harshly. “Do so again and you will be dismissed.”

				The knight’s arms tightened but his smugness remained. Gavin was damned if he responded and damned if he didn’t.

				Plan B. “You’re on, Skip. Watch out for flying tomatoes.”

				“Roger that,” Skip said with impressive calm. All of his clothes had been cleaned and mended perfectly by the best of Nu’rome’s tailors. Only a slice of apple pie would have looked more American. He walked up beside Gavin, looked up to the Caesar and then he cleared his throat. “My name is Everett Walkins, Chief of Police, Rolling Creek, Montana, United States of America, Earth.” Skip pulled back his shoulders. “I am an enforcer of laws.”

				Hooded, suspicious and curious eyes bored into him.

				“Just because you spew strange words and don garish garb does not make you from Earth, peasant,” the Wizard said.

				“True,” Skip said with an amicable shrug. “But this right here can’t be faked.” He took off the white-gold chain and locket housing the splinter of Deos’s spur and held it up. “Catch.”

				The chain and locket arched perfectly toward the Wizard and then stopped, changed direction and then flew to the Caesar, who then snatched it out of the air.

				“You will direct these matters to me, Everett. I am the Caesar of Nu’rome.”

				“A thousand apologies, Mister Caesar,” Skip said, holding up his hands. “I’m new here. Just take a look.”

				“See that it does not happen again.” The Caesar then opened the locket and studied what was inside. “What is it?” he finally asked. “How does a bone prove that you are from Earth?”

				“That is no bone, Caesar,” Gavin said. “It is a fragment of the spur of Asmodeous the Pale. There is none other like it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 38

				“You rang?” Amanda asked.

				It wasn’t until the door clicked behind her that Donovan looked up. He wasn’t wearing his sunglasses. “Come here,” he said.

				“Is everything okay?” she asked. It was dim in his room. The only light came from the magnificent view of the harbor just outside his windows and the sun setting over the water. Other than the pile of books, scrolls, pen-quills and ink jars on his desk, his room looked untouched. And then she saw the wine bottles. The empty wine bottles.

				“I thought we were beyond me repeating myself, Amanda.” His words weren’t quite as crisp as they normally were, but softer, more blunted.

				“Sorry,” she said, holding up her hands. “In what way can I be of assistance, Donovan?”

				Once she got close to him she realized three striking things. First, he was only wearing a robe. She could see the muscles of his chest, the greenish metal buried in it as well as the top two abdominal muscles of his stomach. Second, he didn’t look very good. His face was shiny, swollen and pale. Third, she could smell the wine on his breath from way back here. And he wanted her to give him a massage?

				This is not good situation.

				“I didn’t know you drank,” she said carefully.

				“I don’t, Amanda Kasey, but today is a special day.”

				“Why is today special?”

				He smiled, but this smile was unlike any she’d seen on him. It was...real. Unguarded. But still dangerous somehow. “You had your chance, Amanda Kasey. I would have told you too.”

				“Normally you make sense, Donovan, but not right now. Why in God’s name did you run off and join the Olympics, anyway? The Drynn are coming, you know that. It doesn’t make sense.”

				“That’s because you lack vision, Amanda Kasey. Pick up that vial beside the quill.”

				“The ink?”

				“The other one, you idiot.”

				Oh. This one. “What about it?”

				“Open it.”

				She obeyed with a cautious shrug and was punished by an acrid, herby fume that burned her nasal passages like a whiff of wasabi. “Yuck. What is this stuff and why am I holding it?”

				Donovan answered by pushing his chair away from the desk. “I want you to rub it on me.”

				* * *

				“So you failed?” The Moor D’worf had a name, Forges Ironhand, and Gavin liked him about as much as he liked hemorrhoids.

				“Yes,” Gavin said immediately. It had taken long enough, but between the return of the Shardyn, Skip and his fragment and three living Cavaliers, finally they were getting somewhere. Even if it was to point blame.

				“What would you have us do?” Merevus asked from his podium.

				“We must mobilize your armies at once, send word to each of your respective kingdoms and rally every able-bodied warrior, soldier and knight. Even in the first war Nu’rome never fell, has never fallen. Of all your splendors and honors, that is the grandest, no? It will be the perfect staging ground—”

				“Surely you jest, Sur Stavengre,” Caesar said loudly while standing and raising his hand for Gavin to stop talking. “The Olympics begin tomorrow, and I will not allow this fair city to be used as a staging ground to a threat that has yet to appear.” It was the deepest furrow yet between his eyes.

				“And what makes you so certain that an army is on its way, anyway?” Ironhand demanded. “The Pale Gate was destroyed, as well as half the mountain, and what remains of that barren, scarred land is guarded by none other than a chimera.”

				“You think a chimera would stop Asmodeous the Pale? You think the Lord of the Underworld couldn’t make another gate and kill the Chimera as he has killed all that have come before him? The lives of every Man, D’worf, Elf and surface-dwelling creature lie in the balance. The decisions made right now, at this juncture, will forever be your legacies for whatever happens.” Gavin could feel his heartbeat throbbing at the pulse point at the side of his forehead.

				“You overestimate your worth,” the Moor D’worf muttered.

				“We must at least send out a scouting party,” Senator Merevus said. “And alert the forces we already have activated within the city. The Sorcerer’s of the Parthenon must also be told of a possible threat from the outside.”

				“They will be informed immediately,” Caesar said and looked to the Ten-ring Sorcerers to his right and left who served as bodyguards. They nodded immediately. “It would be unwise to turn my back on such tidings, however bizarre they appear. It will be done.”

				Really?

				“And what of the defenses of the city?” Gavin asked.

				“What of it?”

				“It must be erected at once. Evacuations must begin immediately—”

				“On the eve of the Olympics?” Ironhand demanded.

				“Silence, Ironhand.” The Caesar thought a moment and then looked right at Gavin. “Of course you are right, Sur Stavengre.” His eyes turned sly. “Since you have performed so admirably, perhaps you could...ascertain the exact nature of the threat and report back to us so we can respond appropriately?” He smiled. “On your return, I will see to it personally that you are given a triumph fitting of your deeds, on the very day the medals are awarded from the Olympics—what a sight it will be!” He waved his hands for effect.

				“I would die before I ever allowed such an abomination to transpire,” the Wizard said, standing. His fellow knight followed suit. They glared at both Gavin and the Caesar before stalking out of the chamber in a swirl of red robes and jangling armor.

				Gavin just stared. He was too tired to be angry, too numb to be outraged. Twice he’d been outmaneuvered. How could I have not planned for this?

				“What of it, Shardyn?” the Caesar asked. “Will you accept this quest for Humanity and all the races of the world?”

				Even the nebula swirling above them seemed to dim in anticipation of his answer.

				“We will accept, of course, as we will accept the aid you surely must offer for the gravity our circumstance.”

				“Of course we offer aid. Senator Merevus,” Caesar said. “Your turmae has not been called up for the Olympics, has it?”

				“No, Caesar,” Merevus said in a crisp voice. His lips pursed.

				“Perhaps you would offer their services in aiding these gallant legends.” Caesar raised his eyebrows. “The need is dire.”

				Merevus swallowed. “Of course, Caesar.”

				“Excellent,” he said, clapping his hands twice. “Then it is settled. If we could now address the next order of business—”

				“One turmae will not be enough, Caesar,” Tarsidion said. He was breathing hard. His hands were fists.

				“I have spoken on the matter, plainsman,” Caesar said with a curl of his lip. “I will not endanger the lives of my citizens by depriving them of the protection I have promised them to chase after unproven rumors.”

				“Rumors?” Tarsidion choked.

				“You will take your leave, Sur Stavengre, or I will have you removed. The Caesar speaks once.”

				For just a moment, Gavin entertained the notion of taking over control of Nu’rome, starting with the incineration of everybody in the room. It took longer than it should have to come to his senses, but when he did, he simply turned on his heel and walked out the way he came. His brethren followed.

				* * *

				Amanda did everything in her power not to stare. She knew he didn’t like that.

				“Looks like you tore just about every one of these finger holes,” she observed while dabbing the blood that leaked from his wounds.

				“Not every one of them,” Donovan answered in a thick voice muffled by the angle of his mouth. He lay face down on his bed, shirtless and bleeding. She investigated closer and sure enough, two of the holes were merely angry and inflamed.

				“Right you are,” she said, wondering just what was about to happen. All she needed was Gavin to walk through the door. “I didn’t know you drank.”

				“I don’t,” he said, voice smothered by sheets. “And I’m always right.”

				“Then why today? Why now?”

				His body tensed beneath her fingers before he rolled to his side to look up at her. “Don’t flatter yourself, Kasey. I could have better. In case you haven’t noticed, magic has no effect on me—good against fireballs, not so good against healing. The Olympics start tomorrow. Get it?”

				She maintained eye contact, doing her damnedest not to stare at the metal buried in his chest, at his battlefield of scars—old and new—or the splendor of his body. “Not really,” she admitted.

				He rolled his eyes and turned back over. “It’s the salve I told you to grab, you idiot. When applied at twilight, when the moons first touch the sky and the fairies jump around on one foot, singing koombaya blah-tee-fucking blah, then its healing properties are, what did she say?” She heard him smack his lips. “Miraculous. She was telling the truth, too, or at least she thought she was. If she wasn’t...I’ll find her.”

				Then what do you need me here for? she thought.

				“I need you, Amanda Kasey, because in order for it to work, I must be asleep.”

				Ohhhhhhhhh.

				“Does that compute? Hence the wine. I’ll be asleep in ten minutes. When the first moon hits, apply. When the second moon hits, apply again. When you’re done...you may leave. Understood?”

				“Yes, Donovan.”

				“Good. Even you shouldn’t screw that up too bad. Until then...massage me.”

				She had no choice but to obey. Outside came the crash of waves and the call of gulls.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 39

				When Amanda eased through the door, Gavin was waiting. In front of him was the parchment paper she’d scrawled her note on.

				“Hi, baby,” she said. “Uh, how did everything go?”

				“About as bad as it could go,” he said in a hollow voice. His eyes had that faraway, unfocused sadness becoming more common to his face.

				“That bad?”

				“Yep. That bad.”

				She took a seat beside him. “What happened?”

				He opened his mouth to answer and then crinkled his nose. “You smell like ointment or something. Where have you been?”

				She swallowed. Even though she’d done nothing wrong she felt a knot of guilt tighten in her stomach. It was Gavin’s back her hands should have been on, not Donovan’s. “It seems Donovan joined the Olympics,” she said to his question. That was the truth.

				“What?” His eyes came back into focus. “Offlander slot?”

				“Yes, that’s what he called it. Evidently, he had to fight a bunch of people to get in.”

				“I know what it means.” His eyebrows were drawn together. “What did he need you for?”

				Amanda gave as nonchalant a shrug as she could. “Medical stuff. Whoever he went against today sure did a number on him. You should see his face, and he tore all his wounds from Almitra.”

				“Did he now?” Gavin asked.

				“Yeah,” Amanda said, unable to hold his gaze. Instead she took his hand and clasped it with her own, finding comfort in the familiarity of his touch. He didn’t resist, but he didn’t hold her back either. When she glanced back up she couldn’t quite read his expression.

				“But enough about me, what happened at the counsel? What are they going to do? What’s the plan for...the world?”

				Her question jarred him back to whatever thoughts he’d been churning when she entered because his shoulders dropped and he shook his head. He put his face in his hands, rubbed his eyes in hard, slow circles and then answered with bleary eyes. “You know, nothing and everything has changed.”

				There was a knock at the door but before either of them could ask who it was, Tarsidion barged in. “There are shadows without bodies across the street,” he said tensely.

				Gavin closed his eyes. “I know—two by the apple grove, another across the street and there is a raven with red eyes perched where there should be gulls. They’re staking us out.”

				“Who are?” Amanda asked.

				“The Wizards of course. Damn Red-cloths are the same as they ever were.”

				“You knew this?” Tarsidion asked.

				“It was the next logical step. They can’t attack us in the city, but they can keep tabs on us, and the moment we leave...”

				“Which is tomorrow at dawn,” Tarsidion said.

				“What?”

				Tarsidion raised his eyebrows. “You haven’t told her yet?”

				“I was just about to, but now that you’re here—”

				“Where are you going?” Amanda asked. “It hasn’t even been five minutes.”

				“I know,” he answered and strapped on his sleeping Quaranai. “I won’t be long.”

				“Right now?” Tarsidion said. “There are Red-cloths everywhere.”

				“Let them try something.” When he opened the door, the cries of seagulls filled the room before quickly disappearing behind the slam of the door.

				“Do you know where he’s going?” she asked, following him from the window.

				“No idea,” Tarsidion said, joining her by the window.

				Not thirty feet away from them on a usurped nest of seaweed, twigs and fronds sat a big black crow with red eyes that even Amanda the Clueless could see were not natural.

				She jerked her head away with a yelp.

				“I would stay away from the windows if I were you.”

				Her heart ricocheted inside her chest. It had seen her, she’d seen it see her, and it had looked right into her. After a dozen rises and falls of her chest she screwed up her nerve and looked again.

				It was still there.

				Watching.

				She looked at the paradise around her and sighed. “What’s this about you leaving tomorrow?”

				* * *

				Somebody was knocking at his door. Normally Donovan would have heard the steps far before they got so close, but he’d been out. In deep trance.

				He shook his head and noticed the vibrating tingling under his skin. It was working. There was another pounding at the door.

				“Who the fuck is it?” he demanded, suddenly annoyed. Now that he was awake, he could feel the tingles lessening, dissipating.

				His door swung open and there in his doorway was Gavin. No, Stavengre. And he was armed.

				“How would you like to keep the Mitsutada?” Gavin asked from the doorway.

				“I’m listening,” Donovan said and rubbed the crust from his eyes. Judging by the somber maroon and yellow permeating Gavin’s outer bands, Donovan could see it had not been a good day.

				“I’m leaving tomorrow at dawn. The Pale Gate is our destination.”

				“Have fun.”

				“I thought you never got hit.”

				“I won. That’s all that matters. Make your offer.” He didn’t need his Othersight to guess his next words.

				“I need to know that Amanda will be safe while I’m gone. Now that Vambrace is aware of us, they’ll be coming. If it weren’t for the Drynn, they’d be the worst.”

				“I’m the worst.”

				“Maybe you are, maybe you’re not, but the only thing important to me is her safety. My offer is this—keep her and Skip safe, and I’ll give you my katana.”

				Donovan poured himself a glass of water from the crystal pitcher on the nightstand beside his bed and drank deeply. “What about the Druid?” he asked when he was done. “Why not just ask him?”

				“Do you want the sword or not? He’ll look after her because he is honorable.” Stavengre sucked his teeth, a gesture Donovan had never seen him do before. “But I prefer to hedge my bets.”

				“If Walkins is part of the equation then that’ll cost you another blade. I’ll take the katana and the wakizashi.”

				A band of maroon broke off and turned crimson. “Fine. Take the wakizashi too. Just keep a low profile, and though I’m sure it’s irrelevant, the Wizards will try and unnerve you, stalk you, instill fear in you. Keep an eye out for strange birds or anything else out of the ordinary. Shadows without bodies, that sort of thing. They mean you harm.”

				“Noted,” Donovan said. “But when you come back, if you come back, the blades remain mine, as does Amanda’s servitude to me.”

				A deep, molten, crimson red boiled out of Gavin’s core. It spread until his entire aura was a burning red sun. It was matched by the metal in his eyes. Donovan waited.

				“Agreed,” Gavin finally said.

				Donovan picked up a red pear that was indigenous to this area from the fruit bowl beside the water pitcher and sunk his teeth into its soft flesh, savoring its sweetness as it rolled down his chin. “Agreed,” he said while chewing. “Shake on it?”

				Gavin shook his head. “No. You’ll keep your word.” A couple of seconds passed. “I heard you’re competing in the games, that you are the Offlander.”

				“You heard right.” Another bite.

				“What event?”

				“Pankration.”

				Gavin laughed and it wasn’t forced. The crimson in his soul subsided but did not disappear. “I should have known.”

				“After I take the gold in Pankration I will qualify and compete in the Gladiatorial Games as well.”

				“And then what?”

				Donovan allowed himself a small smile. “Is there a quicker way to become a god?”

				Gavin stood there a moment. “Just be glad you’re fighting now and not a hundred and thirty-seven years ago.”

				“And why is that, Stavengre?” Donovan was getting bored with this conversation. And he was almost done with his pear.

				“Because the reigning champion back then was a dark elf who’d been taking heads for seventy years—three times longer than you’ve even been alive. That’s why. And just for your information, you won’t be able to use that blade you took from Almitra. It’s magic and there isn’t any magic allowed in the Games. That Mitsutada is going to come in very handy.”

				“I know.” Donovan licked his fingers and tossed the core of the pear onto the table. “Was there something else?”

				Gavin stared at him for a second, darting his eyes to each of the injuries adorning Donovan’s body. “We could use your help, you know.”

				“Of course you could.”

				“But you have more important things to do, is that it?”

				“That’s right.”

				“Why? I don’t get it.”

				Donovan debated whether he wanted to answer. He didn’t. “You’ll see. Now go away.”

				Gavin shrugged and made for the door but before stepping out he turned around. “Do you by chance know who the current reigning Platinum champion is?” he asked.

				“Of course,” Donovan asked.

				“I’m curious. Who is it?”

				“What’s it matter? He’s a walking corpse, he just doesn’t know it yet.”

				“Humor me.”

				“Calls himself Ladom’er the Merciless.”

				Gavin froze as threads of cobalt fractured his outer bands. “You might want to re-think chasing after godhood,” Gavin said from the doorway. “Ladom’er’s the Dark Elf.”

				* * *

				Gavin didn’t go right home. He needed to think, to air out his brain. In a habit he’d acquired living in West Hartford, where it was safe to go out at night, he went for a walk, just daring a Wizard to take shot at him. None did. He stared up at the shattered fragments of the pale moon and for the fifty-seventh time wondered if he should take the risk. There had to be other Magi out there, hiding somewhere, waiting to make their appearance at just the right time—Well, if ever there were a time, guys...

				“I hope you’re not thinking of doing what it looks like you’re going to do,” Cirena said, placing her cool hand on his shoulder. He hadn’t even heard her approach. Which was inexcusable. He turned and was surprised at the softness in her face. The combination of the crimson and pale light of the moons made her look ethereal.

				“I was thinking about it,” Gavin admitted though he probably wouldn’t have done it. They’d had a hard enough time projecting with all four of them in on it. Doing it on his own was suicide.

				“Without help?” she asked.

				“I thought you were asleep.”

				“Really, Stavengre?”

				Gavin tried to smile but failed miserably. Instead he looked back up at the sky.

				Cirena offered her arm to him. “Walk with me,” she said. “Let’s talk.” She even said it in English. Gavin nodded and slid his arm through hers and together, they walked the streets of Nu’rome, inhaling the perfumes of night flowers, baking bread and horse dung. They didn’t say anything. There was no need. They knew what tomorrow was.

				They passed sleeping homes, silent markets and armed patrols. And shadows without bodies. He saw one in particular slink across the street and disappear behind a carriage. “How many have you counted so far?” Gavin asked.

				“Seven,” she said. “Perhaps eight. I’m not sure.”

				When they came back to their quarters, which in dollars would have run ten thousand a night, neither one of them went in. They just drank in the silence of the sleeping world and wondered what tomorrow had in store for them.

				“You think Lucian would have fallen into that trap today?” he asked. He was still angry with himself for not seeing it coming. Of course they’d want him to lead it. Of course they’d wanted to get rid of them.

				“Probably not,” she said.

				He nodded.

				“But what else could we have done?” she continued. “Who else is qualified to do this besides us?” Cirena sighed and slid down to her heels, cloak pooling around her boots. Gavin followed her lead and after they were eye level, he rested his forearms on his knees. They just stared at each other.

				“What’s our best-case scenario?” he asked. “We go, just one single turmae of light cavalry, four Shardyn and a few extinct Cavaliers against Asmodeous the Pale and whatever Drynn he’s already mustered up. Maybe Asmodeous hasn’t opened up the gate yet, and we somehow, finally, after all this time, kill him and save the world, again. Then what? Vambrace won’t stop hunting us down until we are dead. They will stalk us, ambush us, sacrifice a thousand souls just to kill one of us. The same as they always have. We will live the rest of our days looking over our shoulders. Best-case scenario.”

				“We’d be safe in Nu’rome.”

				“Maybe I don’t want to stay in Nu’rome. Maybe I just want to go home. That’s where we’re supposed to be right now, home. It was a mistake coming here.”

				“No. We’ve warned more people in one meeting than we could have running around the entire realm. You heard the Senator. They’re even going to send riders to the Elverai.”

				“Maybe we should have gone there first.”

				“No again, that would have taken another two weeks riding, when every day is precious, and Elves are not exactly fond of Men, remember? In fact, isn’t their policy to kill on sight?”

				“True, but that never applied to Valis.” He shook his head. “I spent the first decade on Earth wishing every day that we’d someday come home, and here we are,” he said, pointing around at the splendors and mysteries of thousands of years of history and culture. “And now that I’m here, I just want to go back to my living room in Connecticut and watch a movie. Eat some popcorn and Raisinets.”

				“Knock, knock.” It was Skip. Cirena immediately darkened. Before waiting for an invitation, Skip walked right out and joined them on the patio, which was easily large enough to accommodate the three. It was shaped like a soft hexagon with a sinuous marble rail that came up to the belly. “So what’s this bullshit I hear that I’m not coming tomorrow?” he said, taking a sip out of his mug. He took a closer look at the two of them. “Am I interrupting something?”

				“Yes—”

				“No—”

				Skip pointed at Cirena. “One of these days you’re gonna like me.”

				“Until then...” Cirena answered.

				“You’ll see. Now, I’d like to know, why aren’t I going?”

				“Because I need you to keep an eye on things here.”

				“You mean babysit your girl.”

				Gavin sighed. “That’s part of it. That and I like you, Skip. I’d rather not seen you butchered and devoured.”

				“At least you’re optimistic.”

				“If it was a firefight we were headed to, then you’d be the first I’d call, but this is war like you can’t even imagine.”

				“You don’t know what I’ve seen.”

				“True, but I can bet your ass that you are unfamiliar with our tactics, our weapons and our enemy. There are skills required when fighting alongside Magi and Sorcerers, especially against Drynn. Would you want me riding shotgun with a strike team of PJs without any formal training in your methods or tactics?”

				“Hell yeah, you know how many times I could have used a Shardyn or two in Afghanistan?”

				“You know what I mean.”

				“I get your point, but I thought this was just recon.”

				Cirena laughed, and there was a note of bitterness in it.

				“No, Skip,” Gavin said, “it will never be easier to win this war than it is right now. We can only hope that the chimera has held him off, or wounded him, or at least slowed him down enough so he hasn’t had enough time to build a new gate to the Underworld. Even if he has, he still has to molt and that takes time.”

				“Alright, time out. Chimera? Molting?”

				“The Chimera is a creature that was spawned from the Elements and dark magic, nobody knows for sure, but there is only one in the world at any given time, and they are legendary guardians. They have three heads—a goat’s, a lion’s and a fire-drake’s. The front of the body is a lion’s with razor-sharp talons while the rear of it is a goat, whose hooves are rumored to be able to crack granite.”

				“Right on.”

				“Skip, we’re riding into the heart of darkness tomorrow. My aim is to engage and end this war before it begins. As for the molting, Drynn don’t have females and they don’t have children. They molt—that’s why you’ll always see them in pairs. They’ll look like twins, but one will have horns and the other one won’t. The one with the horns is the first-born. If he dies, the second-born will need about a week to grow his horn, and then he’ll be the first-born and molt a second. Killing one isn’t good enough—you have to kill them both.”

				“Which is not easy,” Cirena added.

				Gavin watched Skip think. “How many can a Drynn molt?”

				“Just one, there’s a first and a second.”

				“Then where does the first-born come from?”

				“From Asmodeous, of course.”

				“So lemme get this straight. The one with the horn is the first, and the one without a horn is the second.”

				“Correct.”

				“So basically, the horn is everything. He’s the molter, the one you wanna kill first.”

				“Exactly.”

				“But what if the second dies, the one without the horn?”

				“Then the first molts another one.”

				“So why not molt a whole shit load?”

				It was actually helpful talking about it. It got Gavin’s head screwed on right. “One horn, one Drynn. Kill them both and that line dies forever. Kill only one, and in a week you’ll see his brother.”

				“So they’re related?”

				“Yes. Twins. Clones. Something like that.”

				“And they all come from Papa Ugly.”

				“You’re getting it.”

				“And how many can he molt?”

				“He has no limit, but he can’t make them from nothing, either. Each Drynn molted requires one brain and one heart.”

				“Aaaah. That’s why he’s always eating people’s brains and hearts.”

				“Make sense now?” he asked.

				“Mostly. Do you have any idea how many he’s got waiting for you?”

				Gavin shook his head very slowly. “Not a clue.”

				“I see,” Skip said. He spaced out for a couple of seconds, came back, looked into his mug and stood. “I think I’m gonna get me another beer.”

				“One more thing, Skip,” Gavin said and stopped him with his hand.

				“Just say the word.”

				Gavin rubbed his fingers together and rested them on the hilt of his Quaranai. “Keep an eye on Donovan. Something’s up with him.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 40

				Thirty-two horsemen waited in perfect formation in the empty cobblestone courtyard of the Northern Gate. Plumes of steam jetted from equine mouths in the cool, spring morning. A man clad in the more elaborate armor of a Centurion waited at the head, his back rigid, chest out. Despite the fact that most of his features were hidden by the traditional Nu’romian helm—sloped neck guard that ribbed at the nape, ear guards that were lowered to protect the cheeks and a thick, deep purple horsehair crest that arched horizontally over the top—Gavin could sense the man was not happy.

				Behind Gavin was his own row of knights. On the flanks were Sir Taksony and Sir Arnaut, armor gleaming, pennants fluttering proudly on two skyward lances. In the middle were Cirena, Tarsidion and Noah, sitting like dark angels, hoods drawn. At the rear by himself was Aluvion atop his new buckskin palfrey, a short cavalry bow strapped to his back, two long bows sheathed on each side of his saddle. Taksony had dubbed Arnaut a knight, as well as Aluvion, which was unusual, considering that Aluvion was an archer.

				The courtyard was easily large enough to accommodate them horizontally.

				“A hail to the Caesar,” the Centurion said, pounding his chest and then extending his arm parallel to the ground, saluting in the Nu’romian custom.

				“A hail to the Caesar,” Gavin answered, returning the salute as they closed the distance.

				Though a single turmae was a drop in the bucket of what would be needed, at least these men had the fierce, hungry look of professionals. Still, they were in essence merely a scouting troop—fast but not heavily armed. They wore only steel breast plates, riding leather beneath, greaves and wrist guards. Each man held a light lance that was pointed to the sky and a sheathed long-gladius strapped to their sides. Gavin was pleasantly surprised to see that each carried a shortbow slung against each saddle. Traditionally knights and cavalry scoffed at such things, but in Nu’rome, the Elves had had their say. Any Legionnaire of Nu’rome could fire a short bow, just as every Marine was a rifleman.

				“I am Centurion Tremar,” the man said with a slight tilt of his head. His words were crisp and clipped, and though it was very subtle, Gavin detected irritation. They would be missing the Olympics.

				“And I am Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, Knight of the Shard, Second Born of the House of Annototh, First Rune. Well met.” Gavin extended his hand.

				Tremar regarded it a moment and then extended his own, grasping forearms in the informal salute of all warriors.

				“Well met,” he returned. After he retracted his hand he stared at them hard, looking them up and down. “Before this moment the Knights of the Shard were mere myths, stories told to children.” He turned his attention to Sir Taksony and his men. “And the Southern March has not existed in over five hundred years. I am staring at ghosts and yet I felt your sinew within my grasp. I should like to be told what this is all about.”

				“You were not told?” Gavin asked.

				“No,” Tremar said disapprovingly. “We were told to report for duty at the Northern Entrance at dawn. That is all.”

				“I see.”

				“Of course, we have heard rumors.”

				Gavin could only imagine. “May I address your troops?”

				“Please,” Tremar said with a hand.

				Gavin turned his horse and faced the assembled cavalry, who watched him in stoic silence. They were not happy. “Well met, brothers,” he called out in a strong, clear voice. He let the pause between his greeting and his next statement drag out, let the early stirring of the city behind them be heard. “If I were to be dragged away from the Olympics on the first day of the Games, I would want blood. Any apology given to me, dare I say, would be used to wipe my horse’s ass.”

				Nothing.

				He sat up straighter. “Riders of Nu’rome, I offer you no apology. You have been assembled here for one reason and one reason alone.” Gavin spurred his horse and cantered across their ranks, locking eyes with each as he rode past. When he got to the end he turned and cantered back, memorizing each of their faces, knowing that most likely, none of them would make it back. When he returned to his starting place he halted. “To meet on the field of battle the greatest foe the world has ever known. We ride to face the Drynn!”

				A murmur went through the men, grumbles and whispers and the occasional clop of a horse hoof.

				“Order!” Tremar bellowed, and all sound dropped.

				“In the first Drynnian War, we fought Asmodeous the Pale, Lord of the Underworld at Carnage gate, spilled his blood and chased him across the worlds themselves—” Gavin was interrupted by the unmistakable thunder of many hooves on cobblestone streets echoing from within the city. It had to be at least a hundred horses, growing in volume like an approaching sandstorm. They all turned.

				What he saw dropped his stomach into his feet. Scarlet. The red robes of three Red-Cloths bounced in harmony with the hoof-falls of the horses that carried them. Behind them clopped a hundred knights in tight formation, their armor and scarlet capes reflecting the early sun like blood on a knife. At the lead was a man who poured dry cement on an already sinking stomach.

				It was the Collector.

				He hadn’t died after all. Though he rode with a calm, neutral aplomb, his eyes were as dead and gray as they’d been back at the barracks, only this time, they were ringed in the fire of fury. “Greetings Shardyn,” he said, riding toward him. His words were mild but with deep intonation, like a hypnotist.

				His men stopped crisply behind him and dwarfed the combined strength of both Gavin’s uranium isotope force and the turmae of Nu’romain Eques. In between the Wizards and Knights of Vambrace was a group of riders Gavin had never seen before. There were ten of them. Instead of flowing capes, they had deep, hooded cloaks clasped at their plate mail gorgets in a different style and design of the knights behind them. Skillfully crafted plates sat atop a harness of brilliant chainmail, each link trimmed in electric blood. In fact, they were eerily reminiscent of the style worn by the...Shardyn.

				What a bunch of copycats.

				Hands from the turmae drifted to hilts, as did his brethren. The Legions of Nu’rome were no friends of Vambrace. Gavin cantered to meet their visitor.

				“Allow me to apologize for the uncouth conduct of the Ambassador yesterday,” came the oily voice of one of the other Wizards, a court Wizard, judging by his meticulous jet black hair slashed with silver. Unlike the Collector, this man was handsome and refined, with a neat, trim beard that matched his hair. “He is the product of nepotism at its worst. Allow me to introduce myself, Shardyn. I am the Wizard De’mond. At your service.” He even gave his head a polite nod though his eyes were flat. Every one of De’mond’s fingers had a gold ring on them, each set with a different-colored gem. With the exception of the Arch-Wizard himself, there was only one Ten-ring Wizard in all of Vambrace, the equivalent of the Secretary of State. The Wizard De’mond was a very high-roller, even higher than the Collector.

				They all stared eye to eye from across their horses.

				“A hail to you,” Gavin said in a monotone. “To what do we owe your presence?”

				“I should think our purpose was obvious, Shardyn.” For the briefest of moments a gleam of malice rolled across his dead eyes but disappeared like the dorsal fin of a diving shark. “History’s legends have taken flesh, bearing the direst of tidings. What sort of empire would not ride immediately to meet this threat?” He looked directly into Gavin’s eyes and it was like standing at the edge of the abyss—lightless, cold and infinite. “We shall accompany you.”

				His smile did not touch his eyes.

				“It’s good to see that Vambrace still abounds with honor and wisdom,” Gavin responded with a humorless smile. “I welcome you into my army.”

				Before De’mond could respond, a shadow passed all of them, followed by an ear-splitting shriek that slashed at the silence. One of the famed Gryphriders of Nu’rome circled above them and then coasted to a landing in a spread of wings nearly twenty feet from tip to tip. Atop the enormous, majestic creature was Senator Merevus himself. A second later another gryphon cry sliced the air, and Roland landed beside his Senator, donned in his purple-trimmed battle robe.

				“Greetings, warriors,” Merevus called from atop his steed. The Gryphon’s eyes were piercing gold with black slits for pupils and though they were animalistic, there was intelligence in them. It glared out dangerously to all assembled. Even the Wizard kept his distance.

				“And to what do we owe the honor of a Nu’romian Senator in our midst?” De’mond asked dryly.

				“As you said, Wizard, our realm is faced with dire tidings. I would not send my own personal Turmae to such a quest without leading from the front.” His eyes became expressionless and met the dead gaze of De’mond. “I shall keep an eye on things.”

				De’mond cracked a lightless smile that originated only on the right side of his mouth. “We are honored by your presence, of course,” he said with a slight bow that conveyed neither respect nor disrespect.

				“Sur Stavengre,” Merevus then said to Gavin. “We shall follow your lead.”

				The Wizard De’mond stared a long time at the Senator atop his mythical creature before finally acquiescing with another respectless bow and a cold smile. Gavin looked out over his assembled...army and tried not guffaw at the irony pogo-sticking on top of his head.

				On one side of the expansive courtyard were the professional Nu’romian cavalry in perfect formation, on the other...a much larger sea of scarlet, and in the center was the core—three Knights of the Shard in the middle, with two Southern Knights at each end. And Aluvion, their lone archer.

				If they could manage to not kill each other, it was a potent little force, the addition of Vambrace nearly tripling their numbers.

				Wouldn’t that be a kick in the head? Getting saved by Vambrace.

				A true leader would have given a speech right there and then, inspired them to charge off with nothing but thoughts of glory and conquest, but his gut told him they’d see right through him.

				Would see his hatred.

				Instead, he gave a heavy nod to the assembled, turned his horse and spurred it to a gallop. His core of Shardyn and Southern Knights followed him and then Merevus’s Turmae. Both Gryphriders leaped into the air with a shriek and scratch of talons on stone and finally he heard the riders of Vambrace bring up the rear.

				There were no cheering citizens to see them off, or formal farewells by officials of the City, no well-wishers, the only ones to say goodbye was a pitifully small group consisting of one fiancée, one Arch-Druid, a chief of police and a tree sprite. Gavin caught Amanda’s eye as his horse galloped past. He locked every detail of her face in his mind—her tears and swollen eyes, her brave smile, the way the ocean breeze tugged at her hair. And then she was behind him, lost in the thunder of galloping horses and the flap of great wings riding into the rising sun.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 41

				Drums pounded the air. Behind their synchronized booming beats came a building crescendo of music by instruments both familiar and foreign that filled the immense stadium as powerfully as any rock concert could. In the center of the elliptical arena was a podium where the pudgy, beady-eyed man called the Caesar stood and watched the parade around him. His toga blew in an artificial breeze.

				Opening Ceremony.

				Though Donovan stood among the tang of sweat and nervous anticipation of the hundreds of Olympians arrayed around him, he shared none of it. All he felt was music, his pulse and a buzz of excitement he’d never before partaken in.

				This was what he was born for.

				Each nation marched with a standard bearer waving their designated colors, followed by the competing Olympians who were donned in the style and colors of that nation. What intrigued Donovan the most was not just the different cultures but the different races. There were Minotaurs, Dwarves, mutant-hyena looking hobgoblins and, of course, Humans. The only race that did not rear its head was the one he wanted to see the most. The Elves. In his stay in the city he’d learned that of all the races of the world, the Elverai were considered dominant, above even Men.

				Not only was this Colosseum more than twice the size of the original Flavian Amphitheatre, 143.4 percent larger to be precise, but it was magnificent in ways that were impossible for anything on earth to compete with, for the inclusion of magic within its very construction was intended to impress and awe all those who entered.

				It succeeded.

				There were statues that moved, tongues of heatless flame that danced and hissed and the roar of mythical beasts from beneath the floor. Arcades of masterfully crafted stone punctuated by hundreds of arched windows made of marble, granite and stone he’d never seen before surrounded the masses and went up five stories, each packed with eager spectators. There were easily a hundred thousand people in here.

				At the very end of the parade were Donovan and the four other Offlanders. They bore no colors and wore what they had. In Donovan’s case, it was his standard ensemble—black military tactical jacket, fatigues, jungle boots and of course...his sunglasses.

				* * *

				“This is just insane,” Skip murmured beside Amanda, his jaw slightly open.

				Amanda didn’t look up because she didn’t care. She had no desire to be here and couldn’t give a damn if this was the greatest spectacle ever assembled on either world. Gavin was gone. She might never see him again and what was worse...he’d hardly spent any time with her.

				Somebody always needed him.

				“Check that out,” Skip said and pointed to a column of brutish Minotaurs grunting past them, their flag a simple field of red with two white lines curving up to represent horns and another curving line representing the head. Very simple, very unmistakable.

				She looked up, faked a smile and returned her attention to her hands. Her stomach felt like it was coated in lard. Why wouldn’t Donovan just let her stay back at their suite?

				“Fear not, Amanda,” Dwensolt said patting her thigh. “Stavengre will return to us. Men like him are born for victory.”

				She grabbed his hand and squeezed it so hard her knuckles went white, taking comfort from his confidence and mutual dislike of their surroundings. His eyes squinted with every drum beat. They were a long way off from the White Forest. Pyrk had refused to even set wing in here.

				She wished she could.

				All around her she heard the cheering of people, their laughs and squeals, and knew deep down that it was all going to end. She looked up and scanned the thousands of smiling, flushed faces spiraling around her in dizzying splendor.

				Enjoy it, people. She looked back down to her hands. Because the Drynn are coming.

				* * *

				For the first day and a half they kept to the road. A hundred and forty horses thundering down on cobblestone drew stares of awe and alarm from peasant and noble alike.

				As for riding beside his mortal enemies, it was even more difficult than Gavin had thought. The cloud of malevolence billowing from every pore of every rider behind him was like a film. At some point, Vambrace was going to make its move.

				It was just a matter of time.

				All Gavin had to do was ward off their treachery until after they’d made it to the Pale Gate. Then perhaps they’d rearrange their hierarchy of hatred properly after being introduced to concepts such as terror and desperation that went beyond their present comprehension. From out of that chaos just maybe, with the combined strength of former enemies, they all might stop this war before it really got started.

				All they had to do was not kill each other first.

				“Turmae halt!” Senator Merevus bellowed from above, his gryphon banking in a downward circle. When he landed, the scraping of gryphon claws on cobblestone sounded like the steel grating of a backhoe on asphalt. “It would be best to separate from the road here, Sur Stavengre,” Merevus said from the top his gryphon. “It will mean crossing the Scorched Plains, but it will save us two days. From there it will be another hard day’s ride over the more treacherous and rocky lowlands leading to the Pyron Mountains, but if we ride hard we can be at the Pale Gate in two days.”

				“The Scorched Plains?” Gavin asked.

				Merevus looked at him puzzled and then realization dawned on him. “Ah yes, of course, it was after your time. It was the site of a pitched battle between the Lowland Witches and—” he glanced at their temporary comrades in arms, “—the Wizards of Vambrace.”

				“We were victorious, of course,” De’mond said.

				Merevus nodded. “Aye. Normally it is unwise to pass those ways. Nothing living grows, and the site of so much magic had...unforeseen consequences. Unnatural creatures roam there, though I dare say none will tangle with this company.”

				Gavin tried to give Merevus his undivided attention, but his thoughts were called to the west. Two days beyond were the forest realms of the Sun Elves. No one had heard from them, despite the repeated efforts to hail them. What Gavin would have given up to have a troop of the vaunted Du’vram—the Elven warrior caste—trotting beside him.

				“Through the Scorched Plains it is, then,” Gavin said.

				Merevus nodded, launched back into the air. Roland circled from above. Gavin spurred his horse from purple-gray cobblestone of the Road to the apple-green grass that surrounded them. Immediately the ear-numbing clatter of hooves on stone gave way to the much quieter and muffled boom of horses on earth. Apple-green became trampled brown.

				Gavin and Noah were in the van, followed by Sir Taksony and his knights, then the Nu’romian cavalry that followed in four squadrons of eight horses. Then came the heavy cavalry of Vambrace charging in nine squadrons of ten knights, headed by a lead squadron of twelve riders. As the most formidable looking of their crew, Tarsidion and Cirena brought up the rear, their eyes blazing on high alert while Roland and Merevus were on overwatch.

				Gavin glanced up beyond the shadows of Merevus’s and Roland’s gryphons and saw thick, angry clouds rolling in from the north.

				Looked like there was a storm coming.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 42

				Every nerve receptor in Donovan’s body was open, sucking in the symphonies of color streaming toward him from a hundred thousand people. Hidden behind the lenses of his Ray Bans, he let his eyes roll back into his skull.

				Intoxicated.

				Donovan gave his compact, neckless opponent a few moments to get his feet under him before moving in again. This one was a grappler, circling Donovan with intense dark eyes searching for an opening. Though there were other matches going on, the crowd had quickly learned that the Offlander’s fights were the most entertaining.

				Before the return of his emotions, combat for Donovan had been a simple matter of efficiency—brutal and quick. But now, with his senses lubricated by the narcosis of victory, Donovan allowed himself to enjoy. To savor, showcasing the depths of his lethality with dazzling effect. The mob loved him.

				His opponent made his move and lunged. Donovan melted back, grabbed the outstretched arms, torqued his hips and threw the man right over his shoulder. His opponent landed well, sprang up with his arms cocked defensively but then had his legs chopped from under him as Donovan planted his left hand on the dirt floor and scythed his leg in a tight, violent circle. The man went horizontal before smashing into the ground with grunt.

				The crowd roared.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 43

				The clouds resembled a giant rippled scallop with the sun as a red-gold pearl.

				For forty-two hours they’d ridden through a barren, blackened, cheerless landscape—the Scorchlands—but they’d made it through. Not a single Banshee had wailed and no wolves had howled; all there had been was a dead wind and the echoes of their passing.

				Gavin wondered if it had to do with a certain dead Necromancer.

				“There are no deer as succulent as this in the South,” Sir Taksony said, biting down on the steaming strip of meat Cirena had just handed him. Unlike the Middle Ages of Earth, refrigeration wasn’t a problem on Theia. A simple touch of magic could freeze a slab of venison as well as chill a jar of cherries and conversely, heat it up. “If you would be so kind?” he asked Cirena with a grin and tossed another frozen hunk of meat on his plate that clacked like ice.

				Cirena returned his smile, though not quite as broad, and with a syllable, a tongue of blue flame licked the hunk which then steamed fragrantly. Gavin could feel the glares of the Wizards and Warmages behind him. In Vambrace, casting unsanctioned magic was a capital offense. One of which they eagerly enforced. Let them try something. Although there was no question Vambrace’s assembled fighting force was formidable, they lacked cohesion. The Vambracians ate in one camp and the rest of them ate in another.

				“We shall arrive at the Pale Gate on the morrow,” Merevus said quietly over the crackling of the campfire. Both Gryphons were tearing a stag to pieces at the outskirts of their camp, their deep growls and the sound of snapping bones audible to all. They were an effective deterrent. Gavin answered with a nod.

				“What will we find?” Roland asked.

				Gavin stared out at the blackened plains behind them and felt just as dead inside. They were approaching the very place his twin had fallen, as so many others had. Carnage Gate.

				“Death,” he finally said. “Either theirs or ours.”

				“Theirs,” Sir Taksony said and raised his mug. “Why else were we brought to life? These Drynn will feel the bite of our steel and once we smite this mighty foe, the banner of the Southern March will once again fly.” He looked Gavin squarely in the eyes and broke through the ugly malaise smothering his spirit. “We will lay them to waste.”

				“Here, here!” A Nu’romian voice called from within the ranks.

				“Here, here!” it was echoed by two dozen more. Flagons clinked and beer was drank.

				Listening to them, he almost believed.

				Almost.

				Tomorrow, the battle for the world began.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 44

				Donovan strode into the deafening coliseum like an emperor. He stood in his entrance and nodded approvingly at the avalanche of accolades that rushed down from the hundred thousand raving people.

				“Donovan! Donovan! Donovan!” they chanted, each roar a dance of bliss through his nervous system.

				How had he even existed on Earth? Already the memories of his former life, once so clear and sharp, were beginning to fade. It was obvious that this is where he belonged. Just look at them. Utter adulation. And though he had yet to ascertain his true identity, something about this moment, about every event that had led him here so far felt guided.

				Destined.

				Beneath his newfound euphoria, however, still lurked the cold machine of dispassion. He’d lived too long fighting Asmodeous off in his mind, as a fully functioning sociopath, to ever fully surrender its power, and he liked it that way. It was the yin to the rebirth of his passions, and together they would make him invincible.

				A god.

				Across the other side of the arena was his opponent. He was the largest yet, even bigger than Casanova, but instead of a gangly tree, this brute was shaped like a shotgun slug—just a massive, burly slab of muscle and bone. And beady little vengeful eyes oozing malice. His aura was blood-red tinged with black, and that in of itself told Donovan all he needed to know.

				He was dirty. A cheater. A finger-breaker. A punisher who enjoyed the suffering of those who dared to contend for something he felt was his by right. That’s my department. Donovan thought. There’s only room for one of us. Twin beams of light shot out from the sky like narrow Hollywood spotlights, bathing each Olympian in purple as they approached from opposite sides of the stadium. Donovan’s combat boots crunched softly on the coarse sand covering the wood of the arena ground.

				“Olympians!” the floor-judged yelled to them. In his off-time, all Donovan did was study scrolls and books on the language structure of High Common, with the help of Amanda his servant. Her translation ring had come in handy after all and in just two days he’d quintupled his vocabulary.

				It was customary for the contestants to bow toward the Nu’romian aristocracy, as well as the rest of the world’s elite. Dukes, queens, foreign dignitaries, viscounts, he could see all of their ilk seated within their posh boxes, demanding a good show with the imperious glints in their eyes.

				Donovan held his left nostril and blew snot into the dirt. There’s your bow.

				He then turned and studied the banners that flew over the schools of magic, could feel the armadas of competitive auras simmering from students and masters toward rival schools. This was what they’d been training for. Donovan imprinted on his brain the shape, color and content of each pennant, recorded each fighting style as he saw it displayed; he wanted to know it all. Soon, these people would be begging him to lead them. To protect them.

				The floor judge was bald, quick on his feet and garbed in a simple yet official white robe with black cuffs. Like a clutch and a gas pedal, the tension in the immense stadium went up as the din died. The floor judge stood between them and raised his right arm up. Silence thundered. He looked from each to the other and then dropped his hand and shouted.

				“Begin!”

				The microsecond the judge’s hand went down, Beady-eyes tried to sucker-punch Donovan’s face with a spittle-flying roar. Naturally, Donovan wasn’t there, but just barely. Beady-eyes was fast. Before Donovan could snap off his own jab, Beady-eyes was already unleashing the next volley—Donovan ducked the first, batted away the next, but the third caught him in the chest, not a direct hit but close enough. It was like getting hit with a mallet. The chitinous, black gloss of murder clung to the vapors of his opponent’s soul like cancerous membranes. His teeth were yellow and filed to points.

				“C’mon Donnie-boy, whup his ass!” Donovan heard distinctly through the roaring of the crowd. He didn’t need to glance at the two guest seats every Olympian was accorded to see Walkins yelling. Despite his disdain for the police chief, Donovan wasn’t offended by his presence and appreciated the man’s tastes in fighting styles. “How ’bout some Muay Thai!”

				Why not?

				He pushed out his arms in front of him in the classic Thai guard, palms down, hands head-level. Amidst the cacophony of cheering, he could hear Walkins’s yell of approval. Donovan looked over at the empty seat beside him and felt a ripple of irritation wash through him.

				Amanda had not come. Why it should annoy him was illogical—why should he care whether or not she was here? Her presence was irrelevant. She was irrelev—

				Donovan got hit by a runaway tractor. Beady-eyes had just sucker-punched him despite Donovan’s knowledge of just such a ploy. Not only did Donovan absorb the impact of the initial collision, but there was the landing as well. His breath whooshed out of him and a long-buried memory of a cartoon he’d seen in one of the foster homes he’d grown up in flashed in his mind. Wile E. Coyote getting hit by an anvil.

				And then he heard it. Walkins’s voice. “Welcome to the Olympics, son!”

				* * *

				“Treading a gully into the stone of these floors will not bring your betrothed back any sooner, Amanda,” Dwensolt said, looking up from the pile of books he was studying on his desk. Though he didn’t say, Amanda sensed he was looking for something in particular and none too happy to be interrupted.

				“I’m sorry,” she said without a pause in her stride. Pacing was an annoying habit she’d picked up from Gavin. “But I just can’t sit still. What if they’re fighting right now? What if he’s hurt?”

				“Then there would be nothing you could do about it. His destiny is in his own hands.”

				“C’mon, Dwensolt, can’t you make something up to make me feel better?” She glanced out the window at the sails and prows of the harbor as if that would somehow bring him back faster.

				“Even the shadow of your worry is like the caress of a primrose petal at dawn,” Pyrk said, materializing four inches from her face. She didn’t even start.

				“That’s a little better,” she mumbled and turned on the balls of her feet to start another pass. “What are you looking for anyway?” she asked Dwensolt. “And thanks, Pyrk.”

				“My lady,” he said with a bow and then winked out of existence.

				“I will know it when I see it,” the Druid responded and returned his attention to the thick parchment pages of the book he was studying, tapping the soft leather cover with his finger.

				Something told Amanda that it had something to do with Donovan. She pivoted again and began another circuit.

				How was Donovan doing anyway, fighting for his life against Olympians from another world? And for what? Glory? What he should be doing was watching Gavin’s back; Amanda would feel a hundred times better if they were together. A crazy thought? Probably, but like it or not, they worked well together. Those nights in the Pass of Almitra was all the proof needed.

				And...Donovan always won.

				* * *

				Donovan stood victoriously over his latest victim. The cheating, piece of shit, won’t-be-doing-that-again-anytime-soon motherfucker Beady-eyes was laying in a broken heap of fractured bones and internal hemorrhaging. At Donovan’s feet.

				The desire to continue his carnage was seductive, to at least kick out the rest of his teeth, but Donovan dismissed it. It wasn’t worth getting disqualified from the Platinum Games and that was what it was all about. All of this chaff he’d been slogging through was merely a warm-up.

				In the Platinum Games, it was to the death. That was where godhood was achieved.

				“Victor!” the white-robed, black-cuffed judge yelled, and a hundred thousand voices swept down on him. This would do for now.

				In a ringing, underwater haze, Donovan strode back toward the portcullis door he’d emerged from, his door, and returned to his lair.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 45

				The coldness between camps had yet to thaw. Which was bad. Especially since they were going to have to play nice. In the near distance, no more than fifteen miles away over rocky scrubland and the occasional stunted tree, the Pyron Mountain Range loomed. Above their jagged peaks, darkness, not to be confused with storm clouds or anything of the natural world, brewed and hung like a pall over the sharp precipices. Huge, yes, but after the World Ridge, nothing was really that big.

				The Wizard De’mond brought his horse alongside Gavin’s for the first time in the whole trek and looked out toward the mountains with him. His thin, angular nose sniffed the air. “I have never before come across such malodor,” he remarked. Senator Merevus and Roland had grounded their gryphons and were now land-bound like the rest of them.

				“What you smell is the reek of the Underworld,” Gavin said softly. A single whiff of the acrid, otherworldly fume conjured a legion of memories Gavin had hoped never to relive. It was all he could do not to gag. “The gate has been opened.”

				Centurion Tremar came alongside Gavin’s other flank, and for a moment the three leaders surveyed the task before them.

				“I see now why you wanted more men,” Tremar said. “Are we too late?”

				“No.” Liar! “Right now they are gathering, under the cover of darkness. Though the Overlord’s magic protects them from the sun, they will be disoriented. Disorganized.”

				At least that was the theory.

				De’mond contributed nothing more while fidgeting with his ninth ring, the one on his right thumb. The one with the ruby.

				“Do you have authority to speak for your men, De’mond?” Gavin asked the Wizard.

				“Of course,” the man answered without looking. His dead gray eyes were fixated on the darkness spewing from the mountains. “I am the ranking Wizard.”

				“And you, Centurion?”

				“Aye. The senator has yielded military matters to me.”

				“Good. With your permission—” somewhere in the back of his head he heard Jack yacking, “—I would like to address your men.”

				“Of course,” Tremar answered immediately.

				De’mond made him wait a moment longer. “You may.”

				With a grunt and a nod Gavin turned his horse around so that he was facing both leaders, and all of the horsemen. “Champions of Theia,” he boomed through the constant rumble of thunder pouring out of the mountains. “What we do this day will resonate in the halls of memory, will be written and told by generations to come. Whoever you were before this moment, whatever enmity you nurture toward one another...banish it.” He lifted his chin and looked backward, toward the ominous darkness thickening the sky.

				The sound of wings.

				The nightmare was coming true; the door to the Underworld had opened and God help him how he took satisfaction in the inescapable look of supernatural fear that washed over all of their faces.

				As Jack would say—I tole you madafackas.

				“The only victories we ever attained in the first war were those when we fought as one. On every other occasion those unable to do so perished. Look with your own eyes at the storm that threatens every soul of this world. The doors of the Underworld have been flung open and only we few stand between them and everything we have ever loved!”

				A charred breeze blew past him as if summoned by his words, and all eyes swept forward. Tension coiled above them like the very darkness above the Pale Gate.

				“This moment is what separates hero from coward, victor from loser. Should we fail this day, should the spawn of the Underworld prevail against us it is not mere destruction that we face—the Drynn come not to rape and pillage but to feed! They will pen our women and children like cattle, fatten them, devour them at their leisure and everything you’ve ever known will perish. Forever.”

				Another lonely gust blew through the assembled horsemen. Sharp eyes peered from behind nasal bars and open visors.

				Gavin took out his sleeping Quaranai, held it in front of them and laid the inert silver blade on his exposed palm. “I swear on my blood in front of this army that for the duration of this war, both Vambrace—” he forced his nausea back down into his stomach, “—and Nu’rome are my allies and brothers in arms.”

				Ouch time.

				With an even slide of the blade he slit the flesh of his palm open, sheathed his blade and then held his bloody hand before them. The blood dribbled not onto the ground, but into his other hand, where it changed to crimson light and swirled softly within his palm like a mist in a crystal ball. He handed it to Tremar.

				Tremar immediately accepted the Oathsphere, took out a no-nonsense dagger and did the same. His palm bled as freely as Gavin’s and poured into the slowly churning light, deepening its hue. De’mond stared at the both of them for a long moment. Every eye was riveted on them, from the Senator and Sorcerer behind them to all three bands of horsemen in front of them, Valis, Nu’rome and Vambrace.

				“Very well,” De’mond said in a dispassionate voice, his dead eyes locked like twin sidewinder missiles on Gavin’s stare. He did a subtle flick of his right shoulder and a single-edged dagger dropped into his hand. He let his stony eyes linger on Gavin’s a second longer before he pulled the blade across his palm and separated the flesh. Bright blood welled out of the wound. He then accepted the Oathsphere from Tremar...and poured his blood into it.

				Gavin tried to keep his relief and shock inaudible, but there was a stirring among the men, among his own ranks.

				Sir Taksony.

				“Let it never be said that the Knights of the Southern March stood idle as the war for the world began.” His horse nickered as he approached the trio, golden hair streaming over his gleaming chain-mail armor. He rested his old-fashioned Templar-style great helm on his horse’s saddle and then pulled out his new engraved, beautifully decorated dagger from a sheath—a gift from the Pass of Almitra—and rested the pale metal against his hand. Gavin could almost hear the hiss as it opened up his skin, and then his blood dripped into the Oathsphere as well.

				When all the blood had been mingled the sphere was so deeply crimson as to appear purple, though there was an occasional glint of scarlet through it, depending on how the wan light of the day hit it. It then floated back to Gavin’s outstretched hand and hovered a moment before him. With his right hand he seized it and closed it in his fist.

				There was a flash, a flare of heat in his bleeding palm and then silence. Each leader opened his hand and where once there was a wound now was a crimson scar that reflected light like a rune. Should any of the four break their oath the rune would turn black, and the one who broke his oath would lose his hand forever.

				Gavin looked back at the assembled horsemen. “From this moment on we are the Second Army of Light.”

				* * *

				“I believe I found it,” Dwensolt said, sitting up in his chair.

				“Found what?” Amanda asked and dropped the pastry from her hand into her plate. She’d given up on pacing and switched to good old-fashioned food therapy.

				“What’s up?” Skip asked quietly, pulling up a seat beside them. Not one to spook easily, Skip had had a run-in with a shadow without a body on his way back from the Colosseum. He wouldn’t go into detail, but suffice it to say, he was a little rattled. He hadn’t gone out since.

				Dwensolt leaned closer to his book, this one a monster thousand-pager held together precariously by fraying cords of faded silk, and mouthed words only he could read. A tome of the Elverai, she was told.

				When Dwensolt was through reading he chewed his bottom lip and shook his head not in dissent but in...disbelief. “Why I chose not to begin with the Elves is a testament to my decline.”

				“Dwensolt,” Amanda said and put her hand on his arm. “What did you find?”

				“Listen.” He smoothed the page, which crinkled like dry leaves. “‘At the end of days will come a man, and his name will not be known. As splendorous as the sun, as fearsome as the night. Chill of voice and fell of deed, no magic can he know. Behold the Antimage. Which way will he go?’”

				Amanda’s scalp was tingling by Dwensolt’s last word.

				“And I thought Donovan was creepy enough,” Skip said. He fiddled with his bottom lip.

				“Is not Donovan his name?” Pyrk asked. He’d commandeered his own place on the table, wings pumping slowly.

				“Nope,” Skip said. His eyes were turned inward, glazed and unfocused. “He was given that name by the city of Santa Monica. I saw the file myself.”

				That’s right, Donovan was John Doe.

				“Explain,” Dwensolt said. After Skip was through, all the four of them could do was stare at each other, the same sense of dread filling them equally.

				“End of days, huh?” Skip asked. “I don’t think I like the sound of that.”

				Amanda slumped in her chair and pushed her plate away.

				She didn’t either.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 46

				This is just an ambush waiting to happen.

				They had no cover, couldn’t use magic because it would give them away and couldn’t go faster than a trot because of the treacherous nature of the footing. Gavin wasn’t the only one with misgivings. Both the Centurion Tremar and Lord Penrod (the captain of the Vambracian Knights) continuously darted their eyes at the sky and then the ground.

				Nobody said a word.

				At only five miles back they saw their first suggestions of shapes within the darkness, illuminated by the flashing of unnatural lightning. The scent of boiled intestines and decomposing mushrooms had grown, climbing from scent to stench. It was just a matter of time now. In the silence, the clops of their horses’ hooves sounded loud enough to wake the dead. They echoed, even on the ground.

				The plan was simple. Asmodeous theoretically should be molting in the Underworld. He couldn’t do it on the surface. All they had to do was shut the gate and he’d be trapped inside. Just as in the first war, the only way to cross between Overworld and Underworld was to have someone on each side coordinating with the other, and that sure as hell wasn’t going to happen over here once they burned the Pale Gate to cinders. Without an opening on each side...the Drynn would be trapped once again in the bowels of the Underworld.

				Where they belonged.

				A half mile up they came across the carcass of the Chimera, the indestructible guardian left to the guard the Pale Gate. It was the Collector who dismounted first, dead eyes alive for the first time as he kneeled to investigate the pieces of the corpse.

				“You didn’t actually think the Chimera would prevail, did you?” Tarsidion asked him.

				The Collector responded with a sullen, angry glare.

				“I believe he may have thought that the Chimera would prevail,” Tarsidion informed Gavin.

				“I believe you’re right,” Gavin answered. “You remember the plan, Centurion Tremar?”

				“Aye, Sur Stavengre, my men will be ready.” He cast a questioning glance at De’mond and the rest of Vambrace.

				“Worry not about us, Centurion, we will tread the plan laid,” the Wizard said finally, looking up from the corpse. Something cold moved inside those eyes and for the first time Gavin really missed having Donovan around. Whatever De’mond was planning, Donovan would sniff out. And then handle it. The irony was leaving marks on his brain.

				Gavin waited for De’mond to remount and then spurred his nervous horse forward.

				Four miles and closing.

				* * *

				An Olympian with a gold medal was a demi-god. Donovan couldn’t go anywhere without people wanting to buy him drinks or point or gawk. In fact, a trio of minotaurs, who he had no fucking idea what they were saying, actually tried to talk him into going onto their Queen Hatshepsut-looking barge to celebrate his recent victory. He took a pass. Although their auras were different than humans, they were similar enough for Donovan to get the gist, and to him, they seemed like a bunch of pirates who wanted to steal his shit.

				So he dimmed his colors and dropped off the grid, prowling the city incognito and popping up occasionally to establish his impact on the Ancient City’s psyche.

				Once given his gold medal, Donovan was accorded his own spectator box, along with the other gold medalists during the Olympics; now they were the nobility. As it should be.

				For two days he watched chariot racing, which was stupid, jousting—one-on-one as well as ten-on-ten—which was entertaining, long jump, discus throw, simulated battles of antiquity, all the while being pampered by gorgeous slaves who wanted nothing more than to go down on him. He allowed that.

				But he was not yet fulfilled. The seventh day couldn’t come quick enough.

				His right knee bounced continuously in anticipation.

				* * *

				“Look there,” Tremar whispered.

				Two pairs of black devil wings rode the currents of the sky.

				“Behold, the Drynn,” Tarsidion murmured from behind. His rich, meaty voice carried loud enough for all to hear.

				A sense of dread and awe rolled over the company and in an unspoken command they halted. An irresistible urge to flee butterflied across Gavin’s bladder as it always did before battle with the Drynn.

				A cold, lonely wind blew through their ranks.

				“De’mond,” Gavin said in a clear, calm voice. “Form ranks behind me, two rows. Tremar, sling your lances and draw bows, left and right flank.”

				“Aye, Sur Stavengre,” Tremar responded immediately, tearing his eyes off the flying Drynn to bark his orders. “Lancearii Sagittarii! Flanks left and right!”

				With the precision of men who’d drilled a thousand times, the Nu’romian riders turned their horses in synchronization that would have done the Chinese opening Olympic Ceremonies proud.

				The devils in the air banked and flew back toward the darkness. Wouldn’t it be nice if they were only a few and they were running back to protect their lord?

				That would be nice. Of course, Drynn never ran.

				As if to make his point, the darkness ahead of them parted like the Red Sea and within its depths Gavin’s worst nightmares were finally revealed. Seventeen years later, spanning two different worlds and realities, there they were. A gasp went up from the company.

				There were thousands of them.

				“By all the gods,” Lord Penrod of the Vambracian Knights murmured in awe.

				“Dammit De’mond, form ranks,” Gavin said between his teeth while he stared transfixed on the scourge now approaching. “And we shall now see the quality of your Warmages. Split them, five on each flank, and protect the archers at all costs. The sky must first be cleared.”

				De’mond finally nodded to Penrod, who managed to pull his eyes away from the horde that now poured into the plain before the mountain like a radioactive plague. Land and air. The ground shuddered.

				“Vambrace! Form ranks!” Penrod roared, though his voice seemed to be swallowed by the vastness of space around them.

				Not to be showed up by the horsemanship of Nu’rome, the Knights of Vambrace demonstrated their own skills and in moments two rows of fifty scarlet-caped, fully armored gleaming knights stood behind, lances skywards, pennants fluttering bravely.

				The Warmages split as Gavin had said and now formed a crescent in front of each flank of sixteen sagittarii. Although similar, the Warmages were distinguished from their kindred knights by their maroon-colored robes over armor that was an elaborate combination of chain and plate mail, with long swords protruding from their hilts. Gavin had been curious about those blades. And instead of helms their faces disappeared into the deep shadows of their hooded cloaks.

				They looked the part, now could they play the part?

				Even from a mile away they could hear the Drynn, a sound that no other creature on either world made—deep, bestial and cavernous. Hundreds of the Flyborne—the caste of the winged ones—filled the sky and swept forward toward them.

				“Spearhead,” Gavin said, and immediately Tarsidion, Cirena, Noah, Taksony, Arnaut and Aluvion proceeded to the front of the files and took their place, Shardyn in the middle, Southern boys flanking. Their two newly acquired magical lances from the Passage of Almitra poured dim golden light off tips made of the strongest substance on Theia—Shardsteele. It was the same metal their Quaranais were composed of.

				“And why are you at the front, Magi?” Penrod demanded in a growl.

				Gavin put his hand on his Quaranai, drew it from his hip and gave the Vambracian lord a dark look. “Efil,” he said at the same time as his brethren, and four pale blades shot up in unison, exploding into coronas of pale-blue light with a steely ring that poured over their silver blades like billowing vapors. Four cold whispers of Death’s-Breath filled the air around them. “Because we’ve done this before. Warriors of the Second Army of Light!” he bellowed back at his army. A torrent of adrenaline surged through his arteries, rolling his eyes back into his skull momentarily. “The past no longer exists, the future is but a dark roadway, for there is only this moment, a single heartbeat in the pulse of time where songs will be sung of the moment Men looked hell in the eyes and struck it down!”

				Backs straightened. Chests expanded.

				“Autien!” he roared at the top of his lungs.

				“Autien!” For just a moment their responding war cry filled the plain, gryphons included. Gavin raised his Quaranai over his head. “Charge!”

				And then the Second Army of Light charged the Underworld.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 47

				He knew they were there even before they knocked.

				“Come,” he called out before knuckles touched wood. There was a pause, and then the dual gold knobs to his mahogany double doors twisted and in walked the three musketeers.

				“’Sup, Satan?”

				“Walkins,” Donovan said, not bothering to look up from the scroll he’d been studying for the past sixteen minutes. There was a pile of them by his desk. In two days he’d taught himself the fundamentals to the High Common language; he was well on his way to being able to read it.

				“So this is how Olympian gods spend their down time, huh?”

				“I presume there is a meaning for this intrusion?” Donovan said and finally looked up. As always the Druid was doing his best to scrutinize him, his feigned madness methodical in its assessment.

				“Three more days and it’s gladiator time,” Walkins said.

				“You figured that out all by yourself?”

				“And charming as ever,” Walkins said. “We’d like to talk to you a moment, mind if we have a seat?”

				Their auras told him that indeed they had something to say. He flicked his hand vaguely in the direction of the ornate and luxurious settees, canapés and fainting couches that comprised that section of the penthouse.

				“What?”

				“We’ve come to warn you,” Amanda said. The outer bands of her soul were swirling with conflicting colors of both resentment and...concern? How touching.

				“About.”

				“Ladom’er the Merciless.”

				“And?”

				“You know who he is?” Amanda asked. A flare of surprise-turquoise.

				“I always know my enemies, Amanda, have you learned so little?” Donovan tightened his lips and wrangled his irritation back into its pen. He preferred not being irritated.

				The Druid spoke. “Ladom’er the Merciless has struck down and beheaded every Olympian ever to stand against him for the past two and a half centuries.” Dwensolt tightened his knuckles around his staff. “He cannot be beaten.”

				“Is there anything else?” Donovan asked.

				The Druid shrugged with his unruly brows and split the focus of his eyes, roaming through Donovan’s quarters. His gaze settled on Donovan’s two swords—The Osafune Mitsutada Katana and Osafune Mitsutada Wakizashi, across from Donovan’s third and newest addition—the Necromancer’s. Long, deadly and sinuous, it sat apart from its elegant Japanese counterparts like a black widow. They didn’t get along.

				“Guess so,” Walkins said.

				“Then you may leave.”

				They stared.

				“Anybody ever call you a dick?” Walkins asked as he stood.

				“Never to my face.”

				“Holy shit, your eyes just changed from blue to orange.”

				“That would be our cue,” Amanda muttered and stood as well.

				And then the door clicked behind them.

				He stared at the door for several seconds after they’d left and then went back to work.

				There were things to be done.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 48

				There was music within the thunder of a hundred galloping horses running in stride. The purple and silver pennants of the Nu’romian cavalry fluttered to the left, while the scarlet and gold banners of Vambrace whipped on the right, snapping in the wind as they charged directly toward the abyss.

				The darkness above the mountains clawed out, filling the sky like black mist. Above them, the two gryphons, normally awesome in their majesty, seemed dwarfed by the armada of Flyborne racing toward them. They were waiting for their land-bound kin to catch up, which meant only one thing. They were organized. And that was bad news.

				The gap narrowed.

				“Lower lances!” Gavin yelled.

				A hundred and four lances lowered, two glimmering with the gold light of Shardsteele.

				“Knock arrows!”

				Thirty-three bows pulled back atop charging steeds. Not only had Aluvion picked himself out a new, legendary bow from Almitra’s Pass, his ammunition was something special as well. A white-wood arrow tipped with Shardsteele and fletched with Gryphon feathers pointed at the sky.

				“Draw swords!”

				The Warmages drew their blades, long, double-edged swords that gleamed in pale scarlet light.

				The horizon in front of them writhed as thousands of snarling and growling Horde rushed toward them. There was no particular order to their charge; they were an army of a thousand tornadoes. He tried not to think about the numbers. A hundred would have been too many.

				How had so many gotten out? How many were there?

				* * *

				The lights went out. Drums and monk chanting grew from all around Donovan. A second later, a thousand sconces attached to the marble columns that surrounded the interior of the arena burst to life with red, purple and golden spheres of illumination. Above them, the open canopy of the colosseum began to swirl with ethereal glimmers, and a portal to another galaxy formed. As the stars got brighter, the drums got louder. Slowly the sky took the shape of some otherworldly place, ringed moons and comets streaming slowly across the sky. The chanting and drums matched the increasing luminance of the celestial bodies until suddenly a jagged spear of lighting split the air and thunder-clapped right into the colosseum itself.

				The doors blew open like a hammer on some cosmic anvil, and the crowd went wild. Mist seeped out from within and then a shadow emerged—Ladom’er the Merciless. He strode out into the arena like a god come to collect a sacrifice. It was the first time in all of his life that Donovan faced another being as symmetrically perfect as him. Even though Ladom’er’s face was completely covered in tattoo-like glyphs, his splendor was overwhelming, even at a distance. Long, straight, jet hair swayed gently with each of the champion’s strides. He had supreme balance and poise and seemed to float like a haunt over the ground.

				The crowd detonated. Beams of light fired down from separate suns above them, a purple one on Ladom’er, a crimson one on Donovan.

				Donovan waited calmly in the center, dressed as he always was—black military fatigues, jungleboots and the black wife-beater he wore beneath his tactical shirt and jacket. Nothing else was necessary.

				He carried his daisho—the traditional pair of long and short sword worn by the samurai—blade up. Kenjutsu and Iaotsu were among Donovan’s his favorite arts—the sword’s version of one shot, one kill.

				At twenty feet, the arena around them shimmered and transformed into a heavenly garden surrounded by clouds and distant jagged peaks poking through the floor of the sky.

				Mount Olympus. The realm of gods. I approve.

				Surrounding them were giant statues of past champions-turned-god towering around them, forming a circle. The two met in the middle.

				Donovan couldn’t figure out what was more striking about Ladom’er, his aura or his features. Large, almond, silver-flecked eyes gleamed out from an angular face covered in black and silver tattoos that disappeared under a smart, robe-like jacket one cousin removed from a Japanese keoko-gi—elegant and practical. As for the tattoos, they were not merely art but symbolized his martial culture and specifically...how many heads he’d taken. Donovan had spent a great deal of time studying not only him, but his whole race, the Elverai.

				“So you’re the one,” Ladom’er said in a pleasant, almost musical voice. “You’re the Offlander.”

				Donovan had studied enough to understand his words. In fact, he had a thing or two he’d prepared. “I’ve come for your head.”

				The Dark Elf gave him a patronizing smile, humorless but tinged with intrigue. “Do you know how many blank before me and blank the same words?”

				“Three hundred and twenty-one,” Donovan answered as if he were fluent. Numbers he knew up to a million.

				A touch of amusement cracked into his expression. His features were flawless, a template for geometrical perfection.

				The din of the crowd plummeted as they strained to hear the exchange between the two titans. According to recent Olympian lore, the Offlander was the first real contender to challenge Ladom’er in over fifty years. Longer than many in the audience had been alive. The Dark Elf’s eyes lingered on Donovan’s daisho.

				“You’ll see them soon enough,” Donovan said and then dismissed him, turned on his heel and went back to his starting place. When he turned around Ladom’er was still standing, that cryptic, amused smile twisting his lips. His aura was almost impossible to read, unlike anything Donovan had ever seen, even different from the Magi. A storm of light within a corona within an aura.

				For the first time in his life, the outcome of a contest was uncertain.

				It was like a drug.

				* * *

				The collision was catastrophic. Lances shattered against breastbones and swords cleaved skulls. Those Drynn impaled properly through the head thrashed and writhed on the ground, while those merely hit in the chest sprang back up and pulled down the nearest victim.

				“Fire!” Gavin screamed, and the air above them lit up like the skies over England during the Battle of Britain. Fusillades of light darts, tendrils of lightning and balls of red flame shrieked up and cut a swath of screaming carnage from the first flight of the Flyborne. Drynnian bodies dropped from the sky, some crashing into the ground with a sound like snapping sticks, and others, many others, pulled up from their dives and leveled off, smoking and bleeding but still flying, eyes alight and ready to attack with the weapons of all the Flyborne...the dreaded scourges.

				Gavin was a multi-tasker. He sent up his own spray of arcane death while lopping the top a Drynnian head from its bottom jaw. Like an armor-piercing incendiary round, the Shardyn and Southern Knights cut deep into the Drynnian ranks, laying waste to any Drynn who leaped up at them.

				“The wings! Hit their wings!” Tarsidion bellowed.

				Unlike Asmodeous, once through the Pale Gate the Drynn’s skin crackled to black so that they could take the rays of the sun, which without Deos’s portal would burn them to cinders before they took a single breath. They were all black. The Pale Gate was everything.

				The Warmages defended, dare Gavin say, valiantly against the flights of the Flyborne that attacked them and the Sagittarii. Both the Warmage’s crimson blades and javelins of light thunked into chests and winged membranes as the Shardyn wreaked carnage into the center of the ground forces. Behind the Warmages, the Sagittarii fired flight after flight of arrows that would burst into flame midflight like machine gun tracers. More Drynn fell.

				But not enough.

				As Gavin had seen happen so many times before, some knights ended their battle with their foes, turning too early to the next enemy before the Drynn was properly vanquished. He saw one particularly gory scene of a Drynn bleeding profusely through a three-quarter severed neck. Its purple blood spurted through its talons and yet from the ground it ripped out the horse’s throat and pounced on the knight that tumbled from his saddle in a clang of crashing armor. Both the wounded Drynn and its horned, hulking twin converged and fed right there and then on the screaming knight, peeling his armor away to get to his flesh.

				Gavin flung a trio of light darts into the neck and temple of the unhorned while Lord Penrod wheeled his horse and charged the horned, swinging his long sword and with a single sing—took its head.

				“They’re surrounding us, Stavengre,” Noah said breathlessly from his right. Cirena was on his left, blood-smeared and fire-eyed, and Tarsidion was behind her. The Southern Boys had done pretty well themselves, adding their numbers to the carnage.

				“They are demons from the hells!” Taksony yelled.

				They certainly looked the part. Their bodies were monstrous and humanoid, with long, sloped heads, bestial eyes, maws filled with shark-like teeth and powerfully muscular arms that ended in claws. Their growls were as deep as chasms.

				“The troops are cracking,” Tarsidion said. He was right. Noah was right. They were being surrounded and it was getting darker, to the point that it was hard to see anything at all.

				The first trickle of panic began to flutter down Gavin’s intestines. Nightmares long suppressed sprayed through his memories—fighting the Drynn in pitch darkness, the flaps of their wings, their hungry, guttural growls, not being able to see them.

				The dry rasps of his breaths swelled in his ears, drowning the soul-cringing screams of the dying and the howls of the hungry, each boom of his heart like a grenade behind his ribs...they’d just hit the Drynn right in the mouth and the Pale Gate wasn’t even visible yet.

				There weren’t enough of them. They needed an army twenty times their size to have had a chance.

				All this was for nothing. He was going to die on this field and for what?

				Why couldn’t I have been wrong?

				* * *

				Time for death.

				The kick-off of their event began when a red globe of light floated precisely between the two Olympians. Around them was dark like a movie theatre, a hundred thousand breaths held as the globe hovered between them.

				And then it burst, and the invisible crowd went wild. Donovan strode out from his position with his fingers on the hilt of his sword...undrawn. Ladom’er matched his pace, head stationary on his shoulder from his silken gait. He, too, walked with an undrawn blade. When they met in the middle, they locked stares and as one detonated in motion. Using the ancient art of iaijutsu—the act of both drawing and striking in one movement—Donovan’s katana arced from its scabbard in an arc as fluid as water, right for Ladom’er’s neck.

				The Dark Elf met the strike with his own sword, a long, sinuous masterpiece, single-bladed and as graceful as Ladom’er himself. A smile of appreciation twisted the Dark Elf’s pale lips up. “You are fast,” he said. “The fastest yet.”

				The invisible crowd went nuts. Though his face was covered with tattoos of different colors and design, his actual skin was paler than Cirena’s, like blue-tinged alabaster, as if he’d drowned at one time. The two withdrew blades and Donovan circled the Dark Elf with his sword in the high guard of Kenjutsu, sword raised above his head, blade up, elbows out.

				“It has been so long since I have stood against one worthy of my presence,” Ladom’er said as they circled each other. His voice was both dulcet and resonant, musical.

				Donovan struck again, a flawless overhead strike at a two o’clock angle that would have cut Ladom’er’s head off diagonally had it been there, but even with his adrenaline-enhanced speed, the Dark Elf parried and smiled again, his silver-flecked eyes as vast as deep space, full of knowing and memory. The kind of eyes that had already seen the future.

				Ladom’er was as fast as Donovan.

				* * *

				They weren’t going to make it. Wasn’t even going to be close. For the first couple of minutes they’d held their ground; Gavin had even entertained thoughts of victory but only briefly. Everything he’d feared, all the memories he’d tried to bury came to life in a living nightmare.

				The Drynn had come.

				Over half of the forces of the Second Army of Light were gone. Although initially the combined might of so many powerful warriors inflicted mass casualties among the Horde and Flyborne, the real forces were only now arriving—the Soldiers and the Warlocks.

				Of the four castes of Drynn, the Warlocks were by far the most dreaded. They had the size and ferocity of the Horde, had wings and the ability to fly like the Flyborne, the cunning and strength to wield weapons like the Soldiers, but worst of all...the ability to wield magic.

				Gavin thanked everything he held sacred and holy that there were so few of them. Only by the heart and brain of the most powerful of the Surface Races could they be created—magic-users and Elverai, and most of all, the Magi.

				The first meteors of fire rained down from the huge, unmistakable silhouette of a Warlock hovering as it pumped its great, bat-like wings. In reflex, Gavin and his brethren evoked their cocoons, overlapping so that they covered Taksony and his men, the Centurion Tremar as well as...the Wizard De’mond.

				Others, however, were not so lucky. Horses, knights, Warmages and Sagittarii were incinerated as the streaks of fiery rock rained down on them all like the end of Sodom and Gomorrah. Gavin blocked out their screams as sheets of fire hissed around them, combusting those warriors and brothers in arms not fortunate to be within the ten-foot range of each Shardyn cocoon.

				In the darkness that followed, unit integrity began to crumble, blindness devouring spirit.

				Senator Merevus had already fallen in a valiant last stand, he and his Gryphon, besieged on all sides, hacking and tearing as they themselves were torn apart, but the Sorcerer Roland was still up there, wreaking havoc on the Flyborne one by one. As ferocious as it was agile, the half eagle, half lion Gryphon beneath him tore wings and decapitated heads with its devastating beak. Like bait he’d ventured out, blasted and sliced before banking sharply back into the protection of the remaining horse-archers and Warmages waiting below.

				But Drynn learned fast. They shifted their focus to the other flank, the one without a Gryphrider to protect their heads, and it was on them that they unleashed their destruction. The distinct crack-crack-crack of their three-prong scourges could be heard through the darkness, as could be the wails of their victims.

				And now the Soldiers and Warlocks had arrived.

				“Noahvden is right,” De’mond said breathlessly. “They are surrounding us.” His face was ashen and his eyes were no longer dead and steely; they danced with fear and exhaustion. To Gavin’s disappointment, the Collector was still alive, though even his reptilian features were flushed and haggard. One of the biggest distinctions and advantages of the Magi against all other magic-users—Wizards, Sorcerers, Druids and Warmages—was that they could cast the same magic time and again. Once a learned magic-user cast a spell, it was gone until restudied. Only with a full night’s rest and diligent study could the spell be conjured back into the repertoire. That was why the Wizards of Vambrace needed their Vambracian Knights; they required a force to watch their backs, to protect them as they rested. A sort of sick version of yin and yang.

				It was also very limiting; in fact, it was the was the reason that the other two Wizards who’d ridden beside De’mond were long dead. Once they’d blown their proverbial loads, they were sitting ducks. And like sitting ducks, they were feasted upon. The Warmages held their own. At least they had their red swords, but they were exhausted. There was no substitute for the full training that was necessary to be a fighter, the brutal conditioning, the ingrained reflexes, and because they couldn’t allocate the proper study to learn the higher-level spells, they were mid-level mages at best. Under normal circumstances they would be forbidding. Here, they just died.

				In the dark they could hear snarling, tearing, screaming and the occasional cry of victory as some knight or Sagittarii held off another moment against the Drynn.

				The only beacon of hope was the swirling pale-blue light of four Quaranais acting in complete accord, like a symphony. Their blades danced, an arc of pale blue metal through flesh here, a fusillade of light blades there, one would cocoon another, timing it perfectly between strikes, and then unleash their own arcane death. Two were on horses, two on foot.

				They were one mind.

				“The right flank just folded,” Noah yelled as she slashed her Quaranai across the eyes of a Soldier. It howled and gurgled clutching at its face before she plunged the entire length of her blade into its throat and yanked up, cutting its head in half down the middle. A deep, diagonal furrow had been clawed across her cheek, oozing a continual stream of blood down her face and neck.

				“Yet the left holds,” Tarsidion said, engaged with the rather skilled swordplay of a Soldier. Not only were Soldiers nearly indestructible and freakishly strong, they had dexterity and skill, even talent with weapons. Tarsidion had to work to kill him.

				All forward momentum had ceased. Until now, they’d still been advancing, slashing and hacking so Gavin could get one step closer to winning this war and destroying that gate. Asmodeous was not here, which meant he was stuck in the Underworld molting. It was the only time he could ever be vulnerable, the only way they could win...all they had to do was get there...just a little farther...

				“Forward!” Gavin screamed at the top of his lungs, shredding his esophagus. Right here, right now, right here, right now, right here, right now...

				The men were beginning to break. Screams of agony contended with cries of terror and the squeals of dying horses. Gavin ignored it, pushed forward, joined his oldest friends in the madness of battle. Tarsidion appeared as a disembodied ghastly face, throwing sharp shadows cast by the cold light of his sword in a darkness only seen in the deepest chasms of the ocean.

				We can do this. Just a bit farther...just a bit...

				“Stavengre, you must sound the retreat,” De’mond said, ashy-faced and sweaty but unbroken. He’d chosen the safest spot on the field, right next to his mortal enemies. At least he wasn’t coasting; he’d put his considerable power to work and had incinerated whole swaths of Flyborne. He had unusual courage for a Wizard. Normally, once bloodied a Wizard ran for the hills, only to return with a pack. Of course, if he did run, he’d probably be run down and butchered.

				And he knew it.

				Every once in a while Gavin would throw up a globe of light to get their bearings and a glimpse of the chaos of the battlefield before the globe was quickly surrounded and smothered by swirling darkness. Each glimpse was more and more disheartening.

				Like a football team down 41-17 in the last two minutes of the fourth quarter, hopelessness began to set in. Not even back-to-back-to-back touchdowns was going to win this one. It was a simple matter of mathematics. They didn’t have enough men.

				Screams turned to echoes. The pungent stench of blood and released bowels washed over his nostrils. For a glimmer of a moment, Gavin nearly gave in to the tsunami of chaos raging around him, nearly surrendered to the weight of hopelessness, but he grit his teeth and in the span of a single heartbeat he saw everything, saw what had to be done.

				Separating his jaws just wide enough to take the deepest breath he’d ever taken, Gavin bellowed at the top of his lungs, “Fall back!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 49

				The two flew around the arena like a couple of angry hornets. The fury of their attacks and parries were a constant no-holds-barred, in-your-face cyclone of slashing metal and weaving blades.

				Every once in a while they’d disengage and the crowd would scream. Skip particularly loved to try and study the two distinct and deadly styles. Despite the refined and elegant manner of that Ladom’er the Merciless guy, those big, almond eyes had something wild in them, a hybrid of a samurai and an Apache. You could balance a jug of water on that head.

				And still, in the face of such perfection, Donovan reigned in his full, dark glory. He circled the Elf like a jaguar, Mitsutada high in both hands, then low, then middle, his eyes two cigarette embers; in fact, Donovan was the one who looked like the bad guy. The one you rooted against.

				What he would have given to hear what they were saying to each other.

				“So, who do you want to win?” he asked Amanda. She hadn’t wanted to come but orders were orders. Donovan had commanded it.

				She unfastened her eyes from the fight and turned to him, her eyes mirroring the blue sky of Mount Olympus. “Donovan,” she finally said and looked back.

				“You do realize that if he dies right now you’re free of him.”

				“True,” she said. Her eyes were fixed on the Olympians. “But something tells me we’re going to need him.”

				“I do not care for Donovan,” Pyrk offered from Amanda’s shoulder, “but I do not want him to die.”

				“I do,” Dwensolt said from their right. “His soul is stained.”

				The three of them stared at the Druid for a second and then, with the magnetic pull of a particularly grisly car accident, their heads turned back to Mount Olympus, where they witnessed the greatest sword fight in recorded history of the Nu’romian Olympics.

				* * *

				When the order to retreat had been given three days ago, there had still been forty of them left. Now, after three days of no sleep, no food, no water, constant flight and the relentless rain of talons, scourges and fire, there weren’t even twelve left, and those who were alive owed their existences to the Shardyn Knights and the horses beneath them.

				Not even in the first war had Gavin and his knights endured a battle like this. A slaughter like this. Every breath he took was sandpaper against glass, the very act of speech a feat beyond his strength, but the worst part was the constant pulse of white spiking through the middle of his brain surrounded in a haze of fog. Mere thought was hard.

				Any water he’d possessed he’d given to his horse. If his steed went down, Gavin went down. Anyone for that matter. They’d seen what had happened to the riders of the horses that were run into the ground—isolation, desperation and a lingering death at the leisure of the Drynn above them.

				All Gavin could smell was charred carbon and old blood.

				A thick shadow whipped over the tops of the trees under which they’d huddled. Sir Taksony—bloodied, gaunt but undeterred—studied the silence with a finger to his lips and a hand on his sword. Nobody wanted to leave the trees. Gavin noticed that the Captain of the Guard no longer used his two-handed sword.

				That required too much strength.

				Arrogant and unpleasant he may be, Lord Penrod the commander of the Knights of Vambrace had shown himself to be a wolverine in battle. His plate mail was thickly spattered with the black licorice blood of the Drynn and his own red blood.

				Right beside him, Centurion Tremar, commander of the Nu’romian Legionnaires, lay slung over his horse, the flesh beneath his armor flayed open in ribbons, shredded by a scourge from one of the Flyborne. He’d lasted until just a few hours ago—cool, calm, and simply brilliant under fire. Right until the unconsciousness claimed him.

				An explosion of shattered branches and burning leaves blasted through the canopy of the tree grove they’d huddled within, followed by the long, familiar shriek of the Drynn. They didn’t even flinch. Fifteen feet just wasn’t close enough.

				At least under here they had a little cover, a moment to catch their breath. Darting from patch of trees to sprinkled groves while harried by the rain of talon, scourge and fire had been the only way they’d survived this long.

				The only glint of news not horrific was that at least they only had to contend with the Flyborne and the Warlocks. They’d left their land-locked kindred behind two days ago. There was still hope. They could make it. Daring to peer between the trees, Gavin could see the walls of Nu’rome.

				They could do this.

				A ball of black-crimson fire burst a mere foot from Gavin’s head, and only the reflex of his cloak saved him from a chargrilled face.

				Yet again, they’d been found.

				* * *

				“Report!” Decanus Markus Arkeides barked in his deepest drill-serjeant’s voice.

				His tall, too good-looking, always-better-at-everything cousin Decurion Rashauk Arkeides spun his head at the sound of Markus’s voice. “Markus?” he asked incredulously. “What in the devils are you doing here?” His face was mixture of shock, joy and suspicion. “Are you in trouble? Do tell me you didn’t abandon your post to sit with Lady Varanna?”

				“No, no, no my dear Decurion cousin,” Markus said through a grin. “Though that is a valid question. If you must know, I was charged by Centurion Balvados, commander of the godforsaken barren wasteland Southern Outpost, to escort four Shardyn to Nu’rome.”

				The multiple expressions on his cousin’s handsome face dried. “Would you say that again?”

				“’Tis true,” Markus said smugly. “For once it is I who can tell the more impressive story. You and your gryphon can go—”

				Rashauk’s gigantic, mighty gryphon steed did not let Markus finish, squawking so loudly his ears rang.

				“All right, Uthulio, I simply jest. I’m surprised you haven’t gone deaf listening to that all the time.”

				“You were saying?” his cousin asked, ignoring the gryphon.

				“Oh, yes.” He put his finger in his ear and wriggled. “As I was saying. Yes, yes, these four Shardyn I rode with for two weeks on the Road of Nu’rome from the Southern Outpost were not just any band of extinct Shardyn Knights.” He leaned in, grinning wider, not caring that his cousin didn’t believe a word. “They were none other than legendary...Seven...Apprentices. Four of them, at least.” He finished his story with a flourish of his hand.

				His cousin mirrored a smaller version of Markus’s grin if by nothing more than the appreciation of a good joke. “Well, tell me, little cousin, where’ve they been? It’s been a hundred and fifty years—”

				“A hundred and thirty-seven to be precise. And if you’re curious, they were marooned on Earth.”

				Rashauk stared at him, obviously still expecting the punchline, but all he got was Markus’s best deer eyes. His cousin gave a befuddled little shake of his head, a confused laugh and a crinkle of his forehead before he snapped his fingers. “I know what this is,” he said. “You’ve lost another bet, haven’t you? I should have known. What was the bet? To see if you can make a Decurion of the Nu’romian Legionis Aeriali believe in fairytales?” He shook his head. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, Markus, hope there’s not a lot on the table.” He leaned in. “What are the odds?”

				“It would seem that way, wouldn’t it, intrepid cousin?” Markus asked. “There’s more. Would you like to hear who they were traveling with?”

				“Not particularly.” His cousin yawned. “I don’t know how you managed to get here for the Olympics. Maybe this babbling of yours was the price, but it is good to see you, cousin.” Rashauk grabbed his cousin’s shoulder armor and shook it affectionately. “Please tell me you are not in trouble.”

				“Such faith,” Markus said with a grin he didn’t really feel. He thought about his trek up the road with Sur Stavengre—a man Markus considered to be a legend—and remembered the intensity of his eyes, the dread that was never far from his gaze.

				“There is another reason that I’ve come up here, cousin,” Markus said.

				“For you to leave Lady Varrana’s side, there’d better—” Rashauk’s words died in his mouth.

				“What is it?” Markus asked. Whatever Rashauk was staring at, it was behind Markus.

				Rashauk snatched up his spyglass and threw it up to his eye.

				In all the years Markus had known his older cousin (which was his whole life), he couldn’t ever recall seeing the blood drain from his face like that. He was as white as milk.

				“By all the gods and devils,” Rashauk breathed. Uthelio his Gryphon squawked in alarm, assaulting his ears.

				It wasn’t just his cousin. There was activity on the North Wall as well, pointed fingers and hushed whispers. Baffled and a touch disturbed, Markus slowly turned his head. How terrible could it be? Perhaps it was simply a joke?

				No. It was no joke. Jaw open, eyes wide, Markus saw exactly what everyone was entranced by. In the space between their words, a breeze blew through them, heavy with smoke and ash and darker, indescribable smells. Gryphons and their riders, the famed Legionis Arieli all stared to the north.

				Markus swallowed. “So it is true,” he murmured.

				“What’s true?” Rashauk demanded from his cousin. His affectionate grip turned into a vise. “What is happening, cousin? Tell me everything you know this moment.” He cast another dread-filled stare to the horizon. The crest on his helmet buffeted in the wind.

				Markus tried to swallow again but his tongue got in the way. There wasn’t any moisture on it. “The Shardyn had but one message. The Drynn have returned.”

				* * *

				Dong!

				The clang of the bell pierced through the illusion of Mount Olympus like a flashlight in the face. Skip looked right to Dwensolt, whose eyes were fully wide.

				Dong! It was audible even through the crowd, and immediately the cheers transformed to questioning murmurs. The clouds in the arena flickered. Even the combatants paused to look around.

				Dong!

				“The bells of Nu’rome are tolling,” Dwensolt said, numbly vacant-eyed. “The city is under attack.”

				* * *

				Dong!

				Donovan paused. He was careful to stay out of range; Ladom’er was a crafty bastard, but there was no mistaking the sound—bells. The Nu’romian equivalent to an air raid siren.

				So you failed as you knew you would, Sur Stavengre, Knight of the Shard. It came as no surprise, of course. Donovan could feel the heavens of fate opening up, could see as easily as a fluorescent light what was about to befall the world.

				It was destiny.

				Ladom’er remained on guard but had stepped farther out of range to study the murmuring crowd audible through the illusion of the Olympus clouds. The Dark Elf sniffed and then looked at the judge, who for the first time appeared in the air within his judge’s pedestal, dissolving the illusion. He looked down at each of them and held up his hand.

				“Hold,” he ordered.

				“In the more than two centuries I have dwelled within this city,” Ladom’er remarked, or at least that was how Donovan interpreted it, “those bells have only tolled once.”

				Dong! Donovan watched Ladom’er’s assured façade flicker with both intrigue and...alarm. The vibrant, powerful colors of the Dark Elf’s soul reached out beyond the arena, like the prominence of a solar storm. The souls of humans did no such things.

				The murmurs of the hidden crowd grew louder until even that illusion was dispelled, revealing a sea of baffled, nervous faces.

				Dong!

				“The first War of the Drynn, it was,” Donovan said. That got Ladom’er’s attention.

				“First?”

				“Yes,” Donovan answered.

				Dong!

				“The second one just began.”

				* * *

				Decurion Rashauk Arkeides led the 7th Flight of the North Wall Squadron, alongside the 4th and 5th Flights. Fifteen Gryphriders in total flew out to beat back the hells of the Underworld and rescue the last remnants of the Shardyn Army. Below him the 1st Equitis Legionis thundered out onto the northern plain, already assembled for battle during the Olympics.

				The briefing Rashauk had received from his Centurion had been scant and ambiguous; he’d learned more from his cousin than from them.

				What was not ambiguous was the nightmare unfolding in the sky to the north that continued to defy all rational thought. For the fifth time in a minute’s span he mashed the heels of his palms into his eyes as if he could scrub out what he was looking at. But it remained. Rashauk was certain that what he was staring at were myths come to life, ancient legends told to children around campfires to frighten them...the Drynn.

				Uthelio squawked questioningly as they closed the distance.

				“The big ones,” he said and gave his steed a good pet. It had taken a couple of years to learn Gryphon but once mastered, he didn’t even think about it anymore. “The ones that—” A globe of molten rock rained down from the taloned hand of a winged nightmare larger than the others and burst against a gossamer dome erected around what could only be the fabled Shardyn.

				Rashauk counted eleven horses running for their lives. I wish it had been a bet, Markus. I wish you’d just been smoking. Even from five hundred feet up he could see the white foaming mouths of the exhausted horses and their riders as they made their last sprint for the safety of the Eternal City’s walls. “Faster!” he yelled to Uthelio.

				The Flight Sorcerer flew beside him, his war-robes whipping behind him, his long, pale staff clutched in both hands. Using the hand signals burned into the muscles of all Gryphriders, Rashauk gave his orders: Kill the big ones first.

				His command was reinforced by a three-prong bolt of crimson lightning that sizzled through the sky and burst once again against the gossamer field of pale-blue light around the center of the riders. Another rider fell and was descended on by no less than seven Drynn. Even from up here he could hear the screams, could smell the burned air. The riders ran on.

				Rashauk held up his battle-lance over his head, signifying the beginning of the attack, but before he could give it, the pursuing Drynn peeled off. Smart. Though he could see many more shapes in the distance, they were stretched out and staggered. The Pale Gate, according to texts, was a two days’ journey north as the Gryphon flew. For reasons known only to their monstrous minds, they did not press their attack but instead circled just outside of range. He could even see the expressions of their grotesque faces, ghastly and snarling but gleaming with intelligence.

				Thinking. Cunning. Hungry.

				He swept down toward the galloping, frothing horses and did a fly-by, locking eyes for a moment with a man he’d only read about at the academy. In Battle lore.

				Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, leader of the Seven Apprentices, now only four, hero of the Drynnian War.

				Running for his life.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 50

				Caesar Tiberius Au’nauthiatu strode briskly down North Via at the head of his elite Caesarian Bodyguard, eager to learn what he needed. Everywhere he looked, baffled, grim-faced Legionnaires marched or stood post, saluting him as he passed, their long, deadly pikes in the ready position, stabbing the air.

				He could hear the winching of the North Gate rising and the approach of galloping horses. He’d ordered all gates up. Caesar arrived into the courtyard just as they did. A Gryphon scream from above.

				Sur Stavengre dismounted immediately. His eyes were bleary slits in a face both haggard and drawn, blasted by deep purple bruises that sunk his eyes. Every single harness of armor of the riders was battered, soot-stained or congealed in blood. Cloaks and capes were torn, all were bleeding and all of them, save to a lesser extent, the Shardyn, had the listless, vacant stare of those who have seen too much. Caesar counted only eleven left.

				How many had they sent out?

				“A hail to the Caesar,” Roland said, tottering.

				“A hail to you, Sorcerer. Where is the Senator?”

				Roland swallowed. “Dead,” he said in a creaky voice.

				Caesar nodded and looked over at the remaining eleven. Though sunken and hollow, there was anger churning within the eyes of Sur Stavengre. Caesar was not used to people expressing their malcontent so obviously. “Report.”

				The ten-ring Wizard De’mond slid off his horse and was met by two of his crony six-ringers, who tried to help steady him. He waved them off, despite his ghastly complexion. “Raise the king, tell him to assemble every knight, serjeant, lancepaesade and archer from every earl, duke, baron, marquis and count of Vambrace. Tell him to await my word,” De’mond snapped off to the two Red-cloths.

				To Caesar’s dismay, the Collector had survived. His face was ash, his lips cracked and bleeding and his right shoulder was hanging at an awkward angle. His tattered robes were stiff with blood.

				“Now! Or I’ll flay the skin from your bones myself!” De’mond roared at his two frozen underlings. “I want every Vambracian out of this city by dusk!”

				They scattered and rushed back to their tower, tripping over their robes as they ran. It would have been amusing had the circumstances not been so ominous. Caesar Tiberius Au’nauthiatu felt a foreign and unpleasant sensation.

				“The Pale Gate has been opened,” Sur Stavengre said. His voice was like an empty husk, devoid of either emotion or timbre. “Had we been given adequate resources we might have been able to close it while Asmodeous was still on the other side—we could have ended this war before it began.”

				“I don’t think I care for your tone, knight.”

				“Fuck what you think,” Sur Tarsidion the giant dared to blaspheme in the Caesar’s presence. It was said with such vehemence that even the Caesarian Guard tightened their weapons. “In less than one day this city is going to be besieged and we could have stopped it. What you do now will dictate the future of your city...and your legacy.” Tarsidion’s voice was inappropriately loud, alarming both citizens and Legionnaires.

				Caesar pointed at Stavengre with an accusatory finger but didn’t know what to blame him for.

				Stavengre gave the giant a look, and with a scowl Tarsidion fell back. Like some creature of the Undead, Stavengre then bore his eyes into Caesar’s and spoke very quietly. “From this point further, if you want your city to survive, you will do as I say.”

				* * *

				“Gavin!” Amanda cried.

				He looked like a cadaver; Skip hardly recognized him. Still, at Amanda’s voice their fearless leader lit up, the cobwebs of fatigue and horror pushed back for just a moment. She ran right up to him, pushed aside the Nu’romian Legions and grim Sorcerers of the Parthenon that ringed him and flung herself at him in a squeal.

				“Thank God you’re alive!” Kiss-kiss-kiss. “I was so worried about you!” Kiss-kiss-kiss. “Oh my God, you look terrible!” Kiss-kiss-kiss. “Are you all right?” Kiss-kiss-kiss.

				Gavin held her tight, eyes closed. Tears of exhaustion, pain and emotion leaked through and spilled in a continuous rivulet down his cheeks. “I’m all right, baby,” he said. “I gotta go talk to these guys but when I’m done—” he touched her cheek with his soot-stained, bleeding fingers, “—you’re the first person I’m coming to see.”

				Skip looked hard at Noah, trying to catch her eye. He succeeded. For a second she stared through him, but her vision sharpened and for just a blink, she gave him a sad, exhausted smile. And then she faded back to being a statue. Tarsidion looked like he was going to topple. Of them all, Cirena looked the least scarred. Pale, gaunt but standing. Unbroken.

				“Promise?” she asked.

				“Promise.”

				Amanda nodded and stepped back. The Legionnaires closed ranks around the survivors and then they were marching, probably someplace official. Gavin caught Skip’s eye and gave him a quick nod as they filed past.

				I got you, buddy.

				Skip put his hand on Amanda’s shoulder and Dwensolt stepped to her other side, boxing her in protectively.

				“Hang in there,” Skip said. She tipped her ear toward his hand and nodded with tight lips. “We got the best in the world on the case.”

				* * *

				From up here, Gavin could see the mass exodus. People had two choices—to leave or to accept the protection of the city and be herded into the Sanctuaries. Those who had a stronghold to go back to—the rich, in essence—made a break for it; Gavin had never seen so many haphazard entourages. The rest nervously accepted the usually sure-handed gauntlet of Nu’romian security and began making their way to the Sanctuaries.

				The result, of course was an enormous, entangled traffic jam at all four entrances and three harbors.

				Gavin shook his head. If anybody could untangle it, it would be the Legions.

				“What words of wisdom do you have for us, Shardyn?” Somehow, despite the idiocy of his words, Forges Ironhand, the Moor D’worf Ambassador, managed to sound indignant.

				Gavin turned around. They were all here. Both D’worven ambassadors—Crag and Moor—the Legatus Legionis, a.k.a. the supreme commander of all Nu’romian forces, the Wizard De’mond, who had not yet changed from his bloody and charred robes, face pale and listless, a black-and-silver cuffed Olympian Judge, the Arch-Sorcerer of the Parthenon and the Collector. Centurion Tremar was in the Healing Rooms down below on the first floor, but at least Roland was here.

				“I have already spoken my words of wisdom,” Gavin said.

				“What dare do you imply?” Ironhand demanded. “Do you dare—”

				“If I hear one more word from your mouth, D’worf—”

				“Cirena,” Gavin said, raising his hand to stop her from the curse she no doubt was about to utter. “Please.”

				She silenced herself but pierced the D’worf with dagger-eyes. Gavin was so exhausted that if God decided to pull the plug on him that moment so that he slumped to the ground, never to move again...that was fine with him. Instead he kept his back ramrod straight and regarded the Caesar. He didn’t like what he was seeing there. The Caesar had the look of a politician desperate for a way out, the bright gleam of self-preservation.

				“Tell us what transpired,” he ordered in a low voice. Roland began to speak, but Caesar cut him off. “No. I want the Shardyn to tell us.”

				Gavin obliged them.

				This wasn’t the first time Gavin had been in the War Room of the Parthenon. He’d been here for exactly the same dire reason a hundred and thirty-seven years ago, before a single one of the presently assembled were even itches in their great-grandfather’s pants. It was spacious but filled, plush rugs, a great oval table brimming with decanters of wine and juices, plump grapes and wildberry tortes as well as a dozen chairs arranged around it. Heavy curtains were pulled back from giant windows, letting in the deceptively inviting sunshine. They could see the entire city up from up here.

				When he was done telling them of the fate of the Second Army of Light, Gavin approached the Caesar. Unsure of what he was going to do, a ripple of tension went through the two twin ten-ringers standing by his sides. It wasn’t the Caesar that Gavin was approaching, however, but the great, mural-like map of the entire continent behind him. There was a cluster of figurines representing Legions and Equitis within the city, but there were also two other clusters outside the city.

				“When do these forces arrive?” Gavin asked. There was a long, heavy silence.

				“Three days,” the Legatus replied.

				Gavin turned to him. “What did you just say?”

				“Three days, Sur Stavengre,” the general said without inflection. His face was carefully neutral.

				“And when were they recalled?” Gavin demanded in a voice so low it was almost gentle.

				This time it was the Caesar who replied. “Word went out when you returned from your failed excursion.”

				“What?” Gavin said, lower yet. “You only now have recalled your forces?”

				“We saw no reason to interrupt their campaigns until a legitimate reason manifested.”

				“Until a legitimate reason manifested?” he said, voice breaking in midcrescendo. “Did you think I was speaking to the wind?” It was beyond his strength to contain himself. Ropes and twine began to snap inside his brain.

				“How dare you speak to me as thus—”

				“I will speak to you any way that gets through the thick shell of skull that has forbidden intelligence to enter! Have you any idea what you’ve done? Your city faces the worst crisis of its history and half your forces are three days away!” Gavin yelled the last words.

				“Guards! Remove these—”

				“Stay that order,” the Legatus barked clearly. The Legionnaires within the room halted. “I would hear what the Shardyn would say.”

				“As would I,” the Grand Sorcerer said, looking out of the northern window. The vanguard of darkness and thousands of devil wings approached with the inexorability of a slow moving tidal wave. Doom was coming and it was there for all to see.

				“I will not be defied in my own demesne, Legatus. You are relieved of command. And you, Sorcerer—”

				“I have something to say,” Taksony said in a soft but clearly heard voice. His formally golden hair was greasy with sweat and blood, his surcoat torn and his once-gleaming armor dented, torn and battered.

				“Then speak, fable,” Caesar snapped.

				“For five hundred years I stood as a pillar of stone in the heart of darkness, within the very pits of the Pass of Almitra, afflicted with her dark magic. These four Knights of the Shard, the last of their kind, braved the horrors of the Undead realm, a feat that has never been done before, freed us, slew the Necromancer—a plague upon Mankind since the earliest texts—and came here first before even going to their own homeland, and this is how you dare treat them?” His ire and indignation was withering, despite the low intonation of his words. “What has happened to honor and valor in our absence?”

				Caesar’s mouth curled into a sneer. “Guards, remove these wretches from my presence before I have them thrown into the dungeons. The Eternal City has never fallen and it most certainly will not now, despite your failure. Failures,” the Caesar said in a sneer. He glared at them balefully. “Remove them from my sight.”

				* * *

				“So this is what Armageddon feels like,” Amanda said as she stared out the window, stroking Pyrk’s back with the tip of her forefinger as if he were a Coton de Tulear. He liked it. And it made her feel better. Not even the breaking of the surf or the call of the gulls could calm her nerves. In fact, the birds themselves were as distraught as the throngs of people passing their window, circling around the harbors in great flocks in front of the wall of darkness slowly approaching from the north like the ninth plague.

				“No,” Skip said, polishing the middle prong of the trident he’d acquired back at the pass. “If it was Armageddon we wouldn’t stand a chance. We do.”

				Somehow the Rolling Creek Police Chief always made her feel better. Amanda reached out and grabbed his hand, startling him with her sudden emotion. “Whatever happens, I’m glad you’re here with me.”

				Skip beamed her a smile, a patch of sunny blue in a stormy sky, and put his beefy palm on her knuckles. “Ditto, but don’t you start getting all morbid on me. If there’s one thing I’ve seen from Gavin is that he’s clutch. He’ll figure this out.”

				Amanda tried to smile but she couldn’t. She was too scared.

				* * *

				“Well, that didn’t go very well,” Noah said in her best rendition of Jack.

				“Pay no heed to that fool,” the Legatus said. “This city will not fall because of one idiot’s obstinance.” The supreme general had relieved their escorting troops of command and escorted them to the Grand Sorcerer’s personal chambers. He was decked out not in his ceremonial Olympic armor but in no-nonsense battle armor. His eyes gleamed like a falcon’s as he looked out the north window. “Can we win?” he asked.

				“Have you not been relieved of your command, Legatus?” Cirena asked.

				The Nu’romian general let out a snort. “I will vacate my office when I deem it necessary.”

				The Grand Sorcerer nodded in assent. “The general has the full support of the Sorcerers of the Parthenon.”

				Gavin rubbed his eyes. All he wanted to do was sleep. He didn’t even know how he was still standing. “What do we have available to us?”

				With a single syllable, something very close to a hologram appeared in the middle of the room, an exact replica of the city of Nu’rome. “Four full squadrons of Gryphriders, fifteen gryphons for each, the 57th and 3rd Legionary Cohorts, the 3rd and 8th Equitis Legionis and...” The general glanced at the Grand Sorcerer and Roland to his left. “One hundred and twenty-nine Sorcerers of the Parthenon—two ten-ringers, myself, four nine-ringers, nineteen eight-ringers, twenty-four seven-ringers...”

				“As well as twice as many apprentices if they are needed.”

				“They’re needed,” Noah said.

				The Grand Sorcerer nodded and then joined the Legatus in looking back at Gavin to await his instructions. The sudden urge to smack them both for their misguided trust flared. Now you want to listen.

				“If I may, Stavengre?” Tarsidion asked.

				Oh, thank you, God. “Please, Tarsidion.”

				The great plainsman approached the hologram. “All right, General, if we’re going to have a chance, this is what we must do...”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 51

				Gavin could have slept for another eon but something outside his senses summoned him. He kicked up from his dreams and battered against his eyelids until they opened.

				Fingertips. Gentle. Amanda’s voice.

				Light.

				“It’s time, baby,” she whispered.

				He tried his best to focus on her mouth but he kept seeing triple. She helped him sit up. One by one his systems went back online—smell of rose petals, a tray of fresh pink peaches and honeyed crepes, distant but audible military growl of Arnaut’s distinctive baritone.

				And something else.

				All magic-users, but especially Magi, had a sixth sense. The ability to feel another magic-user. It was like a scent with a color with weight, and right now, Gavin was detecting a presence he hadn’t felt since childhood.

				“Is there somebody downstairs?” he asked, swinging his legs around, aided by the spike of adrenaline that flashed through him.

				“How’d you know?”

				Gavin attempted to stand, made it two inches off the blanket and then plopped back down. He closed his eyes and it was like each eyeball was coated in sand. “Anybody I know?” he asked, making another play at going vertical. This time he succeeded. Thank God for plush rugs. His clothes had been cleaned, his armor wiped of blood and he could smell frying eggs and bacon. His stomach gurgled.

				“You’ll see. How do you feel?”

				Gavin stretched and looked down at his body pleasantly surprised; he was healed. Mostly. That must have been extremely difficult. “Better than I did before. I don’t even remember going to bed.”

				“You look better,” Amanda said with a smile. “That little hussy did good work.” She tousled his hair. “You almost look normal again.”

				“Hussy?”

				Amanda nodded.

				“What are you talking about?”

				“One of the healers. She was way too pretty,” she said with a smile and brushed his hair off his forehead.

				“How many times did she have to try?”

				“Six.”

				Gavin nodded. “I’ve been healed so many times, Amanda, I’m almost immune.”

				“So I learned. It’s a good thing Dwensolt was around. Did you know that he’s, like, a really powerful Druid? The healer seemed downright daunted when she figured him out.”

				Gavin began assembling himself, starting with his pants. “He’s an Arch-druid, baby, about as powerful as they get.”

				“Even for a quartet of Shardyn?”

				“Well, I said ‘about,’” he said with a wink. “I love waking up and seeing your face by the way.” She was still sporting her Victoria’s Secret sassy hairstyle she’d had cut in New York, and though it felt like centuries, Gavin realized they hadn’t been on Theia for even four weeks. Not even long enough for a hairstyle to grow out. “I feel two million times better.”

				They gazed at each other and somehow, from under the rubble of his exhaustion, dread and rage, he got a little butterfly in his stomach. Just like it used to be.

				“Have I told you lately that I love you?” he asked.

				She blinked and then shook her head sadly. “No, you haven’t.”

				It was like a knife through his ribs. After everything she’d been through, all the fear and dread and monsters... He dropped his head. Gavin, you are a jerk. After a deep breath he brought it back up and looked her right in the eyes, bared himself open and let her see. “I love you, Amanda.”

				She grabbed him and hugged him ferociously, toppling him back onto the bed. His body immediately responded.

				“C’mere,” he whispered and pulled her face to his. “Mind if I steal a kiss?”

				“How you going to pay me back?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

				Gavin glanced at the candle clock. “We’ve got a little time,” he said, unable to keep that gravelly rasp out of his voice when he got turned on. Now that the filter of dread had been removed, all he saw was her radiance—full, sensuous lips, soft skin and hazel eyes that could swallow him whole.

				“No, Gavin, we don’t.” She shook her head sadly and looked right in his eyes, wrapped her long, cool fingers right around his hardness, gave it a sensual squeeze, and Gavin gasped. “I’m such a tease,” she whispered in his ear. “There’s somebody downstairs waiting for you.”

				“I don’t much care about that,” he moaned and pushed into her hand. She smiled, both with tragic regret and mild amusement.

				The one, cataclysmic drawback from being a Magi was the link between sex and the depletion of the a Magi’s Wellspring. Of course, coming so close to death yet again, he really didn’t care. She was his fiancée. What was life without love and everything that came with it? They weren’t married, he knew, and had there been a homeland to go back to, he would have been held accountable for breaking his oath to his order. But he’d known that from the very beginning.

				It was a charge he was prepared to be judged for.

				“Come here, Amanda, just five minutes. All right, ten minutes—”

				Amanda sighed, and he could see the seriousness in her stare. “Gavin, I know how it works now, and if ever there were a day for you to need every milligram of strength and energy...” She glanced out the window. “Then that day is today. If something actually happened to you, and you were weaker than you’d normally be because of me...I’d probably kill myself.”

				Since when was she the responsible one? “Fine,” he growled. “Who’s downstairs?”

				“They told me not to say anything.”

				“Hmmph, a surprise then.” He picked up his aketon and gave it a quick lookover. There were definitely some new scars in it, even a place that had been penetrated, though whoever had worked on it had done a good job, considering the lack of time. “As long as it’s a good surprise, I guess.”

				Amanda helped him encase his torso and began fastening it.

				“Is it an Elf?”

				She paused buckling his strap. “As a matter of fact, it is.” She turned his face with her fingers. “How did you know that?”

				“When you’re good, you’re good,” he said with a blasé shrug. “Girl or guy?”

				“Guy.”

				An undeniable twinge of disappointment folded up in his stomach. He wasn’t quite sure why. Well, of course he did. Battle-fatigue and irrationality were common partners. “You just gonna keep looking at me or are you going to help me with the rest of this? Chop, chop.”

				She narrowed her eyes at him, nibbled his neck and with an acquired practiced ease helped him transform back into a Knight of the Shard. The silence was mutual, somber and electric. He was only too aware of her skin gliding against his.

				“I always wanted a squire,” he commented after she was done, though all things being equal, he’d rather not ever have to put armor on again.

				She opened the door. “Shall we?” she asked and nearly walked into a wall named Tarsidion.

				“Little lady,” he said with a tip of his Apache-haired head.

				“Don’t you guys ever get tired of walking around like ninjas?”

				He smiled, but it was a polite smile. He had business to discuss. Behind him were Noah, Cirena and Sir Taksony.

				“I guess you’ll want to be talking to Gavin.”

				“Wise beyond words,” Noah said from behind.

				Amanda turned and gave him a big I-love-you-smile and planted a soft, sensual kiss right on his lips. “I’ll be downstairs.”

				He watched her walk down the stairs regretfully, though he noted she was a bit lighter on her feet.

				“You look rested, Stavengre,” Cirena offered once they were alone.

				“So do you. Those weren’t some second-rate healers Dwensolt splurged on. Those were some of the best on Theia, Aphrodite healers.”

				A glance through the two windows revealed an unnaturally dark sky marching right for them.

				Cirena started things off. “I think we should leave Nu’rome,” she said and raised her chin slightly.

				“And go where?” Noah asked.

				“Valis.”

				Gavin slumped his shoulders and grit his teeth. Back to reality and the end of the world. “All attempts to hail them have failed, Cirena. There is nothing in the wind, no whispers on the sun’s rays or moons’ light. There is no more Valis.”

				“I will believe that when I see it with my eyes. Know this, Stavengre, after this battle I will go and I will see.” She looked at the rest of them, made her case with a seldom seen eagerness that thawed the purple ice in her eyes. Even the possibility of some lingering vestiges of home was seductive; Gavin easily imagined the Seneschal and Seers laying low, waiting for the right moment to reappear.

				“If we leave, we abandon Nu’rome to die.”

				“If we stay, Nu’rome still dies. They won’t be able to hold out this time, not with three of their armies in the field. They’re doomed, and you know it. We all do.”

				And that was the truth of it. Her words were like naked fists.

				“And of the innocents? Those who cannot fight for themselves?” Taksony continued.

				“There is a whole world to save, Sir Taksony,” Cirena said. “What of the innocents beyond these walls?”

				Taksony leaned back, his clear blue eyes churning with contemplation. All of them were. After a moment he spoke again. “I see through the prism of your thoughts, Sur Cirena, but it would be wrong to leave when we are needed so badly. I would rather fight the Drynn here than in the middle of a wilderness by ourselves. We should fight.”

				The two stared at each other.

				“Who’s downstairs, by the way?” Gavin asked.

				“Ladom’er the Merciless,” Noah said with sly smile.

				“No shit? Really? When did he get here?”

				“He’s not going anywhere. He’s made a new friend.”

				“Ladom’er doesn’t have any friends.”

				“Yeah, well, neither does Donovan.”

				Gavin had to laugh. It was funny. Two peas in pod. “All right, all in favor of staying to fight the Drynn at Nu’rome, say ‘aye,’” Gavin said. Noah and Taksony answered immediately. “Opposed?” Tarsidion and Cirena answered immediately. Which made it a tie. Which meant that Gavin’s own vote was going to decide the path they’d take.

				Of course.

				He got up and went to the window. Not only could they hear the distant guttural voices of the Flyborne in the darkness and clouds above, but now it was possible to see the occasional flicker of their wings. In an hour the darkness would be over the city.

				“We split up. Tarsidion and Cirena, head to Valis. Noah, Taksony and his men and I will stay. We’ll rally at Valis.”

				“Absolutely not,” Cirena said. “We do not separate and that is non-negotiable. We either stay or go, Stavengre. Which will it be?”

				The streets were almost empty now. In the interim of his sleep, those who were leaving had gotten out, and those who were staying were hidden. Buckled down. The only ones in the streets were the formations of marching Legionnaires and white ripples of Sorcerer’s robes.

				Gavin turned and faced the four of them. What would Lucian do?

				“We stay.”

				* * *

				Nobody would ever accuse Skip of living a boring life. Just how Gavin and company could possibly know the reigning champion of the Gladiatorial Games a hundred and thirty-seven years from their future was beyond Skip, but here it was, happening in front of him.

				“You finally look like a man,” Ladom’er said in his melodic, border-line hypnotic alto voice.

				“And you look exactly the same, Ladom’er,” Gavin said. “Barring your new markings.”

				Ladom’er looked down at his rune covered arms. There were so many of them that it was difficult to see their designs. “I have taken many heads since you left.”

				“So it would seem.”

				It was like two old friends who’d been in a ten-year fight meeting for the first time since, or in this case, a hundred and thirty-seven year fight. Skip wasn’t the only one watching either; the Dark Elf and Gavin had every person’s attention, including Donovan’s.

				“I heard of Lucian’s fall,” Ladom’er said with a bow. “I was saddened deeply. The world will never be the same.”

				“Thank you.” An answering nod. As a detective Skip had always been fascinated with the different ways people retained composure. Gavin was the type who just went dead for a second, detached and then flew back. For a warrior, it was a good way to be. Not so good for a family man. “I’m sorry I was unable to protect Alyssandra,” Gavin added, and though it could have been the blending of the commotion from outside of a particularly loud marching serjeant, Skip could have swore Gavin’s voice had just cracked.

				“A hundred years ago I would have taken your head,” Ladom’er said evenly.

				Gavin’s eyes frosted over. “You would have tried.”

				A cold shark’s smile followed. Gavin met it with a wall of ice.

				“We are honored that you are here, Ladom’er,” Noah interjected smoothly. “To what do we owe the privilege of your visit?”

				The Dark Elf’s smile warmed. “It is good to see some things remain the same, Sur Noahvden.” He flicked a casual glance outside the double glass doors overlooking the beach and Northern Harbor. “The Drynn are coming, and if there is one thing I have learned in one thousand four hundred and thirty-two years on this world, it is this—when in a fight and without kin, stand beside a Knight of the Shard. They are the only Men with honor.”

				Sir Taksony cleared his throat. “I would say otherwise. The Men of the south know only of honor.”

				Ladom’er arced an eyebrow, and Skip was unnerved at how beautiful the Elf was. His features were flawlessly symmetrical, refined, sinister and cultured all at the same time. Gave Donnie-boy a run for his money.

				“Captain Taksony of the Southern March, what strange times these are when so many fables and lost heroes gather. It is not often that I can say such things, but this,” he said, holding up a long slender finger, “is a first. And forgive me, Captain Taksony, long has it been since I’ve had need to consider the Cavaliers of the Southern March when referring to the world of Men. The chivalry of all mankind diminished the day the Southern March fell.”

				Taksony nodded and accepted the apology.

				“I must admit, I became aware of your existence from an unorthodox introduction.” The Dark Elf tossed his almond, silver-flecked gaze toward Donovan, who was doing what he always did...lurking. “You have most intriguing friends.”

				Skip got the impression that Ladom’er had used the word intentionally.

				“He’s not my friend,” Gavin said.

				Ladom’er chuckled musically. “I thought not, but you are in the same company, yes?”

				Skip watched Gavin look at Donovan. His shades were back. His military tactical jacket and black fatigues had been washed and looked crisp. A couple of rips, though. Skip wondered when he’d make the switch to Theian attire.

				“Yes,” Gavin finally answered. “We are in the same company. Are you offering your sword, Ladom’er?”

				“I am extending an invitation—the Olympians will make their stand at the Hall. It is ideal for defense and there are many tunnels leading away from the city, should the battle go badly. I know them like the lines of my hands.”

				Gavin considered the proposal. “We will be on the ramparts and with the Legions.” He passed his gaze over Amanda, Skip, and Donovan. “I presume you have a plan, Donovan.”

				“Of course.”

				“Which is?”

				Donovan took his time in answering. “The Hall of Olympians.”

				Gavin nodded. “You okay with that, Skip?”

				Skip looked down at the M107 Brontosaurus Killer between his legs. “Just gimme something to shoot at.”

				“That’s what I wanted to hear. Let’s not split up any more than we have to.”

				“How ’bout it, Donnie-boy? You want company?”

				“Just don’t get in my way.”

				Skip turned back to Gavin. “Gotta love that guy. He’s sunshine and flowers wrapped in a rainbow.”

				“Dwensolt?”

				“Where do you think I could be of the most worth, Sur Stavengre?” he asked. Dwensolt’s eyes these days were focused in the same direction.

				What do you think he’s gonna say, Crazy-eyes? Protecting Amanda’s ass, where else?

				“I’m sure the Olympians will welcome such a powerful ally as an Arch-Druid.”

				Dwensolt nodded. “So be it.”

				Gavin picked up a tall, narrow-shaped crystal glass similar to a champagne flute and half filled it with red wine. He held it up.

				Everybody looked around for whatever they were drinking and matched him.

				“You too, Donovan. We’re all in this one together.” A stare, a shrug, and then a cup of tea. Fourteen glasses were raised.

				“To victory,” he said in a low, powerful voice.

				“To Victory!” everyone called out. Except for Donovan.

				Dong!

				The voices of the two Legionnaires standing guard outside their quarters (compliments of the Legatus) rattled off to each other. There was the sound of running boots in military precision, accompanied by the yell of a Centurion.

				Dong!

				The Bells of Nu’rome tolled again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 52

				The seven of them stared out into the darkness. Lightning flashed, revealing the terrifying numbers of encircling devil’s wings. It was in that moment that true fear set into the city. A glimpse of what was awaiting them.

				Down on the ground a black fog approached and within it the snarls and voices of thousands of unseen enemy.

				How could there be so many so quickly? Gavin thought. It was as if they’d been waiting, already prepared...

				“Remember,” Tarsidion boomed out to the archers, Sorcerers, Legions and Gryphriders assembled on the Northern Wall, “aim for the wings, the eyes or the necks. Anything else is a waste of time.” The nervous troops seemed to take heart that such a magnificent specimen of warrior would be standing beside them. Tarsidion always grew when the stakes were highest. He paced the ramparts, observing formations, offering words of courage and wisdom. “The Underworld was going to have their hands full today,” he barked.

				Lighting flashed, another glimpse, this time closer. Louder.

				Well, brother. You’d think I’d get used to this by now. His stomach was squirming like he’d taken a couple of meds on an empty stomach. At least he didn’t have to go to the bathroom.

				“Do you hear that?” Cirena asked, cocking her head.

				It sounded like...marching boots. Many marching boots. And horses.

				A nightmare, the Northern Portcullis below them grated and clanked as it began to open.

				“What the hell?” Noah demanded, her customary serenity shattered by her expletive “They can’t be that stupid. They can’t be that stupid!” The last word came out as a shout. “I thought we had agreed with the Legatus?”

				“We did. Something’s wrong.” Gavin didn’t waste a second. He simply stepped off the three-hundred-foot high by one-hundred-foot thick rampart that comprised the Northern Wall and dropped three quarters of the way down full velocity before slowing himself to the speed of a feather a moment before impact. Right in front of the general. And he was not the Legatus. Cirena, Noah and Tarsidion landed right beside them in a swirl of cloaks.

				“What are you doing, General?” Gavin asked as respectfully as he could muster without screaming imprecations. The new general was mounted on a magnificent, ceremonious horse. The type that would run screaming at the first Drynnian snarl.

				They were ignored.

				“General!” Gavin barked.

				Finally, the paunchy, soft, bureaucratic-looking replacement looked down from his horse. “I do not answer to you, Shardyn. You would be wise to watch your tone. Our advantage lies in the open field, not hiding in our walls like acolytes in a convent.” His horse continued to clop down the road without breaking stride. He didn’t look back.

				“What do they possibly think they’re going to accomplish?” Tarsidion asked, both mystified and furious.

				Gavin sprinted after the new general. “Listen to reason, General, please!” he pleaded, matching pace by walking briskly by the General’s spurred boot. “The lives of Nu’rome depend on you. You march toward an enemy you’ve never even seen. The Warlocks will massacre your tight formations in seconds, will rain down fire and acid and lightning. You must wait until the skies are cleared.”

				Now the horses were coming out, the vaunted and heavy lancemen known as the Cataphractii. Their armor was a blend of both knight and centurion, reflecting the deep violet and crimson bolts of lightning crackling through the sky. Above them, like a slow-moving cyclone, were the silhouettes of layers and layers of winged devils.

				“Cavalry penned within paved streets are wasted men. Whatever threat reveals itself will be met on the open field.” The general clopped right on past; even the intricacy and craftsmanship of his armor could not make his soft, receding chin look brave.

				In disbelief, the four of them watched row after row of Legions and Cataphractii file out the massive gates, their pennants and banners rippling in the strong wind that had become permanent. The kind of wind that carried arrows away.

				“This can’t be happening,” Noah said.

				“It’s not too late to leave,” Cirena said.

				“Stay close to the walls!” Gavin called. “If you insist on riding out, for the love of all things sacred, stay within the range of your archers and Sorcerers, General!”

				No answer.

				Gavin looked around at the deserted streets and shops of Nu’rome. There was the Caesar, ceremoniously armored in the middle of a retinue of scarlet caped imperial guard.

				With a thought, he and his three brethren blurred in concert, leaving sapphire trails of themselves to arrive within the circle of his Caesarian Guard protecting him.

				“What is this madness?” Gavin demanded in a low, cold and controlled voice, appearing before any of his guard could react. The Caesar nearly screamed in fright. “You’re sending your best troops right into the jaws of death. Call them back, wait until the skies have been emptied. You don’t even know what you face yet, where it will appear.”

				“The strength of our army lies in the open field. It always has, and if you ever breach my Imperial Guard again I will have you executed. Nu’rome will handle our affairs the way we see fit.”

				“Just like yesterday?”

				The Caesar bristled before frosting to ice. “This city has stood for seventeen thousand years, longer even than your famed Valis. We know how to defend this city.”

				He bore into Gavin with his watery brown eyes, the plume of his ceremonial helm blowing n the humid night air. “This city is eternal.”

				* * *

				“Here it comes,” Skip whispered. He didn’t know how he knew, he just did. Skip had been mixed up in enough combat to feel it.

				Amanda, Dwensolt and Pyrk huddled next to one of the great windows of the Hall of Olympians. From up here, they could see everything—the Northern Wall, the Western Wall and even some of the Southern Wall, including the pool of crimson light growing in the center of blackness approaching the city from the north. The voices and laughs that emitted from within were warped and guttural, as if being played at different speeds on an old-fashioned tape recorder.

				Good ole psychological warfare. And quite effective.

				A flotilla of pale white and purple globes of light floated up from the ramparts and from the ground in defiance to the darkness. Like the high pitch of an incoming mortar round, the light in the center of the darkness grew and grew until it was as bright as lighting. A heartbeat later, an otherworldly, brilliant, deafening explosion shredded the sky with streaking meteors, balls of crimson flames and spears of lighting. Those Sorcerers quick enough and sharp enough erected their magical shields, saving themselves and the troops they were attached to. Not all of them were fast enough, and the ramparts were decimated by the shrapnel of the Underworld, smashing bodies from the wall like heavy waves against a crippled ship.

				The soldiers on the ground fared much worse.

				Out of the darkness flew tens of thousands of children’s nightmares, bat-like wings attached to creatures and beings not of the natural world, but of the world below.

				How could there be so many?

				In one soul-withering wail a hundred thousand Drynn unleashed their fury in a scream and descended on the Eternal City.

				At the same time, the maw of black fog on the ground blew open and from its depths hurtled the spawn of the Underworld.

				The Battle for Nu’rome erupted.

				* * *

				Decurion Rashauk led the North Wall Squadron right into hell. The onrush of thousands of leathery wings, feral eyes and ghastly shrieks whipped past the riders as each Gryphon engaged at full speed, leaping from one victim to the other, tearing wings from bodies while snapping spines with devastating beaks. Strapped in double-tight, his fifteen riders lay to waste to any Drynn who tried to strike from the side.

				“Ickshian!” Rashauk yelled and flung a pair of Sorcerer-spheres from one of his six satchels. Four feet away from his hand they burst into vaporous light and streaked out like comets, whirling and arcing in the air as they pursued their targets with relentless and unerring trajectory. At the last moment the spheres forked and two Flyborne burst into purple flames, tumbling out of the sky like broken dolls. A hundred more took their place.

				Deeper and deeper the fifteen riders of the 7th, 4th and the 5th Flights of the North Wall Squadron plunged into madness.

				Moras, one of the Squadron’s two Sorcerers, pulled up next to him, staff ablaze, robe whipping behind him. Both Gryphons flapped in unison as the Sorcerer pointed to a flying creature larger and far more terrifying than its smaller Flyborne cousins.

				A Warlock.

				It saw them. With an amber gleam in its eyes visible even through the chaos of battle and unnatural darkness, it hurtled toward them, roaring at the top of its lungs. It flung its taloned arm at them in midflight while at the same instant Moras released a bolt of violet lightning from his staff. The air around them erupted into explosions of crimson orbs and sizzling light. Moras shielded himself with a field of violet curtain. Rashauk chose gravity. With gut-squeezing agility, his Gryphon banked sharply to the left and dive-bombed hundreds of feet from the sky before pulling up so violently that even his battle-toughened stomach shot to the back of his throat.

				A moment later, Moras fell screaming past him, on fire as a dozen Flyborne whipped after him in pursuit. His Gryphon’s head had been blown off and leaked a trail of thick, greasy smoke. Down he and his headless mount plummeted into the sea of writhing Horde and Soldiers below. Rashauk tried his best to ignore the scream but it was too late. It would haunt him forever. His Gryphon banked hard right and his eyes landed on the guilty. The Warlock.

				To the death.

				“Autien!” he screamed and soared toward his victim.

				* * *

				Chaos.

				Everywhere around Gavin, globes of light struggled against the oppression of the oncoming darkness, flickering and battling to stay alight and to offer their scant illumination. The effect was a strobe-light horror show that reduced seasoned veterans to whimpers and sent warhorses squealing. Not only were the Drynn hitting them with blunt force trauma, they were also showcasing their cunning.

				One wing of Flyborne and Warlocks attacked the Northern and Western Walls while another wing detached and ravaged the hundreds of ships moored in the harbor. The marines and skeleton crews aboard fought back as best they could, but soon the sea was on fire.

				There would be no escape.

				Despite the catastrophic losses the Legions were taking, the North Wall was holding. With a burning Quaranai in one hand and crackling lightning in the other, Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh fought for his life and for all those around them. Back to back along with his newfound Southern Cavaliers, they beat back wave after wave, slashing, burning and piercing. The ramparts were littered with both Drynnian bodies that had refused to die easily, as well as Legionnaires, Archers and Sorcerers.

				“Fire!” Tarsidion bellowed, and the small troop of archers he’d managed to muster and protect with his cocoon let loose yet another volley into the shrieking madness around them.

				The arrows burst to light at a word from Noah, and those that didn’t get taken from the relentless wind found their marks. A couple more Drynn dropped from the sky with trailing shrieks. One of them pulled up and tried to dive-bombed a quartet of Legionnaires on the ground.

				Two balls of fire and a violet bolt of lightning blew him out of the sky. The Nu’romians had come to fight. They were holding. There was hope.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 53

				Through a quick sequence of hand movements, Decurion Rashauk signaled for the 7th and 4th Flights of the North Wall Squadron to provide air support for the cavalry charge. In unison, six of the original ten Gryphriders tucked wings and dropped out of the sky, hurtling toward the ground. The 5th would remain above, along with flights from the Eastern and Southern Squadrons. To provide air cover for them.

				From below Rashauk could hear the captains’ bellows for attack, and then the two wings of sixty Cataphractii each charged straight through the middle of the Horde. They thundered in from the left and crashed in from the right, crisscrossing in the center as they shattered lances on black leathery chest plates and grotesque Drynnian faces.

				The Gryphriders added to the carnage as their vaporous Sorcerer-spheres crashed down among the Horde in small explosions of light, clinging like acid to their skin and faces. Others were plucked right off the ground, torn to pieces by the Gryphons themselves or impaled by riders’ lances.

				As impressive a charge as it was, it faltered as the Horde crushed in on them from all sides, leaping up with inhuman agility and ripping horsemen from their mounts. Soon the columns fragmented and became pockets of desperately fighting Cataphractii in a sea of a mauling Horde.

				Where the hell were the archers? A quick glance up and over his shoulder told him the answer. They were fighting for their lives. Even from down here he could see the distinct pale-blue light billowing from the swords of the legendary Shardyn. Rashauk took heart. The gods had sent heroes in the darkest hour.

				* * *

				The Olympian Hall was dead-silent. Nobody said a word. Lights were out.

				Outside they could hear the distant cacophony of battle, see it happening in real time over the Northern and Western Walls—streaking fireballs, buckshot lightblades and javelins of lightning alongside the Nu’romian Legions. It was a damn sight to see.

				Just like Fallujah, right, Skipster?

				Yeah, right.

				He glanced at Donovan. At least they had their own darkness. As much as Skip used to hate him, especially for leaving him to die back at Blackburn Cemetery a hundred light years ago, Skip was kind of used to Donovan now. So, he was an asshole. Big time. At least he did as he said and said as he did. And that was something. And...Skip was sure glad to have Donovan on this one. He remembered the first time they’d met, the way Donovan had sniffed the air like some damn animal, had known the guardian had been lurking in those trees before Skip had even fathomed the possibility.

				All things being equal, he couldn’t have picked a finer fighting force, barring a platoon of Shardyn to fight alongside. An undefeated Dark Elf for two centuries here, a trio of ax-wielding Minotaurs there, black Wizards and stone-faced Vikings—we come packing, homey.

				“How you hanging in there, Amanda?” he asked.

				She sat calmly against the wall, as far away from any window as she could, and cradled her magical crossbow. When in Nu’rome, right? “This is the first time in my life that I’ve ever faced the certainty that someone, or rather some thing, is going to try and kill me.”

				“Yep,” Skip said and patted her leg. “First action is always a doozie, no matter who you are or what kind of training you have. The important thing to remember is to keep calm. I know, damn near impossible, but nothing good ever comes from a panic, and that’s a fucking fact. Roger that, Amanda?”

				She nodded and gripped her crossbow more tightly.

				“Nope. That ain’t gonna do. Tell it to me.”

				Amanda took a deep breath, and he could tell she wanted to roll her eyes but she didn’t. Instead she listened. “Nothing good ever came from a panic.”

				“Yeah, that’s a little better. Hit me again.” Skip rolled his shoulders like a boxer warming up. “Show me some moxy.”

				A tiny smile pulled at her lips. “Nothing good ever came from a panic,” she louder.

				“Amen, sister, hit me one more time, thank you ma’am, may I have another?”

				“Nothing good ever came from a panic!” she yelled.

				“That’s what I’m talking about.” He gave her another clap on the leg. “Keep that in mind and you’ll do just fine.”

				Their conversation attracted the attention of some of the chambers other inhabitants.

				There were two gray-robed magic-users of which discipline Skip could only guess at staring out of an adjacent window. Wizards, by the look of their hats, though clearly not from Vambrace. Cousins, maybe? Buds? Who knew? There was a black-robed man with an affable, round-cheeked face and a witch in a body-complimenting low-cut robe with a slit up her left thigh, which revealed a flash of leg every time she took a step. Veddy nice. Skip had seen her compete a couple of days ago and if memory served correctly...she’d kicked the crap out of one of those gray-robes right there. Yup, definitely rivals. Well, former rivals, since everybody was friends now. Approaching doom had a way of doing that.

				“Something on your mind, Mr. Dwensolt?” he asked the Druid sitting right next to Amanda.

				“Only now am I able to decipher your unorthodox manner of speech and strange cadences.” He tapped his staff. “I used to find it irritating but now...there is a certain directness and eccentric charm that I no longer find offensive.”

				“Well, right on. Thank you very much,” Skip said in his best Elvis. He always got chatty when he was nervous.

				A pair of Flyborne shot past the tower and in reflex Skip ducked. The battle was getting closer. He looked at Donovan, who of all things was reading.

				So, how you gonna play this, Donnie-boy? You flying solo or are you finally gonna get off your ass and do some leading?

				Halfway through Skip’s mental question, Donovan looked up. All Skip got in response was his own reflection in Donovan’s red Aviators.

				A minute later, Donovan snapped his book shut, picked up his rifle and stood. He didn’t make a sound, but everyone took note. He was the Offlander. Both of his Mitsutadas were sheathed in Samurai-Daisho fashion, blade up, while his Necromancer’s blade was sheathed diagonally across his back. His primary weapon was his sniper system, MSG-90, and it was locked, cocked and ready to rock.

				“It’s time,” he rasped. He emphasized his point by ratcheting his rifle, the loud metallic ringing of the foreign contraption capturing all attention. “You four, with me,” he said to the magic-users—Dwensolt, grayrobes, roundcheek and legs. “Archers, with me. Two rows of ten.”

				Twenty archers of four different Olympic teams nodded, bows in hands.

				“Minotaurs,” Donovan said, regarding the three bull-headed, muscular giants. Each was carrying a gigantic angular-leaf-shaped spear with a quiver strapped to their backs diagonally one way, and the haft of a double-bladed battle-ax strapped the diagonally the other way. Donovan seemed to search for the right words, and it was then that Skip realized Donovan was speaking frickin’ High Common. How the hell had he learned it that quickly?

				“Guard the doors. No Drynn in.”

				Their massive taurine heads nodded and they tightened their grips around the hafts of their spears.

				“Ladom’er, with me.”

				The Dark Elf smiled at some private joke. “Aye, dark warrior.”

				An explosion of crimson fire detonated so close to one of the upper windows of the tower that it exploded inward, raining shards of glass on scrambling Olympians. A moment later the amber, burning eyes of a Flyborne glared down, snarling. Ladom’er’s hand blurred and a long, graceful arrow shot out of his six-foot blue and silver longbow. A blink later, the multi-colored fletching of his shaft protruded from the Drynn’s growling maw. The creature crumpled forward in a gurgling, snarling scream that trailed off as it fell. With the heavy plunk of tenderized meat and the sound of snapping sticks, it crashed to the stone floor. Every person and race inside the Hall of Olympians laid eyes on their very first Drynn, which continued to writhe and thrash on the marble floor, despite the arrow sticking out of its mouth and the hundred-foot tumble onto solid rock. The bastards just didn’t like to die.

				Donovan pulled out an old-fashioned carbon steel Marine KA-BAR fighting and utility knife from a sheath in his fatigues, walked over to the dying creature and in one quick jerk, sliced its throat, batting aside its weak lunges of its talons. The thick, purplish blood squirted across the carpet and across the armor of some of the riders. Donovan wiped off its blood on its own twitching body and took off his shades.

				“The one who kills the most Drynn,” he said and passed his smoldering red-eyes across every face in the room, “wins.”

				“Autien!” the room thundered—hell, even Skip yelled out.

				“You men,” he said to the fifty-two heavily armored Olympian Jousters, assembled in full plate armor, “mount your steeds and go to the stables. When the time comes, run them down and leave no survivors. Eyes, throat, mouth.”

				“Autien,” they called out, lances in hand, crests streaming down surcoats and capes representing their houses and clans and schools of war. Olympian Knights. The best in the world.

				“No mercy,” he told them as they tromped downstairs to the stables.

				There was an electricity in the room. Skip could feel it surge through his veins, heighten his senses. He loosened up his shoulders and moved side to side just like he used to do back in boxing. Just like he used to do before a hot drop. Hoo-ya, bitches, let’s do this... A sudden breeze sighed through the room, carrying the scent of fire and the screams of death. Skip put his hand on Amanda’s cold fingers. She was standing with the rest of them.

				“Amanda,” Donovan said. She looked at him. Her chest was moving up and down like a hunted rabbit’s. “What the hell are you waiting for? Cock that thing.”

				She swallowed with a nod and then in a motion she’d obviously practiced many times, pulled back the knob-lever like a bolt-action rifle. There was more than one “ah” as a golden quarrel formed on the deck of her weapon. In the dim light of the Olympian Hall, the golden runes carved into the stock glimmered like spider light.

				Donovan nodded and turned to Skip. “Are you as good with that thing as you say?”

				“Better.”

				“Then let’s go. Dwensolt, stay with Amanda.”

				“Aye, dark warrior,” the Druid said in the exact same amused tone Ladom’er had used, as if a parent were obeying the wisdom of a child.

				“And Amanda,” Donovan said.

				“Yes?” she said in tight, low voice.

				“There are two types of people in the world. Which are you?”

				Skip had no idea why it meant so much to her, but Amanda gave a little gasp, blinked rapidly as if to stave off tears and then pulled her shoulders back. “I’m a protector,” she said in a low, steady voice.

				Donovan nodded and kept his attention on her just slightly past comfortable when a blinding flash ripped through the city, followed by a deafening thunderclap that hammered his eardrums like the concussion of a daisy-cutter. And then the sound of something gigantic and metal falling to the stone ground gonged through the city.

				It sounded like a falling gate.

				* * *

				Well, guess that’s it for the cavalry. It wasn’t Tarsidion’s own voice that floated through his head, but Jack’s. His oldest friend.

				This battle was lost. Not a single Cataphractii had survived, and all that remained of the Northern Wall defenses was the eight of them and a pitiful band of three Nu’romian archers guarded by two Legionnaires. Everybody else was dead, carried off, incinerated or lying with their bones and flesh exposed from Drynnian scourges.

				There were just too many of them.

				The skies had been thinned considerably by the combined efforts of the vaunted Gryphriders, Sorcerers, archers and the Knights of the Shard, but at too great an expense. Of the sixty Gryphriders who comprised the four wall squadrons, Tarsidion counted only three still flying. All of the ramparts, including the South Wall, had been cleared and laid to waste, with the exception of them. In the near distance, within the blackness that hung over the Northern Plain, drums pounded the air, drums Tarsidion knew were stretched taut with human-skins. Which could mean only one thing.

				The Soldiers were coming. He could smell their scent interwoven with that of iron, steel and leather. None of the other castes had such a stink.

				“Stavengre?” Tarsidion asked. There was no need to elaborate. They’d fought so many times together that the mere inflection in a syllable conveyed chapters.

				Stavengre turned to Taksony and his men. “Rally at the Hall of Olympians. Should it fall, head southeast toward the wild forests of the west, toward the kingdoms of the Elves.”

				Tarsidion watched Stavengre glance down at the last of the Legions still standing in formation below them. Even from up here they could feel their hopelessness. Like the fumes of the gases seeping from a corpse. “Shall we see what sort of mischief we can wreak upon the Drynn?” he asked.

				Taksony protested, “I will not abandon—”

				“That is an order, Captain Taksony of Macabru’s Lost Army,” Stavengre said in a gentle but firm voice. “You have shown your valor yet again, Cavaliers of the south. You have honored your ancestors. Now go back and protect our brethren and loved ones—no matter what happens this night, we must live to fight another day. The world is depending on us.”

				All three of them breathed out, their exhales heavy with misgivings but in the end...they obeyed. “Aye, Sur Stavengre,” Taksony finally said with a heavy voice. He then grasped Stavengre by the shoulder. Stavengre reciprocated. “It has been an honor to fight beside you, Sur Stavengre Kul Annototh, Knight of the Shard. Whatever happens this day, you will always have friends in the Southern March.”

				We need to go...

				“The honor is mine,” Stavengre responded. “But let this not be the last time we see each other. Godspeed.”

				The golden knight nodded, as did his Serjeant, or rather Sir Arnaut and Sir Aluvion.

				Cirena and Noah gave hasty but genuine salutes.

				“Come, Stavengre, let’s go,” Tarsidion said.

				A quartet of Flyborne passed over them but kept their distance, continuing on to easier prey. Tarsidion tracked them with his fingers but conserved what little magic he had left in his Wellspring. He knew soon enough that it would be dry.

				They were alone now. Just the four of them and the wind and the smell of terror and ash. With a nod Cirena, Noah, Tarsidion and Stavengre dropped off the wall and plummeted toward the Legions.

				* * *

				Uthelio’s wounds were beginning to take their toll. His head slumped and his wing thrusts were weak. As long as they rode high on the night’s currents, he wouldn’t have to work too hard to stay out of range of those arrows, which were by far the biggest Rashauk had ever seen. He led a V-shaped formation of two other riders. On his right, a Sorcerer not from any of the Wall Squadrons but the late Senator Merevus’s Sorcerer, Roland Arkeides, and on his left, a rider from the 4th Flight, East Wall Squadron.

				The three of them were all that remained.

				Out over the Northern Plain they were actually behind enemy lines; all of the Flyborne were in the city now, gutting it. Rashauk had watched the cavalry make two impressive charges, sixty on each wing, before disintegrating under the snarling Horde. Now the only thing between the Underworld’s jaws and the heart of the Eternal City were the five thousand, two hundred and forty brave warriors of the 2nd Legion of Nu’rome. Not as many as there should have been, since the men of the 1st Legion, 3rd and 5th were scattered in two different campaigns three days away.

				If they could somehow hold out until then...

				With a quick sequence of his hands, the last three Gryphriders of Nu’rome banked left and soared down to assist their kin.

				* * *

				Gavin couldn’t tell which he hated more, leaping into a firefight or having to wait for one. In this case, the four of them hadn’t been down on the ground fifteen seconds before a Centurion barking orders suddenly got catapulted off his horse as a javelin as thick as a man’s arm punched through his breastplate and speared him seven feet off his horse before he was impaled into the ground. A geyser of bloody froth spurted out of his mouth on impact. He didn’t move again.

				Professional, grizzled eyes widened in alarm and a moment later, thousands, tens of thousands of Soldier Drynn roared at the top of their guttural lungs, and the darkness of the plain peeled back.

				“Javelins!” Tarsidion bellowed, and four cocoons burst into life. As if they’d rehearsed it a hundred times before, each of the Shardyn blurred to the front of a separate cohort—there were ten, each consisting of four hundred and eighty men—in an attempt to balance their protection.

				A moment later, thousands of wooden-shafted javelins tipped with Drynnian spurs blasted through a Sorcerer’s cocoon like a soap bubble. The shields and armor behind it were skewered like aluminum cans, and in seconds an entire middle cohort disintegrated in a storm of wood and spurs.

				“Sorcerers!” Gavin yelled. “On my mark, raise your shields!” He locked eyes with Noah; they’d go on her word. Chaos raged, but she rode it like a wind.

				“Now.”

				“Shields!” he screamed and poured his own craft into the thin field of gossamer light that manifested at the front of the troops. Instead of obliteration there was a symphony of sparks and light as they were deflected.

				A ragged cheer went up from the men.

				“Again!” Gavin screamed. Soldier-Drynn always fired in pairs. As if on cue another wave hissed through the air but because there were so few Sorcerers and Magi to cover so much space, their shield collapsed in some places, shredding the men behind it.

				There was a pause. Distant screams and a howling wind.

				And then they came. An ocean of snarling, roaring Soldiers like a tidal wave.

				* * *

				The moment Skip stepped inside the Hectogram his body catapulted three hundred feet straight up, as if as if he were riding the top of an erupting geyser. Dwarfing any rollercoaster he’d ever been on, Skip’s observant, analytical, detective brain somehow managed to take note of the spiral staircase that corkscrewed up along the walls of the tower like the rifling of an artillery barrel, the various closed doors, branching corridors and lightless torches. Higher and faster his body rocketed up toward the stone ceiling. A moment before his body would splatter the ride slowed to a float and he was placed neatly on the parapet of the Hall of Olympians.

				Right into a hot LZ.

				Donovan was already firing. With every kick of his rifle a Flyborne tumbled from the sky. Right next to him was Ladom’er, an arrow knocked in his bow. The Dark Elf’s silver-flecked eyes were wide with a combination of awe, alarm and envy as he absorbed the contraption known as a German MSG 90 sniper system.

				There was something calming about the rifle’s report to Skip. Something Earthly. A moment later the Black Wizard with the moon cheeks appeared, followed by the two Gray Wizards and then the White Witch, each settling neatly on the rampart. Then came the Olympian archers, bows knocked, and like a fire team of SEALS they dashed to their positions and scanned for targets.

				“How many shots do you have left?” Donovan asked him.

				“Eight for the Bronto, twelve for the Python.”

				“Then I expect there to be eight fewer Warlocks in this battle. One shot, one kill. Don’t fuck it up and don’t waste time on the Flyborne. We’ll take care of them.”

				“Copy that, Satan,” Skip said and unfolded the bipod beneath the barrel of his Barrett .50. He set it atop one of the crenels of the rampart, clicked on his thermal imaging and did his own hunting.

				Isolated basketball-sized spheres of pale purple light floated through the city and offered scant illumination through the living darkness that continued to writhe over Nu’rome like the Angel of Death over Egypt.

				This would qualify for austere and non-permissive environments.

				They weren’t the only ones fighting by rooftop either. A couple of blocks over in the swanky Senatorial District, Skip saw a cluster of Legionnaires and archers doing their best to protect a trio of kids sporting simple brown robes on the cupola of a government building.

				With valor that would have done a PJ proud, the apprentices struggled to maintain a thin, fading gossamer shield surrounding them and their protectors while being pummeled relentlessly by bolts and streams of hellish lightning crackling from the taloned fingers of a monstrous Warlock. It hovered above them, laughing, leering while a flight of Flyborne circled eagerly, waiting for their shield to crumble.

				“Him,” Donovan ordered.

				One step ahead of you, Donnie-boy, but before Skip could line him up, their fragile shield disintegrated and the tallest of the three dropped to the ground, screaming as if his legs had been chopped off. His two peers tried to drag him away from the Warlock who landed right on top of them, easily deflecting the exhausted, clumsy attack of one of the Legionnaires with his own weapon, a spiked scepter. The Warlock, with casual arrogance, lifted the onion-shaped head of his weapon with exaggerated slowness, cackling at their terror. The next moment his head exploded like an overripe watermelon as a tungsten carbide incendiary round caught him dead center of his face.

				And that’s how it’s done, son.

				Shocked and praying, the Legionnaires kicked the carcass off the roof and yelled in triumph as its body smashed into the street below. One of the Legionnaires raised his arms at them in victory. Skip pumped his arms back in response.

				If the whole damn universe hadn’t known where they had been before, they sure as hell did now. The formerly eager circling Flyborne scattered like a bunch of startled pigeons and banked toward them.

				“Took long enough,” Donovan said, changed languages and ordered the others to four different points on the rampart. A diamond. Black-robes took the back point. Nice-legs took the front and the two Grays took the sides. The dual ten-man archer teams posted up in the middle and took their positions. Arrows knocked.

				Above them, a whole damn air division came screaming down at them.

				“Incoming,” Skip said to himself and put his eye to his scope.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 54

				They’d lost half their men. The only air support they had were three hopelessly outnumbered Gryphriders fighting for their lives against a hundred or more Flyborne.

				But the Legions of Nu’rome held.

				“It’s time!” Gavin yelled to his three brethren.

				One of the more advanced lessons they’d learned as Apprentices back at the Academy of the Shard was a tactic called spiritfighting. It was draining, dangerous and required far more concentration than ordinary attacks, but was positively lethal to tightly packed formations. Tailor made for it. They’d nicknamed it after Jack because he’d loved it so much. Jack-in-the-box.

				“Neesh,” each of them said, and four Quaranai slid back into their sheaths, much to the chagrin of a nearby Legionnaire. Together, the four donned their hoods and disappeared into Spirit, slipping into the darkness like mirages at night. They weaved their way through the onslaught of snarling bodies right up into the unsuspecting right flank of a group of fresh Drynn just preparing to hurl their javelins.

				I don’t think so.

				“Surprise, fuckers!” Noah screamed in an uncanny rendition of Jack, materializing out of thin air to unleash dual torrents of fire from each hand like a gunslinger with a couple of flamethrowers.

				At the same instant, Cirena flung a handful of sapphire-sized jewels of light. The instant they left her hand, they streaked like heat-seeker missiles toward the nearest victim, burrowed into its flesh and expanded in a greasy sizzle. Those struck immediately dropped and thrashed, tearing at their own chests while their innards were devoured by flame.

				And then the Shardyn disappeared again, only to reappear fifty feet away at different coordinates, unleashed four pinpricks of light that arced slowed over the Soldiers before blossoming into supernovas of sizzling light-blades. Like a payload of cluster bombs a tempest of death rained down and skewered, peppered and blasted through the Drynnian ranks like shrapnel.

				And then they disappeared again, slurping into the darkness. Sharks feeding on seals.

				* * *

				A starburst pierced the heavy darkness above the city, and for a moment, the silhouettes of a dozen long-winged Drynn lit up against the sky.

				“Fire!” Donovan roared, and the twang of fifteen Olympic archers letting loose their missiles hissed through the night as the black wizard dropped his arm. In midflight each arrow burst into flames, streaked like shooting stars and thunked into Drynnian bodies. And then it was dark again.

				As promised, Walkins was fulfilling his end; he’d fired four times with his .50 and had killed four Warlocks.

				“Shields!” Donovan yelled, and immediately the three points of the diamond threw up their magic, encapsulating every one of them under the overlapping strength of their Olympian might. Point four seconds later a magenta inferno hissed around them, blackening the ramparts and outer walls of the Olympic Hall, but despite their efforts to topple it, the Drynn had failed. The Hall was impressively constructed, and the two Warlocks that had made the attempt had met their fates at the business end of Walkins’s sights.

				“Do you think they have noticed us?” The black-robed wizard grunted with a twinkle in his eye. Sweat streamed down his rosy cheeks and his cone-shaped hat tumbled over his right eye as the flames continued to rage around them, just outside the protective field being provided for them.

				“Possibly,” Donovan rasped, amused that this wizard was enjoying himself.

				The moment the flames died, the shield went down and his amused Olympian Black Wizard unleashed his own flames, a giant ball of golden fire that shot into the sky like the Space Shuttle, only to break apart and go streaking after a flight of Flyborne still populating the skies. Eleven of them burst into flames as if hit by a surface-to-air-missiles. One got away.

				His Wizard was getting tired.

				Donovan locked on to the survivor like a tracking computer, put his rifle to his eye, picked his spot and squeezed the trigger. The men around him were getting used to the contraption of Earth and nodded with varying degrees of satisfaction as the Flyborne’s head snapped to the side before it tumbled out of the sky.

				“Holy shit, Donovan,” Walkins said with wide eyes, pointing to the ground. “They’re in the city.”

				Donovan followed the police chief’s finger and felt an unfamiliar stirring through his stomach. Walkins was right. And they weren’t Flyborne either; they were Soldiers. Sneaking.

				“The tunnels,” the White Witch whispered in alarm. The twang of two bows sounded.

				A flash of scalp-tightening heat washed over Donovan’s head. It made perfect sense now; why wouldn’t the Underworld utilize their strongest talents?

				Had Donovan the Offlander just been flanked?

				“Everybody back in the Tower,” he said quickly.

				This could be trouble.

				* * *

				Amanda waited with the rest of the Olympians, crossbow at the ready, its golden quarrel giving just enough light for her to see.

				“Are you scared?” Pyrk asked her, his tiny onyx eyes probing her thoughts. He’d chosen her left knee to wait for the apocalypse.

				No, I’m feeling just ducky over here, Pyrk. What the hell? She was trying to concentrate, trying to hear. “Yes,” she finally whispered through dry lips when she realized he was going to ask again.

				“Worry not, fair Enchantress, I shall protect you.”

				Yeah, from a stag beetle, she thought but gave her best smile and offered her forefinger to him as he insisted she do. With great formality he accepted it, put his lips to the top of her nail and then kissed it as if he had been bred in a medieval French court.

				Dwensolt looked on from her right. He was like a big tree in a storm, a compass she could get her bearings from.

				Every once in a while she’d feel the eyes of the Olympians looking her over. She couldn’t tell if it was curiosity, the crossbow, her boobs, but modesty at that moment was down on her list somewhere near five thousand fifty-four. Just as long as she wasn’t alone. Not now, not in these circumstances.

				Her heart rate had been so high for so long that she was already exhausted and she hadn’t even done anything. Nothing good ever came from a panic, Amanda. Be calm, be cool, be a protector...this is not over. Donovan was just upstairs, Gavin would come and rescue her, all she had to do was weather the storm, weather the storm, weather the storm... Okay, distraction, ask good questions and you’ll get good answers...what should I pay attention to...?

				The Olympians. She should get to know them better. Amanda personally liked the Fu Manchu jouster guys in all of their fancy armor. They reminded her of peacocks. Subdued peacocks, that was for sure, but still, their heads were up, their chests out...

				And then there were those three fierce, long-bearded Nordic-looking guys. Their helmets seemed a little plainer than everybody else’s, but solid, as if they’d seen action before. Two of them had huge, long hafted axes but the guy in the middle, the biggest and burliest of the three, had a sword the size of a kindergartener strapped to his back. He hadn’t even taken it out yet. His fire-copper hair fell in regal curls down his armor like lava down a volcano.

				Dwensolt stood suddenly. His eyes were wide. The red-headed Norseman she’d been staring at who hadn’t taken out his sword yet rectified that. There was something satisfying about the sound it made as the sword’s blade scraped against its sheath. He said something to his two companions and they immediately grabbed their axes.

				“They’re here,” Dwensolt said, and the certainty in his voice curdled Amanda’s stomach. “To arms, Olympians!”

				Pyrk disappeared as Amanda brought up her glowing crossbow and got ready to fire. With her other hand she patted the small of her back to verify for the ten thousandth time that Donovan’s .45 was still there. She still had four shots.

				A second later Pyrk re-appeared just inches away from Dwensolt’s face. “They are in the tunnels—”

				A now-familiar roar shook through the tower like when Asmodeous had tunneled under the Bastion back on Earth, conjuring memories from another night of terror. Following the initial bladder-withering roar were the yells of the jousters below and the squeal of terrified horses.

				“To the stables!” one of the Fu Manchus yelled, pulling his sword while dashing down the white stone stairs in a jangle of full plate armor. The rest of his team followed.

				“Spears,” the Nu’romian officer stationed in the Hall said to his seven Legionnaires. “To the stables.”

				The troop, or Contubernium in Nu’romian, followed behind them. The Vikings, however, as well as the three gigantic Minotaurs did not. They were watching Dwensolt.

				“It’s not just the stables, Dwensolt,” Pyrk said in a tone Amanda had never heard before. “They’re coming from the tunnel on the other side of the banquet room. There are many.”

				Additional yells and battle-cries joined the jousters already downstairs as metal clanged against metal and human bellows clashed against Drynnian roars. Outside too, Amanda heard screams. Panic seized her. Oh my God, there are tunnels all through Nu’rome!

				Dwensolt said something in magic and after the second syllable his eyes began to ribbon with light the way Gavin’s did when he was about to do something magical.

				About twenty feet away was a double door—huge, ornate and thick. The stone tiles just before those doors began to smoke like burned bread in an oven and then as if by some invisible hand, liquid emerald mystic runes began to carve themselves in the stones. It was Amanda’s first experience with the facial expressions of Minotaurs. No different than anybody else’s really. Their jaws separated and their bodies coiled. The sharp tang of musk filled the room. When the writing stopped, Dwensolt put a finger to his lips and though both of his eyes were in her direction, neither one of them was focused on her.

				Between the clamor and yells downstairs, the screams and undeniable stench of ash, blood and Drynn from outside, Amanda was surprised at how calm she was. I am a protector. I will protect Pyrk, he’s small. I will protect Dwensolt, he’s old. I will protect the Minotaurs...they might be mistaken for hamburgers. She actually laughed at her own stupidity, but that was better than hyperventilating, right? All she had to do was weather the storm... Donovan would come for her, he was right upstairs, and besides, everybody here raise their hand if they’ve ever met Asmodeous the Pale and lived to tell about it? No? How about if you’ve ever pumped a couple of shotgun rounds right into his fat fucking chest, anybody...?

				With the exception of the heavy, bovine breathing emanating from her hamburger friends, the sounds of the end of the world receded into the distance. She felt as if she were in a bubble, a submarine with depth charges dropping all around them.

				And then one hit.

				* * *

				Caesar Tiberius Au’nauthiatu stood outside in the spring night, looking out at a city in flames from his imperial patio, dressed in full battle armor. Seventeen thousand years this city had stood, and today, ante diem III Id. Mart of the 17th Age would be the day Nu’rome fell.

				And he would go down in history for that.

				The screams of his people rode the whorls of fire like echoes in a nightmare.

				They’d come in through the tunnels. Nobody had shut the tunnels. In fact it had been his orders to make sure they remained open in case they needed paths to run. Why hadn’t anybody told him?

				Why did I arrest Legatus Dakanon? The numb lucidity that unfolded in his mind reached out with cold fingers and made him look, shoved his face at the truth and all its terrible glory. This is your fault. Your petty fears, your childish ego...this is your fault.

				There was no more army. His cavalry was gone. The last bastion of his defenses were making their stand at the North Gate, slowly being slaughtered, and the damnable thing about it was that he’d been given a chance. Many chances.

				Only now did it become clear that the North Gate attack had been a feint. They’d been after the Sanctuaries the whole time, even while they pummeled Nu’rome’s army.

				He should have listened to the Shardyn.

				“Food,” his Captain of the Guard growled. “That is what we are to them. Cattle.”

				The small number of reserves he’d held in the city itself, his very own elite Cesarean Guard were too few in number to challenge the invaders, but Au’nauthiatu ordered the attack anyway. He’d hidden long enough. The only modicum of comfort he might draw yet from this day was that they wouldn’t find him cowering in some cellar; these spawns of hell would taste his steel before they took any bites out of him.

				He’d noticed that they had spared two great ships in the central harbor after wiping out the crews and were now using them as their cattle ships, a place where the Flyborne would drop the unfortunate citizens who had been snatched. No. If the Caesar was going to die today, it would be burying his sword in the enemy’s throat.

				And he had a poison capsule under his tongue filled with basilisk blood. Just in case.

				“Draw swords.”

				* * *

				The first Drynn through the doors died without ever knowing what hit him. The moment his taloned foot put pressure on the stone tile, his milky, alien eyes seemed to lock onto Amanda’s, widening in an unbelievably human expression of “uh-oh.” Then he disappeared in an explosion of green fire. The detonation blew back toward the emerging Drynn and for a couple of long seconds there was silence.

				Downstairs the battle continued. The Minotaurs were the most eager. Hulking by the sides of the doors they stood with their spears brandished, brown, whiteless eyes waiting for Dwensolt’s signal. A moment later another Drynn came flying into the room full throttle, but even at top speed the mystic runes engraved from the ceiling burst down, turning the charging creature into a green, fiery cannonball of ghastly, gurgling death. The stench was sickly sweet and overwhelming. Amanda gagged.

				Another one came and met a similar fate, this time from the runes on the left side of the door.

				An eerie silence followed. Amanda could hear the Drynn discussing their options, could even understand some of their guttural syllables because of the ring on her right ring finger. The last set of runes on the right side of the doors glimmered in anticipation like venom off a spider’s mandibles. Amanda clearly picked up the word “through” and “wall.”

				“They’re gonna come through the wall!” she said and no sooner did the last word fly from her mouth did the granite wall to the left of the doors explode outward, sending a hail of rocky shrapnel straight toward them.

				They all ducked—Minotaurs, Vikings and Amanda—but before a single fragment touched them, they sparked off a thin field of emerald light projected by Dwensolt’s staff.

				The first Drynn through the gaping hole was hurled back by a spear thrown full strength by the first of the three Minotaurs. Even the vaunted Drynnian chestplate crumpled by the force. It disappeared, legs up, in a gurgle. The same fate was met by the next. Amanda held up her crossbow to her eye and waited for the sign of movement.

				“Everyone behind me,” Dwensolt said quietly. “Quickly.”

				Nobody had to be told twice. The Norsemen and the Minotaurs departed their posts with alacrity just in time for a wall of crimson fire to roar through the hall, combusting the priceless rugs and tapestries of the chamber. Even the marble blackened.

				But they were all safe behind Dwensolt’s shield. Almost casually Dwensolt dug into one of the myriad pouches he had lurking in his robes. “Ah, here they are,” he said and took out a handful of small, spherical pinecones.

				“Pinecones?” Amanda asked.

				He laughed his phlegmy smoker’s laugh. “Behold their despair.”

				The moment the red flames died two Soldiers rushed the room leading with huge, circular black shields. Dwensolt tossed the pinecones at them with a grunt, and they all beheld...

				...what might as well have been cannon fire, because the resulting green explosions blew the onrushing Drynn apart like cans of tomato sauce. Ears ringing, crossbow raised, Amanda scanned the smoke and saw a hulking silhouette gripping a staff.

				It was a Warlock. It was huge. It was looking at her.

				“Greetings, cattle,” he said with a leer, showing his teeth in a toothy smile. His voice was low and grating, almost staccato, but held intent. Personality even. He was so large that he was actually looking down from the hole. She could hear his leathery wings scraping against the walls as he moved closer. “And what sort of toys are we playing today, little cattle?”

				It was eight against one, the Warlock the only one left—for now at least—but nobody was charging. Nobody was even moving. The crossbow was so slick with her sweat that it felt like it was going to squirt out of her hands any second. She could hit him through that hole...

				Not yet, Amanda, came a whisper on the currents of her thoughts. Donovan? Or her imagination. He wants to play, so let him. Give him a little taste of what he’s looking for...

				“Put down your little toys, cattle, and I shall grant you clemency. Not all are to be devoured.”

				Amanda’s hands were shaking and that was no act. He’d have to be three feet away for her to have a shot at hitting him. The Warlock smiled again, sensing this, only his teeth looked bigger this time.

				He took a step forward. The floor thumped with his weight and the sound of his claws on the rubble of the room reminded her of a construction truck backhoe scraping against pavement.

				Why isn’t anybody doing anything? Nobody was shifting, mumbling, planning. She could feel Dwensolt behind her, see two of the Minotaurs through her peripheral vision, but they were frozen.

				He was a Warlock. Warlocks did magic.

				“What’s your name, she-cattle?” he asked. He took another step. Leathery wings. Thud. Claws. “No? Too frightened?” Step. Thud. Claws. Rasp. “Because I am feeling gracious, she-cattle, and I am intrigued by your resistance to my power, I will give you one last moment—” Step. Thud. Claws. Rasp. “To put down your toy and taste my mercy.”

				Her hands were shaking like a handful of leaves on an idling lawnmower. “Or,” Amanda said, trying to swallow but failing. What would Donovan do? What would Donovan say?

				“Or what, little she-cattle?” Step. Thud. Claws. Rasp. Her hands stopped shaking.

				“Or you could go fuck yourself.”

				Amanda fired point blank. The golden quarrel hit the Warlock so hard that his entire, enormous, monstrous frame was blown back against the wall he’d come through. Even before the widening, burning hole in his chest could properly register, Amanda had already pulled back the lever and was firing again. “Or you could go fuck your mother!” she screamed and shot him in the face, which disintegrated into a mess of purple blood and charred bones. “Or you could go fuck...Krakenwood!” She fired again. Arms pulled her back and suddenly the Warlock’s corpse was being impaled by Minotaur spears. “Die motherfucker, die, die!”

				And die he did.

				* * *

				Donovan arrived just in time to see Amanda’s last shot, Dwensolt grabbing a hold of her and the Minotaurs savaging of the Warlock’s corpse. It must have been quite a show; half the artifacts in the vast hall were on fire or charred and there were two gaping holes in the wall behind the Warlock along with two other Soldier corpses.

				“I did it, Donovan, I fucking killed him!”

				Donovan gave her a nod and concentrated on the clash of steel and the grunts of men coming from below. Outside he heard the running of boot soles and the wails of fear among the roar of leaping predators.

				This city was done.

				Right behind Donovan came Ladom’er, then the Black Wizard and then everyone else. Within fifteen seconds everybody was downstairs.

				They hadn’t lost a single man.

				“How many downstairs, Druid?” Ladom’er asked, eyeing the carbon-stained crumbled hole and the smoking, mutilated corpses of the Drynn.

				“How the bloody hells should I know?” Dwensolt said and jabbed his staff at the Warlock carcass. “I was occupied.”

				“Where’s the Sprite? Pyrk!” Donovan yelled. He found him with his Othersight a moment before he appeared.

				“Seventeen Soldiers and a Warlock fighting eleven jousters, four Legionnaires and three angry Northmen,” Pyrk said, appearing six inches away from Donovan. “But more are coming.”

				“How many more?”

				Pyrk seemed uncertain.

				Donovan shook his head in irritation. “Go find out.”

				“Yes, Donovan,” Pyrk said and then zipped off.

				He felt Ladom’er’s stare. “To think that only two days past you were barely familiar with the alphabet. That is impressive even by Elven standards.”

				“I learn quickly,” Donovan answered and glanced downstairs.

				Skip rushed up against the window. “Holy shit, they’re everywhere,” he said in English. “There are those kids we saved...oh my God....” He brought his hand to his mouth.

				The flare of deep, vivid blue in Skip’s aura told Donovan what the police chief was going to do even before he did it. “Cover me,” Skip barked, dropped the fifty and took off outside, drawing his revolver as he ran.

				Idiot. That’s how you want to die.

				Amanda threw herself against the wall, crossbow knocked, and just started firing, eliciting a scream and a crash off her first shot. “They’re everywhere!” she screamed, pulled back on the lever and was firing again. The streets were mostly black. The only light came from the occasional lonely globe of desolate violet light, thrashing and swirling against the darkness of the Drynn, but it was in that darkness that Donovan watched a forty-two-year-old police chief dash into the street.

				“Well, go out and help him!” Amanda yelled.

				Donovan stared at her for a micro-second. Little grasshopper, indeed.

				Donovan turned to the others. “Shall we add to our totals?” he asked and then kicked the double doors open. He walked straight out into the dark street, rifle in hand, Ladom’er on his left, the black wizard on his right. Thirty archers followed, and then came Amanda and Dwensolt.

				His mind processed everything at the speed of light—seven charging Horde closing on Skip. Thirteen Flyborne descending, led by a wounded Warlock. In one smooth motion Donovan brought his rifle to his eye, locked his target and fired in under a quarter of a second. The powerful crack of the rifle bit into the night, alien in its violence, and the lead Drynn’s head snapped back as his eye burst into jelly. As well as a good part of his head.

				Sensing movement from above him, Donovan swiveled and fired another shot, blowing the wing joint of a Flyborne apart. It shrieked and plunged to the ground, head first. It continued to snap and claw itself up to an attacking position.

				“Clear the skies!” he yelled and then went back to work on the original seven, picking them apart with the surgical precision of a satellite tracking system. The sudden symphony of twanging bows sang into the night, followed by the hiss of thirty arrows and the inevitable shriek of the impaled, the rain of their blood splashing on the cobblestone.

				Ladom’er stole Donovan’s last victim and put an arrow right through his open mouth. “Mustn’t have you taking all the medals, Offlander.”

				Skip led the two terrified apprentices and single Legionnaire through the wall of knocked arrows straight back into the doors of the Hall. Once inside, one by one the archers filed in, each one covering the other. Twice Donovan’s rifle barked and twice a Flyborne dropped.

				He made sure he was the last one back in. His journey to godhood progressed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 55

				It was just Gavin and Noah now. They’d all been split up and swallowed by chaos.

				Around them were bodies piled six feet high, many Drynnian, more Nu’romian, and every time Gavin stepped, his boot slurped.

				“Why aren’t they attacking?” he asked Noah in a ragged, exhausted breath. He simply had nothing left. All this, one day after their ride of slaughter from the Pale Gate? He was cooked. The human body could only endure so long. Everyone had a breaking point, and Gavin had just broken. His consciousness was little more than the crackle of a short between wires. A wall of fatigue, of sleepiness more powerful than terror crushed down on him, ground out his thoughts like a like a falling continent.

				I think that’ll about do it for me, he thought. He staggered, looked for Noah, couldn’t find her. Where’d she go?

				Out of the periphery of his consciousness, Gavin sensed the shadow, the attack to come and in reflex, on instinct he threw up his cocoon and watched his world change to a scarlet, phosphorous ball of napalm.

				Had Noah not been there to join him, there probably wouldn’t have been enough of him to put on a pizza. In fact, the fire was so violent, so powerful that he could feel its heat even through their joint cocoon. It was collapsing. His Wellspring had run dry hours ago. He was using his lifeforce now.

				His soul.

				When the flames receded, Gavin’s already considerably bleak world became a sadistic joke of fate.

				Hulking at least eight feet tall, encased in blacksteele armor that seemed to absorb light instead of reflect it was the Lord of the Soldiers. With the exception of Asmodeous the Pale himself, this was about as bad as things could get.

				“Greetings Shardyn,” the Drynn-lord said with a smile promising dark terrors. His cavernous, grating voice seemed to reach right out and squeeze Gavin’s entrails. “You are the only warriors in this whole skirmish worth killing myself.” The Drynn-lord clanged his enormous crimson-flamed two-handed sword (which he carried in one clawed fist) against the black shield with the crest of the black sun chased in ruby. Each time the metal hit, icicles stabbed into Gavin’s brain.

				Gavin turned to Noah and Noah turned to Gavin. Old, familiar eyes met, and tomes were exchanged. The clanging stopped.

				“I have waited ten thousand lifetimes for this moment,” the Drynn-lord said, bringing his sword to his face so that his milky amber eyes could look through the crossguard, burning with malice and hunger.

				“Do you have one more in you?” Gavin asked her in English. It was more of a gasp actually, but she heard him. Her eyebrows went up as if to say, “like we have a choice.”

				He looked around at the carnage, up at the three enormous Warlocks circling hungrily above, back at the Drynn-lord, and somewhere deep, on the other side of his soul, a dry, analytical, objective part of his subconscious calmly informed him that this was the spot where he was going to die.

				He gave it a glance. Not a bad place to go as glorious deaths went and frankly, if he’d been by himself, he just might have folded. But Noah was here. Gavin loved her too much to not fight.

				He sighed and she sighed and the Drynn-lord smiled.

				“On your guard, cattle,” he said and took a step forward.

				* * *

				Tarsidion swung and swung and swung, eyes wide, lips peeled back in a constant snarl. Blood sprayed into the air from his cleaving blade. He was immersed in a trance of sick ecstasy, a sense of freedom from responsibility—a justification for bloodshed and wanton destruction. The burning in his arms was ignored, the pain across his back unprocessed. He clenched his teeth so hard he might have cracked them, and swung and swung again.

				To his right was Cirena, her violet eyes dancing in bloodlust, white teeth splashed with her own blood that ran into her mouth from an ugly gash half an inch from her left eye. Together they weaved a dance of death and destruction, so in tune to each other’s bodies and spirits that they entered the coveted and sacred realm within their mindscapes once explained to them by the Seneschal as “The Formless.”

				There they were perfect. Flawless. And they killed everything.

				It wasn’t until he realized that there was no more enemies to swing at did Tarsidion return to his body, to the present, where he was immediately besieged by silver specks on the perimeter of his vision and cramping, failing muscles. He collapsed to one knee, struggling to stay conscious against the white haze that washed over his senses like a riptide.

				A minute passed, maybe a year, but when he finally looked up he saw Cirena’s radiantly wasted face shining down on him. There was dried blood smeared through her hair and bits of bone clinging to her chin. Behind her were the remaining survivors of Nu’rome’s vaunted 2nd Legion. Out of the more than five thousand Legionnaires it had once contained, barely twenty were left. Shell-shocked, pale and barely alive, their faces nevertheless burned with awe and disbelief at what they’d been witness to. That they were still alive.

				Tarsidion pushed off his good knee to stand but was stabbed by a bolt of pain in his side and belly. It was then that he realized he was bleeding. A lot.

				* * *

				Not only was the Soldier Lord gigantic, but he was a master at his weapon and for the first time their Quaranais didn’t simply vaporize whatever they came in contact with. Sparks of pale blue clashed against crimson and cascaded around them like storms of fireflies. Noah came in from the left and Gavin from the right, blurring, striking and feinting, twirling and slashing.

				They couldn’t get through his guard.

				“You’re breathing hard, Shardyn,” he growled with a dark upward twisting of his eggplant-colored lips. His upper fangs protruded slightly from his jaw.

				“That’s because you haven’t had the week I’ve had,” Gavin gasped. He was so exhausted he didn’t have the energy to be hopeless. His sword no longer poured off light; it barely managed to gleam. And even if they somehow took him down, what about that trio of Warlocks circling above?

				“Asmodeous desires that I bring you to him unspoiled, Stavengre, come with me willingly and I will spare your friends. On that you have my word.”

				This again?

				“The word of a Drynn?” Noah asked. At least she wasn’t breathing so hard.

				“Name a single instance a Drynn did not uphold his word,” the Drynn-lord said, turning his full attention to her. Of all the castes, the Soldiers were the most human. His eyes were both feral and intelligent, speaking even of a personality—a rational, logical and calculating mind. Very, very, very bad news. “You cannot, can you?” he asked. “That’s because the word of a Drynn is his life. A Drynn who lies is a Drynn who dies, from any of the castes.” He then spit. “We have more honor than Men, Sur Noahvden. A Drynn never kills its own. Not like your kind.”

				“I’ve never heard a Drynn speak so much,” Gavin said, thankful for the moment to rest.

				“I already fed,” he said, wiping off a crust of dried blood from the side of his mouth. He grinned. “Accept Lord Deos’s offer of clemency, spare your friends and your woman huddling in terror in the Hall of Olympians.”

				Gavin must have given something away. Damn exhaustion.

				“Oh yes, the Hall is besieged as we parlay. Such valiant creatures, these Olympians.” He smacked his lips. “Succulent.”

				“Tell your master that after careful consideration of his most generous offer, he can shove his offer up his ass sideways.”

				The Drynn-lord smiled again, revealing ivory teeth. “I had hoped you would say that.” With a flash of his eyes his great sword flared like a sun, bursting in bloody light. “Then I shall bring him your head and your heart on spikes.” He stepped forward.

				The Warlocks circled above.

				* * *

				Decurion Rashauk’s flight of three huddled just outside the East Wall in a copse of trees, camouflaged by Roland’s craft. Bloody, exhausted and wounded, their mounts were no longer capable of anything more than short bursts of flight.

				Too terrible to be real, the screams of the dying drifted through the darkness like blood in a river, and the most damnable thing about it was that they were helpless. If they helped, they died, as would the one helped.

				“Look there,” Roland whispered.

				Rashauk followed his finger and saw two pale lights cutting the air.

				“The Shardyn fight yet, even for a city that rejected them.” Roland stood.” Mount up,” he said.

				The Gryphons lifted wary heads. Long ago they had learned the tongues of men. On all of Theia, there were no greater steeds. They could think. They had honor.

				After they’d mounted, Decurion Rashauk lifted his lance and spurred it forward.

				“Ascend!”

				* * *

				Noah was down to a knee but still fighting. She’d gotten clipped even through the protection of her cloak and armor and was now bleeding freely out of the side of her belly, staining the already bloody ground with fresh scarlet. Gavin attacked with everything he had but he was sloppy, overcommitting and wincing each time his Quaranai smashed into the Soldier Lord’s blade.

				“Will you not reconsider, cattle? Come with me and I’ll spare your brethren.”

				“Don’t even think about it,” she gasped in English, pressing her palm to her side to stop the blood spilling between her fingers and onto her armor. “I’d rather die.”

				I know. So would I.

				Gavin attacked again. Deflected. The Drynn-lord was toying with him. Gavin couldn’t even lift his blade anymore. The point dragged on the ground. Each breath was broken razor blades in his throat. He pulled his Quaranai off the ground and held it with both hands in front of him, arms trembling.

				“Goodbye, Sur Stavengre of the Seven App—”

				Twin bolts of lighting speared down from the heavens and crackled full force into the Soldier Lord’s back on the cries of three screaming Gryphons.

				The Drynn-lord roared and arched his back in shock and pain, and in that moment, Gavin summoned every ounce of everything he’d ever fought for, everything he’d ever loved, and launched his whole body at him.

				He would either kill or die.

				Noah mirrored him and together, they hit the Drynn-lord from both sides. Even as the creature’s body convulsed from the electricity eating his flesh, he blocked Gavin’s blade with such force that Gavin’s arm went numb. And his blade went flying.

				Noah’s blade, however, plunged right under his pit, through his armor and came out the opposite shoulder. His following spasm ripped her Quaranai right out of her grasp. He staggered, her blade buried in his body and with a mind-numbing strength, he grasped the hilt of the Quaranai inside his flesh and began to pull.

				Gavin was vaguely aware of the screams and crackles of magic above them but neither of them dared to take their eyes off the Lord of Soldiers. Like a nightmare, Gavin watched him pull Noah’s entire Quaranai out of his body and when the tip of her blade exited, there was stream of blood that splashed the ground. His eyes flared and then fluttered and then closed, yet he remained erect, swaying like a freshly sawed tree.

				Just die, damn you, Gavin thought. Because I don’t have anything left to kill you with... He spied his Quaranai sticking in the ground at an angle, not three feet from his leg. Gavin extended a trembling hand to summon it but didn’t even have enough in his Wellspring for that. Which meant he was going to have to get it the old-fashioned way. Up close and personal.

				Noah tried to stand. By instinct he was by her side, guiding her up, risking a glance at the sky that was a swirl of Gryphon feathers, sizzling magic and the roar of Warlocks.

				“How bad?” he asked. Blood wasn’t spurting but still came in a steady flow that went down her stomach, to her legs and boots and then to the ground. It wasn’t stopping. “We have to get you out of your armor—”

				“Leave it on or take it off, it makes no difference to me.”

				In numb, disbelieving, irritated horror, Gavin watched the Drynn-lord open his eyes and grin. How could he still be alive? Nothing could survive that. In one hand the Drynn gripped his sword and in the other...Noah’s Quaranai. Gavin’s Quaranai remained teasingly at his foot, hardly a stride away.

				“I shall dine on your flesh the same.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 56

				“Time to go,” Donovan rasped.

				There were a lot of dead bodies in the stables, both Drynnian and Olympian, but the home team were the ones still standing.

				“Don’t suppose you got a plan, Donnie-boy?” Skip asked. He’d never look at Donovan the same way again, how he’d just kicked open those doors and laid waste to everything around him like nothing he’d ever seen before. That one was going in the vault.

				“We take the tunnels.”

				Skip sagged. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” He’d gotten his fill of cramped spaces for the rest of his life back at the Pass of Almitra.

				“And you owe me again.”

				“Nope. That was for leaving me to freeze to death back at Blackburn Cemetery. You taking point?”

				“No,” he said and slipped on his red-lensed Aviators. “Dwensolt is.”

				The old Druid froze. He gripped his staff, wriggled his unibrow and turned to face Donovan. “Why would you presume that I know where to go?” he asked.

				“Because you are an Arch-Druid.”

				Clearly this wasn’t common knowledge because even in the company of such high caliber magic-users, Dwensolt got a lot of looks, most of them respectful. Mostly. The old man’s shoulders seemed to sag ever so slightly. “I was once.”

				Donovan took a step forward. “You know things, don’t you, Dwensolt?”

				Easy, Donnie-boy, I was just starting to like you.

				“I do. Donovan.” Now that the initial shock of his secret was out, Dwensolt had composed himself. Was calm. Watchful.

				“Tell us,” he said and looked around at the assembled survivors of the Fall of Nu’rome—the magic-casters, the archers, Amanda, the two kids and the Legionnaire they’d just saved. “Where do we go to make our stand against the Drynn? Where can we go that is unassailable?”

				Dwensolt was silent for a long time, stroking his frizzled beard. In that silence, they could hear distant screams, breaking glass and the sporadic roars of the conquerors.

				Nobody said the obvious. There was a city dying out there and it wasn’t over. The roars were getting closer, more frequent.

				Dwensolt finally spoke, “I know where we can go.”

				“Then lead the way,” Donovan said and indicated the tunnel.

				“It will be perilous,” Dwensolt warned.

				“More so than out there?” Donovan replied with a jerk of his thumb in the direction of the city. “Lead the way. Now.”

				Dwensolt stood, gave them all a long, good pass and then turned to face the tunnel.

				“This way,” Dwensolt said and stepped into the dark.

				* * *

				“It’s a good thing the Seneschal isn’t here,” Gavin muttered to Noah. “Because he has both of our Quaranais.”

				Somehow, Noah smiled.

				“Though I am eager to drink of your valiance, Shardyn,” the Drynn-lord said with a stiff grin, “you fought well. You may choose who I kill first.” The points of his sharp, carnivorous teeth showed themselves in his smile.

				In English, Gavin asked, “Any ideas?”

				“Harsh language?” Noah offered.

				It started out as a smile and changed to a laugh that wouldn’t stop.

				“Yes,” the Drynn-lord said, slapping his thigh. He was grinning himself. “Only a true champion could laugh in the face of death. I will be sure to leave a scribe to write of your deeds.” He slapped his thigh again—a heavy rap of bone against metal. “You are my best kills yet. Farewell, Shard—”

				A fist-sized purple sphere streaked down from the rider of a Gryphon above and detonated in the Drynn-lord’s chest. Like a trapped Roman Candle the sphere burned and sputtered and ate into the Drynn-lord’s armor. Gavin launched himself at the Lord of Soldiers before he even knew what he was doing, before his body could deny him. Four strides, a somersault and with good timing Gavin snatched his blade right out of the ground, avoided a monstrous foot from descending on his head, sprang up and drove his Quaranai right under his armpit. The purple sphere was still writhing in his breast, sparking and sizzling as he thrashed in pain.

				There was the scream of a Gryphon, talons, a lance and a bolt of purple lightning.

				When the smoke cleared, the Lord of Soldiers lay face down, scorched, slashed and impaled. The Gryphons landed heavily and on them were two men, Roland the Sorcerer—what a sight for bloodied eyes—and Gryphrider Decurion Rashauk Arkeides. Small world; Gavin knew his cousin.

				They’d just saved their lives.

				“How badly is she hurt?” Roland asked.

				“She’s bleeding out,” Gavin said. “Can you help her?”

				“Yes, but not here.” Roland looked up at the sky and then at the grounds around them. “They’ll be coming back. Soon.”

				Gavin tried to shut out the sound of tens of thousands of screams. Who knew how many had hidden in the sanctuaries? Now trapped and penned and devoured like cattle. Slaughtered. And all those hearts and brains for Deos...how would they ever stop him?

				“Can your Gryphons ride?” Noah asked. Her face was way too pale.

				Roland turned to his mounts and asked them. The two wounded, majestic creatures regarded the four passengers warily. They both gave a nod though it was anything but enthusiastic. “Then we must leave now. I will treat her wounds in the air.”

				Decurion Rashauk cleared his throat. “To where shall we go?”

				Once again, just like always, all heads turned his way, even Noah’s. The dark air around them swirled with the cries of the helpless, the guttural growls of the Underworld, distorted and distant and utterly haunting.

				This would not be the fate of mankind.

				Even if that meant joining the very people who’d killed his father, hunted down and butchered his brethren and destroyed his homeland. The very ones who’d released the Drynn in the first place.

				Everybody was still looking at him.

				“We go to Vambrace,” he said. “I have a plan.”

				There would be a dawn for Man.

				* * *

				Cirena lay next to Tarsidion. Her old friend had slipped into unconsciousness. He’d be dead by morning. There was no way to stop his bleeding. Her Wellspring had long ago run dry and her life force was nearly spent as well.

				“There are no words in any language that could express our profound admiration and gratitude for what you did for us,” came an earnest, uncharacteristically emotional voice from the last Centurion of the 2nd Legion. Even though he was five feet away from her, he was difficult to make out. The smoke. The darkness.

				Cirena could only nod. The only part of her that had not been used in their fight was her tears. They ran down her face, unabashed.

				Freely.

				“I would offer aid if I had it to give,” the Centurion continued. He was almost dead himself; his left arm was a bloody mess and half of his face had been charred, including the crest on his helmet, leaving only melted stubble. “But we must march on the enemy.”

				All twenty of you? Cirena thought but didn’t ask. It was as good a way to die as any.

				“Should we live this day, the glory of the Knights of the Shard will be sung as loudly as our ancestors. We are forever in your debt.” The Centurion took a deep breath and addressed the youngest of his survivors, a boy barely older than sixteen who’d fought like a wolverine. “You. Make your way to the 4th Legion at the Kavroks and tell them everything. Everything.”

				“Centurion, please, let me march with you to—”

				“Do not let my last order be of disciplining a defiant private. Do as I say.”

				“Yes, Centurion,” the private said, snapped his heels together and saluted.

				“Know this, Centurion,” Cirena said. “The valor of you and of your men will be proclaimed for the next ten thousand years. Go with God.” She hardened her face. “And kill them all.”

				There was approving movement in his ranks. He nodded and then turned.

				“At the ready!” he called out, and his rag-tag band of survivors formed new lines, crisp despite their exhaustion and pain. “Let it never be said that the 2nd Legion stood by idly as its Mother called. Into the city! Spare not a single Drynn!”

				His small army quietly, but passionately, gave him an “ah-ooomp!”

				“Legion...march!” And then they were marching away. Toward their deaths.

				You have restored my faith in Men, Nu’romians. Farewell.

				The eerie silence of aftermath surrounded her. The night was dead. Not a single natural thing stirred. Cirena lay next to Tarsidion and ran her fingers softly through his bloody and sweaty locks. She whispered in his ear.

				I won’t leave you. I’ll stay ’til the end.

				She then cuddled up to him, spooned with him, pressed her palm against the gash in his side and stomach, kissed his neck and then threw her cloak over the top of them.

				With the last of her lifeforce, they disappeared into spirit.

				* * * * *

			

		

	
		
			
				It started with five knights and two men willing to risk it all to kill the Lord of the Underworld.

				Find out how it all began in Drynn, book one of Last of the Shardryn, available now!
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				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.
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