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   Acknowledgments tend to be boring, so allow me to offer you some special little known details about some key people involved in the awesomeness of this book:
 
    
 
   Ronald O'Rourke (who will be playing Lyric in the upcoming Demon Singer trailer) is a giant of a man. He hates brick walls and regularly crushes them into dust... with his pinky toe.

Red Sand Beach on Kaihalulu Bay in Hawaii used to be white. It's red now because that's where Ron has all the brick dust shipped. We expect that soon Red Beach will become known as Red Sand Dunes.

Eventually Ron will have crushed enough bricks to build an enormous castle for his children. No one has yet been brave enough to point out to Ron that that will likely require all his red dust be formed into bricks.

Ron also single handedly trained 106 mustangs to travel only in configurations that spell out his initials. If you wonder if those are cars or horses the answer is yes
 
   Laura Fortman (who will be playing Acheron in the upcoming Demon Singer trailer) manages to find light in the darkest places. A foolish king once bet her she couldn't find a spark at the bottom of a bottomless well. Laura dove in head first and searched for over a year. It seemed to the kingdom that she would fail her challenge when Laura decided to shoot the laws of physics the bird and begin glowing.
 
   Her glow grew into a pillar of fire so bright it forcibly evicted every shadow in the bottomless well. Those shadows fled so fast that they actually traveled backward in time and told her story. That is why today we have the legend of the Phoenix.
 
   Laura has also won by popular election the mayorship of Strawberryville. She is now responsible for all the legislation and community health of every strawberry on the planet.
 
   Maijel Chisolm (who will be playing Cadence in the upcoming Demon Singer trailer) has led the charge to ban mermaid fishing for the last 13 seconds. 
 
   
She also organized a 600 piece orchestra of kangaroos to beat out the Canadian national anthem on the world's largest xylophones. Even though she isn't Canadian... as far as we know. To make it a challenge for herself she wouldn't allow the 'roos to use their arms or feet. They had to use their ears.
 
   
Maijel is also the first human to master the mystical power of ostrich running. Not to be confused with ostrich racing, ostrich running involves running like an ostrich. Forever dissatisfied with mediocre, Ms. Chisolm runs like a cracked out ostrich trying to escape a herd of butterflies. Why? Because butterflies are scary.
 
   Cathy Phillips (who will be playing Lisian in the upcoming Demon Singer trailer) once told a blue whale she could beat him in a swim race. The whale, whose name was Sven, scoffed at her claim and promised to run for president if she could.
 
   Cathy began training that very day, participating in every single marathon, triathlon, tough mudder, hopscotch competition and bake-off she could find. She would win the competitions secretly and donate her awards and acclaim to various other individuals.
 
   The time came to race and Cathy passed Sven eight times in their 3 lap race.
 
   Eventually, she grew fatigued and stopped to squelch a fight between Ursula the sea witch and king Triton, because resolving the differences between giant fictional sea characters relaxes her.
 
   Sven is expected to announce his candidacy later this year.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1 demon ties
 
    
 
    
 
   The woman at the center of the blast zone gave him a briefly interested up and down before her light violet eyes dismissed him and flicked to the other occupants of the room.  Her gaze fell on Master Lomong, a mountainous man sitting on the floor against a pillar carved with ancient symbols forgotten by all but a handful of people on the planet.  Delicate nostrils flared slightly, she headed straight for him, back erect, hips swaying and curves wondrously immune to the surly demands of gravity.
 
   The only man standing - the same one she had dismissed as unimportant - came to his senses.  He sang a low soothing note, and instantly she was back in front of him, nose to nose, staring intently into his eyes.  His lower back spasmed into a knot at the proximity of her lips to his.  
 
   “It was you who brought me here. Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Lyric.”  
 
   “That's a stupid name. What are you, Lyric?”  She seemed to stare at him, but her gaze did not quite focus on his face. It was as though she looked into him.   “There’s something different about you.”  
 
   “I’m a soul singer, a protector of the Score of Creation.”  Lyric met her gaze calmly, even though her nearness made him feel anything but calm.
 
   The woman cocked her head thoughtfully to the side, staring at Lyric through those dazzling eyes. 
 
   "So, really, you have no idea either."
 
   Master Lomong slowly picked himself up from the floor.
 
   “And what is your name Verger?”
 
   “Verger?” As she turned to look at Lyric's voice instructor, her tinkling laugh made every Y chromosome in the room smile happily. “Don't insult me.” Turning back to Lyric a delicate hand reached for his neck.
 
   Move you idiot!  His brain screamed at his frozen body.  He could not account for his certainty, but he had no doubt that this creature was far more deadly than any Verger he had heard of.  Furthermore, he was certain that if she decided to kill everyone in the room he would not be able to stop her, even though he was responsible for her presence.  She smiled knowingly, as though amused by his secret thoughts, and the knot in his back pulsed.  To his surprise, she did not attack.  Instead, she hooked a finger in the silver chain that encircled his neck and pulled the soul singer pendant out of his shirt.  Almost lovingly, she caressed it with her thumb. “You wanted power sweetie, you got it."  Her eyes moved from the pendant back to his, she leaned in close enough for him to feel her hot breath on his skin.   "You overshot your mark... by a lot.  My name is Acheron.  But I’m no Verger."  Icy fear filled Lyric's stomach.   The room stopped breathing in shock.
 
   “You’re a demon?” again, Lomong regained his composure first and spoke.
 
   “Demoness,” she corrected absently, tucking the pendant back in Lyric’s shirt. She patted his chest, electricity shot through him at her touch.  She slithered around the perimeter of the blast zone, looking curiously at the carvings on the columns and the walls. “And it looks to me like this is the fabled Soul Singers Guild.  One of the few sanctuary’s of the Composer that no hellion has been able to penetrate.  Aren't I the lucky girl?" She gestured casually at one of the glyphs, "That one’s wrong by the way."
 
   She spun on a booted heel to face Lomong.
 
   "Funny how anyone who’s even heard of you thinks you’re a myth.”  Looking back at the pillar, she reached out a single finger to touch a symbol in recognition. The demoness jumped back as her finger came within an inch of it and blue sparks flared up, accompanied by the smell of ozone.  She stuck her burnt finger between her pouting lips her eyes narrowed as she looked back at Lyric.
 
   “Really, Lover?  You have me shielded?  Let’s drop this little barrier you’ve got your girl trapped behind, huh?  I’m completely at your disposal and solemnly swear,” she crossed her heart, that is if she had a heart... and if it was located directly behind her left breast.  “No harm will come to you... 
 
   “from me... 
 
   “today...
 
   “Or are you into the bondage thing? ‘Cause I could teach you some fun...”
 
   Lyric’s voice sounded again, a strange phrase that silenced her.  Acheron shivered in a fascinating manner and smiled lasciviously. 
 
   “How’s about a warning next time stud?  You can’t just compel a girl to obey you.  It’s bad manners you know, besides, I already told you, you’re in no danger from me.”
 
   Lyric remained silent, letting that serve as his answer.  Acheron sighed resignedly.
 
   "Fine, be a douche."
 
   Lyric was finally able to tear his eyes away from the sultry demoness and survey the damage to the Casting Chamber.  One of the ornate columns sported a large crack.  Blood smears marked the blackened floor and walls, a result of the demoness' arrival hurling the Guild Masters into them at speeds that they were all likely to agree were unreasonable.  Several of the tapestries were either burnt, burning or already ash.  Acolytes were carrying unconscious Singers from the room, while the remaining Masters vigorously discussed something in a tight circle.   Whatever they were saying, it involved a great deal of dramatic gesturing.  Master Singer Lomong held himself apart, as usual, and watched his student and the demoness with an inscrutable expression on his face.  
 
   “They have no clue what to do with you and me, and it scares them somethin’ awful...” Her voice in his ear nearly ejected Lyric from his skin.
 
   “Please don’t sneak up on a fella,” he said, “it’s bad manners you know.”
 
   She laughed again.  The sound was intoxicating.
 
   “Uh-oh, someone’s being unfriendly,” the demoness sing-songed.
 
    
 
   Hairs stood up on the back of Lyric’s neck.  The song quietly filling the air was familiar; it had taken him over a year to memorize it.  The Masters were singing a complicated and powerful banishing song, one written to send even the strongest demons back to Hell.  Panic gripped his chest as he realized they were preparing to banish the only demon in the room, the one that happened to be tied to his soul for life.  If they sent her back to hell what would happen to him?  Vergers and Singers share their fates, if one dies the other dies.  If the masters banished her while tied to him, it stood to reason he would be dragged to hell along with her.  
 
    
 
   Lyric began singing the first song he could think of, a drinking song he and his classmates used to prank one another in the Guild. Remembering Master Lomong's exhortation not to hold back, he let it fly, throwing everything he had into it.   Much to his surprise, Lyric watched the Masters of his order - dignified and austere men - slur their words and wobble unsteadily on their feet.  Within seconds, every Singer in the room passed out on the cold stone floor in a drunken stupor, leaving Lyric standing alone with the demoness.
 
    
 
   Looking around at the softly snoring soul singers the demoness burst out in laughter.
 
    
 
   “That’s damn impressive; this might be fun after all!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2 WHAT TO DO?
 
    
 
   The High Master of the Soul Singers Guild listened in cold silence as the other Masters discussed the issue of young Lyric tying to a demon, then rendering a room full of the most powerful soul singers in the world unconscious with a drinking song used by Singers in their fifth measure.  He smiled grimly as he wondered how effective this meeting would be with one of his advisors absent in a coma and the rest nursing hangovers.
 
   "There is no way it can be allowed to stand." Keith Normvy was purple in the face as he pounded the table to emphasize his point yet again. Bailey Storn rubbed his temples as his cell phone jumped to the rhythm of Normvy’s tantrum and tried to ignore the line of spit that showed up between Keith's lips every time he got angry. 
 
   "For the hundredth time, Keith, no one is disputing that. Can you please stop being so loud? Seriously, how can you not have a headache?  The problem we face isn't reaching consensus on whether to allow this, but what do we do about it? There is no precedent to guide us here."
 
   "No one has mentioned the obvious solution, distasteful though it is." Johnson Chab studied his spot at the table carefully as he spoke, as though seeking answers there.  Lomong regarded him with disgust.  It was no secret Lomong considered Chab to be a spineless weasel.  His diminutive stature coupled with an apparent lack of a neck made him a comical figure at best. 
 
   Nevertheless, he did not earn his place at this table easily.  None of them had.  Of course, that did little to temper Lomong's low opinion of the man. 
 
   "No one has mentioned it," growled the Voice Master from his seat near the head of the table, "because it is unmentionable. soul singers do not murder. I, for one, am glad the boy thought so quickly, before you sent him alive into hell.  One of our founding principles is the sanctity and protection of life. Disregard that and you may excuse yourself from this table, this room and this guild."  The large voice master fixed his intimidating scowl on Chab.
 
   "Lomong is correct," the Guild Master interjected.  "We will not murder an innocent man. I refuse to allow that to be an option.  I’m still very interested in knowing who began the banishment song." The High Master of the Soul Singers Guild's normally smiling eyes fixed his companions with steel this morning.  He tried to be present at all castings, but pressing matters out west had him away from the guild.  A crazy woman was stirring up trouble in the supernatural community and had become a serious problem, the likes of which humanity had not faced in centuries.  The Four Kings requested he be part of the advisory council to determine how best to deal with her; three solid weeks of meetings, debates, defense plans, and the bane of his existence, politics.  The four kings had grown complacent and all the royalty were more concerned with maintaining the appearance of control than actually facing the problem.  On top of that, he had to deal with the disappointing performance of three of his active Singer's in Markhato.  With the last few weeks behind him, this debacle was not what he wanted to come home to.  The table remained silent, waiting for their leader to continue.  He let the quiet stretch out.
 
   “It appears a reminder of this Guild’s purpose would be valuable,” he began quoting from the first page of the first Measure.  
 
   “ ‘One of the principal functions of the Soul Singers Guild is to defend humanity from all malignant supernatural creatures, but our chief enemies by far are the Fallen Ones; demons.’ “  
 
   He paused to interject, “to have a soul singer tied to a demon is worse than unheard of, it is almost blasphemous.”  He continued with his quote, 
 
   “ ‘We hold high the sanctity of life and the idea of killing an innocent is an affront to the Composer, in Whose likeness all humans were made, as well as a betrayal of those we seek to protect.’
 
   “I need you to understand these basic truths of our order before you make hasty decisions, like banishing young Singers to hell.”
 
   There was another long, uncomfortable silence before Lomong spoke up again.
 
   "The boy is in my employ and I feel a certain amount of responsibility for him. He cannot remain tied to a demon and stay here; there are too many possible repercussions. What if we exiled him from the Guild with instructions to find a way to sever the tie?"
 
   "Ridiculous," Normvy scoffed, "might as well go ahead and kill the boy now and spare him suffering.  Besides, who knows what kind of havoc that creature will wreak if you let them loose on the world?"
 
   Bailey Storn smiled sardonically
 
   "From what we witnessed in the casting chamber, I can't say suffering is the appropriate term. I'd be more concerned about his corruption.  Nevertheless, your concern is valid."  Bailey addressed the assembled.  "Can we be responsible for releasing a demon into the world?"
 
   “That doesn’t matter.  Demons walk the earth freely."  Soldeck Fishne said impatiently.  "The core issue is the Soul Tie.  It isn't possible to sever the tie of Singer to Verger without killing them both.  Considering that is a property of the tie itself, I don’t see how it would be different for a Singer and a demon."
 
   "That is not necessarily true, Fishne."  Their leader replied. All eyes turned to him.   "There are ways to sever the tie, difficult and dangerous yes, but it is possible."
 
   The silence that followed was palpable.
 
   "How would you know that?" Lomong asked quietly.
 
   “Why would you know that?”  Fishne added.
 
   "Let it suffice that I do." He met each pair of eyes around the table and they dropped from his with the exception of Lomong, who seemed surlier than usual.   The High Master sighed.   His second in command was invaluable and a powerful Singer in his own right.    He trusted him implicitly, but had discovered long ago that the man occasionally required a delicate touch.   "Lomong, you know the boy best, is his corruption a concern?”
 
   “Of course it is!  How could it not be?  Any of us in that position would be in danger of corruption.  However, I’ve never met a boy like Lyric.  What kind of power must his Song hold that it can cast all the way through the Verge into Hell itself and tie a demon?  Unprecedented? Had the idea ever been brought up I’d have called it impossible.  Do we want to destroy a talent like that without trying everything we can to save it?”
 
   “Besides,” the throaty alto voice of their youngest member, Allison Holt, spoke up.  “With the events unfolding in the west, can we afford to lose even one Singer?”  She turned to look at the leader of the Soul Singers Guild.  “We haven’t heard your report yet, sir, but everyone is aware of the rumors.  It is being said the woman Melody is a serious threat to Markhato and the entire supernatural community.  Should we be concerned?”
 
   The man considered his words carefully.
 
   “We should be faithful, Ms. Holt.”  He said firmly.  “Everything will play out according to the way the Composer has written it.  It would seem that Melody has a significant theme in the Score, but as I’ve listened closely over the last few weeks, something is out of tune with the whole situation.  I can’t help but wonder at what power might allow this woman to appear out of nowhere and have the influence and resources she has already.  Conflicting reports identify her as everything from a harmless rabble-rouser to a deadly force bent on the destruction of the world as we know it. There is no trustworthy information.  
 
   "I’ve brought home the Singers stationed in Markhato.  Their time in the City of Light has made them soft, and dulled their ears to the Song.”  His eyes turned to Johnson Chab.  “Mr. Chab, I will be sending you to Markhato to lend your protection and experience to the Kings while I select three replacement Singers.  Mr. Fishne, I’d like you to accompany him.  Between the two of you, you should be able to keep the Kings well advised.”
 
   “So we’re not concerned?”  Allison pressed.   Her leader smiled at her tenacity, one of the reasons he promoted her early.  She was careful, thoughtful and relentless, excellent qualities for those responsible for training the Defenders of the Score.
 
   “Sometimes the Song is quiet, the Voice mysterious and the Composer unfathomable.  We will be vigilant and faithful to our duties.   As for the issue that brought us to this table,” the Master Singer tented his fingers and leaned back in his chair.  “The history of this young singer is thick with impossible situations that he has handled with integrity, skill and what appears to be almost constant blessing from the Composer.  It has been a long time since we’ve trained a Writer in this guild.  With everything the boy has shown us thus far, perhaps it’s time we focused his undeniable abilities.  The situation he is in now will naturally provide much of the tension we might have otherwise had to seek out or manufacture.  I suggest we send Lyric out with instructions to find a way to sever this tie. Keep a close eye on him, but don't interfere.  Let him choose his path.  He has demonstrated more than once his faithfulness to this Guild.  He is a resourceful, talented and powerful Singer.  Let's give him the opportunity to solve his problem. We can offer the incentive of Writer training to further motivate him."
 
   “Respectfully, sir,” Lomong growled dangerously, “I wonder if you are treating this situation with the proper gravity.  It sounds to me, respectfully sir, that you’re treating this as a game we might put together in the guild for education, rather than a matter of a man’s eternal soul...respectfully...sir.”
 
   The High Master's eyes fell on Lomong as he carefully considered the voice Master’s words.  There was no outward indication of the anger that rose up within him.  Regardless, the air in the room crackled with tension.
 
   “Master Lomong,” he began slowly, “I understand you have a personal interest in the boy, as his primary Master.  Please don’t ever again assume that I take the fate of any of the members of this Guild with anything less than the utmost seriousness.  My recommendation and reasoning is sound and stands as is.  Question my decisions all you like, never question my motives.”   The High Master never raised his voice, yet the authority of his last statement cracked like a whip and Lomong sat back in silence.
 
   "Will you share your secrets with him regarding the severing of his tie?"
 
   Fishne's sour tone matched his face.
 
   "I will give Lyric what help I can, but whether he succeeds or not will be up to him.  If he cannot or will not do it, I see no choice but to consider him fallen. At that point we will have to deal with him accordingly."
 
   His advisors remained silent, so he spoke again.
 
   "As always I will pay close attention to your council.  Let's vote."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3 SO MUCH FOR FAMILY
 
    
 
   "Let me get this straight.”  Lyric paced back and forth in the voice shop, trying to process what Lomong had just shared with him.  The familiar ugly piano, the large mirror, the stack of music organized in a fashion that made sense only to Lomong, even the coffee pot his mentor used to brew tea; all things familiar and comfortable seemed alien suddenly, as though he no longer belonged among them.  “I’m supposed to leave my Guild, tied to the very thing I’ve pledged my life to fight.  I have one year to sever a tie that is supposed to be unbreakable and eternal.  If I succeed, the Guild will groom me to be the next Writing Master, a position that has never existed outside of stories since I have been here.  If I fail, the Guild will be sending someone to ‘handle’ me.  Is that about it?"
 
   "That sums it up, son." Lomong replied with his characteristic lack of levity.
 
   "Why not just kill me now and get it over with?"
 
   "That's the alternative." 
 
   Lyric stared at his mentor in anger.  Lomong's face remained impassive. 
 
   "Don't look so sad, Lover," Acheron’s boot heels clicked on the floor as she turned from her perusal of Lomong's book shelves and oozed between Lyric and his teacher, both of whom took a step backward.  Resting her forearms on his shoulders, she tousled the hair on the back of his head.  "You had to know these bastards will do anything to prevent you and me from happening." She spared Lomong a withering glance over her shoulder, before turning back to Lyric. "Look on the bright side, we're going to be spending a lot of time together and I can be lots of fun."
 
   "There is no you and me." Lyric refused to look at the sultry demoness and pushed her arms away.  "You are a monster. I have been thoroughly trained to kill monsters.  In fact, just don't talk to me... ever." The soul singer stepped around her to address Lomong. "How am I supposed to sever a soul tie with this thing? Why would the Council give me an impossi..AHH!" Lyric leapt away from the sensation of a hot fork jabbing him in the rear.  He whirled on Acheron angrily.
 
   "I can also be a real pain in the ass if you're rude to me.”  She smiled sweetly “Your girl isn’t a thing, she has a name and I’ll thank you to use it." 
 
   Lyric's eyes narrowed and he spat out a staccato phrase from a song of transference.  This particular song would transfer whatever the subject was feeling - emotional or physical - to another.  The Guild taught soul singers these songs as a means to enable better diplomacy.  Someone with Lyric’s quick mind and natural knack had the ability to improvise a bit.  This particular improvisation amped up the sensation Acheron had fired at him exponentially and returned it to her. Acheron's eyes widened briefly before she purred, "do that again, Lover, that's how parties start."
 
   Lyric looked away in disgust.  Lomong almost smiled.
 
   "Don't get pulled into her games son, you'll lose, and she'll just enjoy herself.  Come to my office before you leave tonight, I have something to give you."
 
   * * *
 
   "Lyric!"
 
   Lyric stopped and turned at the sound of his name. Allison Holt, the youngest mistress in the Guild was hurrying to catch up with him. 
 
   "I smell fairies."  Acheron looked around.  Her eyes locked on Mistress Holt.  "She's cute!" the demoness said enthusiastically.  "Introduce us."  Lyric spared her a withering look before turning to greet his instructor.
 
   "Mistress Holt, what can I do for you?"
 
   The tiny Singer grabbed Lyric's arm and pulled him into an empty classroom off the hall. 
 
   "It's more what I can do for you." She pressed a small booklet into his hand.  He leafed through it briefly and his eyebrows shot up. 
 
   "Mistress, is this original?"
 
   "Yes."  
 
   "Why are you giving it to me?"  Writing new songs without Writer training was strictly forbidden in the Guild. 
 
   "Because you will likely need it.  It has all manner of songs in it that will be useful.  I will be presenting it to the High Master for inclusion into the curriculum for next year. 
 
   "No disrespect, Mistress, but why are you doing this?  What you've handed me here is tantamount to treason, besides, the Guild is likely going to kill me in a year's time."
 
   "A lot can happen in a year, Lyric," the small woman said sternly.  "Do not think that any of the Council wishes to see you fail.  On the contrary, it is our belief in your abilities that is affording you this opportunity.  You never know where help will come from.  I expect you to return with a full report on how your unique dilemma has been resolved, including specific details on how this book may have aided you."  She began to turn away then stopped.  "Lyric, I want nothing more than the Guild to flourish and grow.  I would never betray the only place that's been a home to me.  You've been tapped for Writer training.  This book may help give you a leg up."
 
   "Yes ma'am," Lyric tucked the book into his back pocket.  "I'm grateful for your support."
 
   "It's extended on credit, Lyric," she looked pointedly at Acheron who blew her a kiss.  Mistress Holt shook her head in disgust.  "I expect you to earn it."
 
   With that, she turned and left.
 
   * * *
 
   “Strange, you tying to a demoness,” Ervin sat in his barber’s chair facing Lyric who took his customary position in the center waiting chair against the wall.  Acheron sat beside him, looking around curiously, as he related his story.  The barber’s laughing blue eyes were unusually sober as he listened to his young friend.  “I didn’t even know that was possible.”
 
   Lyric shrugged his frustration.
 
   “Me neither,” the soul singer tried to keep the increasing desperation out of his voice, but it screamed from his body language as he spoke with the confidant of every student in the Guild.   The old man tapped his chin thoughtfully and hummed a pretty melody as he considered the dilemma. 
 
   Ervin was a pillar at the Soul Singers Guild.  No one knew how he came to be there, and each of the Masters gave a different answer.  Regardless, the entire Guild, masters and students alike, trusted and loved the affable barber.  With the rigorous demands of being a soul singer, there needed to be a place with an ear that was friendly.  Ervin filled that important function perfectly.  He listened closely, remembered names of family members and the minutiae of the students lives.  He always spoke directly, honestly and kindly.  Sometimes he even cut hair.  Lyric, like the rest of the Guild, wondered where he came from, briefly, and like the rest of the Guild, he dismissed it as a non-issue.
 
   “What is your plan?”
 
   “I don’t have one yet.  I have to leave the Guild and find a way to sever this tie, but I don’t even know where to begin.”
 
   Ervin nodded, 
 
   “Far be it from me to speak on things you already know, but I’ve heard other students tell a story about two brothers who were tied to the same Verger and somehow managed to break that tie.  Are there any helpful ideas there?”
 
   “It’s just a legend,” Lyric dismissed the idea.  “Even if it wasn’t, there’s no version that tells how the brothers did it, just that it happened when one of them lost control.  I can’t afford to lose control, especially since I’m not tied to a Verger.”  Acheron threw her arm around Lyric’s shoulders.
 
   “Damn straight, Lover,” she smiled brightly, “I’m not a Verger.  Are we about done here?  I don’t like this guy.”  She turned her smile on Ervin.  
 
   “I respect your honesty, my dear.”  The elderly barber chuckled kindly.  “I don’t suppose you have any helpful ideas?”
 
   "Yeah, burn this place to the ground.  No issue if there's no Guild."
 
   Ervin nodded gravely. 
 
   "You have a point, that would be effective, but I wonder if our friend Lyric might consider that to be doing more harm than good."  The barber smiled brightly.  "Perhaps you have a friend who specializes in bondage!"
 
   "None you want to meet."
 
   Ervin turned his gaze back to Lyric who was regarding Acheron with obvious disgust. 
 
   "The Composer knows what he's doing, Lyric.  Trust the Voice and remember your training.  One of the things I've learned here is that singers not only hear things differently than the rest of the world, they see things differently as well.  I think if you keep your ears and eyes open, all will be well."
 
   Lyric stood and clasped Ervin’s hand affectionately before taking his leave. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric sat across from Philip, his closest friend for the last several years.  He had just asked him to accompany him when he left the Guild.
 
   Philip did not respond. He could not stop staring at Acheron, stretched out on Lyric’s bed ignoring them both, shooting smoke squares into the air from her fingertips.  Where every other male student in the hallways on the way to the dorms had gawked at her with obvious lust, Philip's expression carried only fear and sadness.
 
   “I don’t know what to do, or how to feel.”  Philip finally spoke, still staring at Acheron who finally looked over and winked at him.  He paled and turned his eyes from her to his friend.  “You’re the closest thing I have to a brother.  There's no man on this earth who matters to me more than you."  Philip paused and glanced quickly at Acheron as though hoping she could not hear him.  The demoness had gone back to ignoring them.  "You’ve tied to the one thing we’ve been taught to hate above all else, the same thing that killed Krissy."  Philip's voice broke and he stopped talking, pulling himself together.  Lyric waited quietly, a cold numbness creeping up his chest.  Philip finally continued, measuring his words carefully.   "I think, until you are able to make some kind of headway with this Tie, I need to stay here.”
 
   Lyric did not respond. He had been with Philip since he arrived at the school.  They had dormed together, eaten together, learned the secrets of the Guild together.  Lyric had been the one to support Philip upon the death of his younger sister three years ago. They had banished their first demon together, the very one who changed Philip's life forever.  He did not think anything could damage their friendship.  In his rational mind, he realized that it was unreasonable to expect his friend to support him, especially considering the mess he was in must hit a little too close to home and memories of Krissy.  His sense of betrayal was not rational.  The murky gray area his mentor and Master had plunged him into by throwing him to the wolves so to speak had left him needing a friend.  He had counted on Philip to be his implacable self, strong and steady.  Instead, with yet another twist added to the knot of tension in his chest, he felt himself close to the breaking point.  Since he could not trust himself to respond appropriately, Lyric stood up.
 
   “I understand, Philip, I’ll see you when I get back.”  He left the room quickly and made his way to Lomong’s office, wanting nothing more than to be gone from this place that had already stopped feeling like home.  Acheron followed him down the hallway.
 
   “Your friend is a tool.”  She said.
 
   “I don’t see any reason to talk to you about anything, so if you could please shut up, that’d be super.”  Lyric lengthened his stride, irrationally trying to lose the demoness.
 
   “Of course, if you talk to him the way you talk to me I’d probably leave you high and dry too.”  She easily kept pace with him, smiling in amusement at his distress.  Lyric stopped and turned on her.
 
   “Shut up!!”  He exploded at the hellion.  All the lessons the Guild had drilled into him about self-control over the years evaporated in the heat of his frustration.  “You disgusting, skeezy, WHORE!"  Everyone in the hall stopped pretending to ignore them and stared outright.   "Being around you literally makes me want to throw up on your face!  Demon or Verger, it makes no difference, I am your Singer. The Guild has trained me to destroy the likes of you and like it or not you are in my control!  So SHUT UP!!”
 
   “Temper, temper,” Acheron cocked an eyebrow.  “That’s no way to treat your new bestie.  Being that we’re tied together for the rest of your life, you should try to be nicer to me.  Besides,” she got close enough for him to feel her hot breath on his face, “you wouldn’t want to do anything mean to this face, would you?”  She smiled dazzlingly and the knot in Lyric’s back came back, as for a brief instant he considered closing the last inch and kissing her.
 
   “DAMMIT!!” He shouted and wheeled away, focused on reaching his voice teacher’s office as quickly as possible without losing his last shred of dignity and running flat out.  Acheron laughed happily and matched his pace.
 
   * * *
 
   Lomong did not remark on Lyric’s sudden red-faced appearance with a smirking hellion on his heels.  Instead, he opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out an ancient, weathered book. 
 
   "Here," he tossed it to Lyric, who deftly snatched it out of the air despite his disquiet.  "Since I can't finish your training, this should give you some help."
 
   "I can't read this" Lyric frowned, thumbing through it.
 
   "I'm sure you can't.  That, son, is the eighth measure.”  Lyric stared at Lomong in shock.  The voice master continued.  “It was written over a thousand years ago.  No human can read it on his own.  An idiot of a Singer lost the most recently copied version in the thirteen hundreds. A Mr. Voynich found it at the beginning of the last century. Every copy looks different and is completely untranslatable.  The Voynich copy is apparently full of charts, drawings of hydraulics and naked ladies.”
 
   “Sounds tasty.”  Acheron cut in.  Lomong ignored her.
 
   “I can’t help but think the Singer who made that copy was just as outside the lines as you are.  Normally, your tie with your Verger would allow you to translate it together. As it is, I'm certain your new companion can read it for you."
 
   Acheron took the book from Lyric and skimmed through it.  Soon she looked up and glared at Lomong.
 
   "Why the hell would I read this to him?"
 
   Lomong fixed her with his level gaze, unintimidated.
 
   "Because, demoness, I can't finish his training. Because, his welfare is your welfare. And because without finishing his training he's not likely to find a way to sever the tie safely, and you know what that means for you." Lomong stared evenly at the demoness. Acheron tossed the book carelessly at Lyric and stalked away without another word.
 
   Lyric raised his eyebrows in surprise, looking askance at his teacher. Lomong gave a rare chuckle.
 
   "The eighth measure is for masters only.  Giving it to you before you pass your initial tests is a breach of protocol, but you're going to need it."  He looked closely at his student as if measuring some invisible quality apparent only to him before continuing.  "It teaches you how to control the power of your Verger, how to bend its will to yours.  It completely changes the dynamic of the Singer/Verger relationship.  In essence, the Verger becomes an extension of the Master.  While they maintain an individual identity, when entering battle together the Verger becomes completely open and… possessed, for lack of a better term, by the Singer.  All of the Verger’s power, knowledge and experience are at the command of the Singer as the Verger surrenders total control.  The addition of the Singer’s own power makes for a close to unbeatable warrior.  It can’t be done unless the Verger is willing, which might be a challenge considering your situation.  But it is the best chance there is of getting you safely through the year ahead."
 
   "She'll never translate it for me." Lyric shoved the book in his backpack.
 
   "She will," Lomong assured him, "she has good reason to finish your training. In fact, all things considered, she'll probably train you better than I could. She has a much deeper knowledge of what lies behind the second and third veils than any of us do.  She's been around longer and seen more than any Verger in creation.  That is also part of what will cause her to resist, she knows secrets not meant for mankind.  Once you finish the eighth measure together you will know everything about her."  A trace of sadness stole across Lomong’s face.  “I don’t envy you that, son.”
 
   Lyric sighed.
 
   "I have no idea what to do.  The most important day of my life has become important for all the wrong reasons.  It's turned into a nightmare.  Where do I start?"
 
   "The same place every Singer starts," Lomong clapped his protégé on the shoulder. "At the top."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4 FROM THE TOP
 
    
 
   Dacapo.
 
   Before cell phones, cars and cities, before horse drawn carriages, tea parties and revolutions, before nomads who loved the earth and cared for it, Dacapo is the hill lost among the Catskills to which Singer’s have come to discern the beginning of their journeys for as long as the Soul Singers Guild has existed. It has not always been named so, but long enough that its other names have been all but forgotten.  
 
   Starting in their fifth measure, Singers come to Dacapo to prepare to cast into the Verge.  They spend time in quiet meditation, practicing their soul song.  The young Singer listens carefully to the Score and begins to seek their part in it.  Singers already tied to a Verger frequent the mountain as well, seeking to tune their songs to the Voice and discern the path He calls them to follow. 
 
   Lyric knew from his training that Dacapo was one of the few places protected by the mysterious founder of the Soul Singers Guild himself.  Long ago, he had sung a song that compelled the unsighted to avoid it.  It was only open to soul singers, active or in training.  Upon the successful completion of their fourth measure, Singers are presented a pendant created by the High Master himself.  This pendant is the only form of jewelry allowed to soul singers and marks them as a full Singer.  Nothing else grants Singers access to the secret places.  Places like Dacapo that the founder of the Guild warded for his students safety.  Lyric toyed with his pendant absentmindedly as he recalled the day Master Lomong presented it to him.  The pride in Emma's eyes, the quiet approval of Niq's.  
 
   Lyric cleared his head and began the long climb up the slope of Dacapo, quietly singing a Song of Ascent.  The well-used trail made the going easy, the day was beautiful and he was sure to reach the top by nightfall.
 
   "Can you please stop that incessant droning?" Acheron groaned clapping her hands to the sides of her head dramatically. "It's murdering my ears!"
 
   For a moment, Lyric had almost been able to forget the demoness as he reflected on joyful memories.   The drive from Boston to the Catskills had been extremely uncomfortable for Lyric, which naturally made it delightful for the demoness.  She had cycled through various states of dress and undress in the passenger seat, watching his reactions.  Lyric had tried to ignore her, focusing on driving.   Her laughter at his wrong turns and occasional drifting made his shame at his wandering eyes even more humiliating.  She would not leave him alone.  Lyric stopped walking and considered her quietly.  She stopped as well, mirroring his movements like an obnoxious brat, meeting his gaze with wide-eyed innocence. 
 
   "Something wrong, Mr. Singer, sir?"  Lyric ignored her baiting. 
 
   "We are stuck together for the time being, Acheron. It is no secret you embody everything I detest.  Considering my Guild is committed to your destruction, I'm sure the feeling is mutual. I understand that you cannot help what you are, just as I will not change who I am.  We are tied, but how far away from me can you safely travel?  You're a demon..."
 
   "Demoness."  Acheron corrected.  Lyric continued, ignoring her interjection. 
 
   "... not a Verger, so while fundamentally the same, I have to think our tie has some differences from a typical Soul Tie."
 
   "Say no more, I live to make you happy.  ..." Acheron bowed mockingly and disappeared in a flash of dark.
 
   That was easy, Lyric thought.  He waited for a moment, expecting her to reappear and continue harassing him.  Nothing happened.  Shrugging, he continued his trek and his song.  An hour later, he began to notice he was fatigued more than he should be.  Another twenty minutes and he felt an odd ache deep inside he could not identify, but he pressed on, wishing there was a road he could drive up to reach the crest of this stupid hill. Another ten minutes and Lyric realized something was very wrong. Looking up at the top of Dacapo he despaired of reaching it alive, which didn't make sense. He had made this climb a hundred times with no trouble.  It must something to do with that damn demon, he thought.   He sang the summoning song expecting Acheron to arrive as bidden. He felt a twinge near the mysterious ache in his gut. Frowning, he pitched up and sang stronger. The twinge became a pull but still she did not arrive.  Exasperated, he sang again, this time using Acheron's name. She arrived instantly.
 
   "Not so hard to use your girl's name is it?" The scent of lilacs wafted over him at her appearance.   "I'm not a Verger; I’m not going to fall all over myself for the privilege of drooling on your shoes.  A little respect please." 
 
   "What happened?"  He gasped, feeling relief immediately.
 
   "The same thing that happens to any Singer who separates from their Verger.  Cut off your arm and see how long you can walk without tending the wound."  Strength flooded through him as she approached. "If our separation is harmonious, it doesn't matter how far I go, you'll be fine, as long as I get back to you within a reasonable amount of time."
 
   "What's a reasonable amount of time?"
 
   "It's like the weather. It could be weeks, days or hours of sunshine, but eventually the wind will change and you will feel the storm coming.  Then you waste no time getting inside.  We have more leeway than Vergers and Singers because of my unique nature."
 
   "Is that how you were able to resist my song? Because you're a demon?"
 
   "Demoness.  Not necessarily.  I wouldn't be able to resist so easily if your song was pure like it should be. But you're being such an unreasonable prick it causes dissonance, which weakens your song.  Vergers can resist a Singer's call, they just don't want to."
 
   "Has it occurred to you that I'm simply being who I am and holding tight to what I believe?  Maybe it's just my nature to be a 'prick' as you so eloquently put it."
 
   Acheron stopped walking, her taunting lips softened into a sad smile. When she spoke the tone of her voice was different, and it twisted that spot inside him that had felt empty at her absence.
 
   "Hell is hot, Lover. It's dark, it's maddening, but worst of all it is complete separation from the Composer.  The Fallen aren’t stuck in hell though, we’re free to walk the earth.  The problem is we carry hell with us.  I've been in that reeking inferno, wallowing in filth, grief and anguish for thousands of years."  For a moment, the agony showed on her face, then dissolved into a glorious smile that caused an ache in Lyric's heart.  "Then, one day, in the thickest part of the screaming of the tormented there came a melody, accompanied by the very first cool breeze to enter the furnace...ever. Hell fell silent.  It hurt terribly..." she paused, and Lyric dared not break the silence, realizing no one, not even Singers, had much knowledge about what lay behind the third veil. "It hurt because it carried a sound I hadn't heard for so long that I'd almost begun to think it a dream." Her gaze drifted back from its distant vision and looked him seriously in the eye. "It's the dichotomy of the damned my Lovely Singer. Over the millennia, the grief, the agony, they turn to hate and anger, but beneath it all lies sorrow, the unhealing wound. We had paradise and we allowed ourselves to be led astray by Trytohn in his dazzling cloak of light. Here's your first lesson on the truth of damnation: The sorrow of Hell is complete separation from the Composer.  It's never again hearing the Voice, never again hearing the song of creation. I don't know what makes you different Lyric,” Lyric’s eyebrows jumped at her use of his name.  “But you cast a Song so strong it silenced the damned. Do you have any idea what that means? You sang... and Hell was quiet. You have an echo of the Voice in you and because of my very nature; I'm torn between wanting to love you and wanting to rip you to shreds. No soul with a Song like that is naturally an asshole as you've been to me.  You have to work at it; that makes it intentional, which makes it worse."
 
   Lyric resisted the shame he felt at her words. Conviction forced him to speak. 
 
   "I apologize for the disrespect. Thank you for the lesson."  Suddenly Acheron pressed her perfect body up against his.
 
   "Anytime, Lover, I have lots to teach. Let's try a lesson a little more carnal."
 
   Lyric shoved the demoness away.
 
   "I will treat you with respect, Acheron, and obviously you have a lot to teach me. But enlightening as this was, it changes nothing." He turned and walked up the slope silently cursing the unwanted effect she had on his body. Cursing the temptation it was to yield. He walked on in stony silence, keeping his eyes carefully in the ground as she passed him laughing and dancing ahead of him on the trail, attempting to offer a more intriguing view.
 
   * * *
 
   A pair of eyes watched from the trees, not ten feet away from where the singer and demoness walked.  
 
   The man they belonged to flexed his hands, wanting to attack but holding back as commanded.  His mistress was insistent that he not take the two of them together.  His pride rankled at the restriction.  He was certain he and his friend were more than a match for the two of them.  Lisian was very clear though.  Divide and conquer.  
 
   Annoyed but obedient, the man crept through the trees, silent as a shadow, stalking the Singer.  He beckoned to the trees behind him and an enormous pack of hellhounds crept behind him on silent paws.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric and Acheron reached the top and made their way to one of the outdoor rooms set up in seclusion for the Singers’ purposes. Graceful columns surrounded a white tiled floor supporting cross beams draped with ivy and flowering vines. Torches cast a soft flickering glow and there were candles that could be lit as well as a fire pit in the center to ward of a chill night. Various simple musical instruments adorned a rack available to use as desired. Facing the fire pit were two couches and two chairs, for Singer and Verger to sit or lay on as the meditation began. Lyric glanced nervously at Acheron.
 
   “Intending no disrespect, you are a creature of darkness. I do not know how comfortable you will find this ceremony. If you desire to wait someplace else I respect that.”
 
   Acheron’s tinkling laughter lent music to the evening.  How can she be so evil and seem so perfect?  Lyric's frustration was an icy needle in his chest. 
 
   “No worries, Lover, I’ll find a way to occupy myself while you do your thing.” She plopped into one of the chairs tossing a leg carelessly over the arm.
 
   Lyric nodded and attempted to dismiss her from his mind. Sitting in the opposite chair, he sang softly and Acheron suddenly leaned forward and lit the fire with a flourish of her hand. The two of them stopped and stared at each other in surprise.  Lyric had felt a gentle surge in that place in his gut he had come to associate with his tie to Acheron. 
 
   “I apologize, I was simply following the ritual I was taught, I’ve never been tied and didn’t realize it created a compulsion.” 
 
   Acheron stood up and walked away.
 
   As Lyric closed his eyes again the demoness made her way into the comforting darkness, seething with rage. It would be no matter if he forced her to light the fire with her power. She was accustomed to brutal means of accomplishing one’s ends. The fact that without thinking she suddenly desired to light the fire for him was ludicrous. His song was not forceful at all, a simple request that did not force compulsion as he suspected, but desire. Desire to serve him for his good. This simply would not do. Silent as the shadows she slipped through, she came across a beautiful buck, large, graceful, and powerful. It reminded her of her damned Singer. In a rage, she descended on it and tore out its throat before it could be surprised. She did not hurry in the slaughter; she exacted retribution on the creature for the humility forced on her by that bastard Lyric.
 
   As the poor animal succumbed to death, Acheron flared with dark fire, burning away the blood and gore that covered her body. Sucking in a deep breath, she smiled sweetly and headed back to her Singer.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric’s song was moving in his soul, but there was a note of trouble, a sense of wrongness that he could not fathom. The place inside that he associated with Acheron’s tie flared with pain briefly and he winced but continued singing. The haze in his head began to clear, he was closing in on the answer he sought when suddenly his lap was filled with a soft warm posterior, and hot breath caressed his face. His immediate physical reaction was quickly followed by rage, shame and violence. Opening his eyes, he lifted Acheron bodily off his lap and hurled her across the brick floor to skid up against a pillar.
 
   It was a night for surprises.  Lyric eyed Acheron warily as he stood up, flexing his hands. How did he do that? He threw her like a rag doll.
 
   Acheron stood up gracefully, her eyes dancing with laughter.
 
   “Demon strength, Lover. I’ve been around since the dawn of creation; I have a lot more juice than any Verger. One of the benefits to you is you get a portion of my strength.”
 
   “Understand something, Acheron,” Lyric spat her name like a curse word.  “I may be stuck with you but I am the one in control. Do not touch me again without my permission. Am I clear or do I need to make myself clearer?”
 
   Acheron saluted smartly
 
   “Clear as crystal, Sir! Won’t try to make out with you again, Sir! Can see that you’re gay, Sir!”
 
   “I’m not gay, I just hate you.  Respect and tolerance will never become affection.”
 
   Acheron smiled to herself. Anger, hate, bitterness, this was much better; she knew how to deal with this.
 
   “Did you find what you came for?”
 
   “I was about to when something interrupted me.”
 
   “Please sire, don’t allow me to be a distraction. I’ll leave you to your... whatever it is you’re doing.” Acheron slithered into the darkness again, satisfied.
 
   A branch snapped several yards away and the sound of something massive moving through the trees reached her ears.  Grinning at the prospect of a violent dinner, Acheron began to hunt. 
 
   * * *
 
   "Mistress, perhaps you would tell me what it is that vexes you so."
 
   Melody turned on Lucille in annoyance. "You talk like a weirdo, do you know that?"
 
   "I understand you don't care for me Mistress, but my only thought is to serve you.  How can I assuage your unhappiness and please you?"
 
   Melody regarded the beautiful woman, allowing her rage to mount.  Her own Mistress had just reprimanded her for failing to kill the Guild Master when he was in Markhato.  The humility of her chastisement burned hot within her.  She needed to destroy something lovely. 
 
   "You want to please me, Lucille?"
 
   "More than anything, Mistress.  Just tell me what to do and I will make you happy."
 
   Melody grinned evilly and stepped toward her newest servant.  Putting a hand on her shoulder, she forced the woman to her knees. 
 
   "I want you to suffer, Lucille."
 
   "Mistress? -" the woman's face contorted in agony as searing pain ripped through her body.  She opened her mouth to shriek but Melody silenced here with a finger on her lips. 
 
   "Shhhhh, you suffer in silence my dear."  Melody's hand remained clamped on the poor woman's shoulder and the power given her by her Mistress flooded out of her, changing Lucille's body. 
 
   Lucille convulsed in agony as her torso and jaw lengthened to ridiculous proportions.  Muscles grew to an obscene size and a feral, wild fog filled her mind.  Melody hummed happily to herself as she forced the transformation, making the beautiful woman into a hideous beast. 
 
   As always, she timed it carefully and stopped the transformation just before her victim lost all intelligence and humanity.  It was important the creature be intelligent enough to obey.  Besides, the true torture lies in the victim's awareness of what had been done to her with no hope of restoration.  The moment came and Melody released her grip from what was now a huge, reptilian parody of a woman.  The transformation would continue on its own for a bit, making Lucille more of a monster.  
 
   "You're disgusting," Melody said to the poor creature.  "Go find a sewer to live in until I have a use for you."
 
   The beast that used to be Lucille wailed internally and hastened to obey its goddess. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric was deep into his Soul Song, when again he encountered that troubling spot where he and Acheron were tied. Something else nagged there though, an invisible movement on the edge of his vision that he could not see. Gradually he became aware of a presence and brightness on the other side of his eyelids. Opening his eyes, his voice fell silent; sitting across from him in the other chair was a man who radiated light. He was beautiful; there was no better word to describe him.   He had short, light hair, crystal green eyes and flawless features.  It was clear that he was much larger than an average man, although he sat comfortably in the chair it was not so much that he fit it, as it seemed to grow to accommodate him.  He wore white robes that seemed dingy compared to his face.   There was an air of power about him. It caused an unreasonable terror in Lyric's chest.  He could easily be an artist's depiction of an angel.   That thought seemed to resonate in Lyric's head.  Somehow, he knew it to be true. This was an angel.  They sat appraising one another in silence for a time when the other spoke.
 
   “Do you know who I am?”
 
   “You are Genesis,” Lyric's voice sounded much steadier than he felt.  He paused in confusion, “how do I know that?”
 
   “I am the beginning of everything, including you.  I watched the Composer write the score of creation.   Wisdom and I argue about who came first."  The glowing man shrugged, sparks of light flew off his shoulders, "the Composer just chuckles but won’t answer.”
 
   “You’ve been in the presence of the Composer?”  Lyric whispered in awe.
 
   Genesis nodded, Lyric tried to pull himself together.
 
   “That doesn’t explain how I know you. I’ve never seen you before, yet I know exactly who you are.”
 
   “That’s because I am present at every important beginning. That includes the first moment of every human life.  I am the first face every newborn sees.  That is how you know me.  I am the one who whispers the names of your parents into your ear and tells you that I watched with joy as the Composer wrote your part and how important it is to the score.  Then you forgot me as every child does after I make sure they arrive safely.  And you will forget me this time too, but you will remember my words, and that's why I'm here."
 
   "Words?  Will you tell me how to sever my tie to this demon?"
 
   Genesis smiled kindly.
 
   "No, I'm the beginning, not the revelation. I can't tell you how it's going to end I can only send you on your way.  Your tie to the demoness has set you on a most remarkable path, one the Composer wrote out with many turns and trills.  You are one of the mysteries of creation that we are not allowed to understand yet.  As a Singer, you will experience everything magnified.  It is the nature of your temperament and gifts.  Your joy will be elation, but your sorrow will be despair.  I've seen your part though, and while I can't fathom its complexity, one thing I can say with assurance: it is glorious."
 
   "I'm meant to be tied to a demon then?"
 
   "I don't know.  What I do know is that you have been given the most powerful soul song I have ever seen written and the demon you tied is one of the strongest in existence.  Now listen to my words.  You must find the Prophet Man."
 
   "The Prophet Man?  Who’s that?  Is he the one who can sever the tie?  Where do I find him?"
 
   “I don’t have your answers, Lyric.  All I can tell you is he's real, he's insane and you need to find him.  But now, you need to prepare to defend yourself.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5 MYSTERIOSO
 
    
 
   Lyric jerked his head up. It was just a dream. Wasn't it?  He wasn't sure.  Already it was fading into the haze of half-remembered imaginings.   One thought echoed through his head, "find the Prophet Man."  He sat quietly in the predawn darkness mulling that over.  If it was just a dream, he could ignore it.  Why then, the sense of urgency to do what it said? Besides, how do you go about finding someone with a ridiculous name like the Prophet Man in the United States?  Was he even in the United States?  He could be anywhere.  With billions of people on the planet, how do you sort out the correct insane person from the many lunatics who might happily claim such an ostentatious moniker?  He supposed the place he began would be the internet.  Since there is no cell coverage in Dacapo, he decided he would worry about it later. 
 
   Dawn was stealing quietly across the horizon, as though afraid to awaken the birds. The birds? Why weren't the birds sounding their usual cacophony of morning greetings? They always started their day before the sky. Lyric tensed, his tie to Acheron surged as though responding to his disquiet.  Something was wrong.
 
   Lyric stood and looked about for Acheron.  Not seeing her, he began the long descent back to the car alone, assuming she would show up.  The thought occurred to him that he was risking an awful lot by not waiting for her, but he dismissed that idea as a non-issue since he did not send her away.  
 
   An hour down the hill he was still casting about uneasily for the peace that should be filling him after a night on Dacapo.  The birds remained silent, the insects, all of nature seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for...something.
 
   He approached a large clearing in the trees, about the size of a football field.  He hesitated before leaving the trees, considering going around the open space.  He entered the clearing.   His heart was pounding, and irrational fear threatened to send him running back to the relative safety of the forest.  He chastised himself for being ridiculous.   He was one of the deadliest men alive; he feared little.  Besides, he was on Dacapo, one of the safest places on the planet. Nothing malignant could even set foot in the hill.  Then again, he argued with himself, Acheron is on the mountain and she's a demon.  Maybe it isn't as protected as you believe.
 
   By now, he was halfway across the clearing and starting to relax when a sour feeling laid hold of his body.  As the hairs stood up on the back of his neck, he knew with certainty that he was not alone.
 
   * * *
 
   On the other side of the mountain Acheron looked up from the trail she was following.  She'd seen a yellow beast moving through the trees that she was certain didn't belong here.  A surge of fear reached her across the tie to her idiot singer.  Annoyed at this interruption she abandoned her hunt and sped through the trees to find Lyric.
 
   * * *
 
   The singer forced himself to turn slowly on the spot. The horror that greeted his gaze walked straight out of a nightmare. Ten yards away standing Six foot at the shoulder, a vaguely canine shaped mass of muscle that weighed a ton at least, golden eyes with two pupils each and snout the length of his arm filled with bone colored knives that could only be teeth.  At first, it seemed to be covered in strange glowing blue fur.  Closer inspection revealed that rather than fur it was covered in short cobalt flames, which added to its alien appearance.
 
   Lyric recognized the monster from his studies. It was much bigger in person than it had appeared on a page in a book... Hellhound. Trytohn's pet monsters that wreaked havoc on entire cities just for the pleasure of killing.  He had been traveling on and off as an active Singer for three years, and with all he had seen, he never before encountered a Hellhound.  They were mindless killing machines kept on a tight leash by the Shining One.  The only time you saw one was when it was preparing to kill you.  The only thing they enjoyed as much as killing was chasing.  
 
   Pitching his voice soft and low, he began to sing. The hellhound did not intend to let him finish.  With a snarl, it leapt at him.  Lyric steeled himself for battle, preparing to take the demon dog down whatever way He could. 
 
   A black streak exploded from the trees and slammed into the side of the giant dog.
 
   "That's a bad boy, " Acheron lifted the beast bodily from the ground and hurled it across the clearing into an enormous red oak so hard the tree split in half and fell down on it.  Surging to its feet, the monster shook the oak off its back as if it were a minor nuisance and turned to face Acheron. As soon as it saw her, it stopped moving, still as a statue.  Without turning, it slowly backed up and vanished silently into the forest.
 
   "Thank..." Lyric stopped as Acheron held up a silencing finger. Looking around warily he realized the birds still were not singing.
 
   "Start that tune back up, Lover, I don't know how many of those I can take before you get hurt."
 
   Lyric did not pause to question. Standing erect, he elevated his rib cage, relaxed his shoulders and began his song. Extending his hearing he pulled the key from the wind passing through the branches overhead and allowed his heart to provide the tempo. He became aware of huge bodies moving through the trees toward him. Not one hound then, but a pack.   Listening carefully for footfalls he finally singled one beast out and pulled the rhythm of its tread into his song. Watching Acheron's graceful form flitting around the perimeter of the clearing, peering into the trees, he let the song build.
 
   As one, forty hellhounds stepped into the clearing, surrounding Lyric and preparing to spring. Immediately they started dying as Acheron danced among them, grabbing, tearing, hurling; within seconds, half of them had fallen.  The rest of them ignored the lethal demoness and broke into a run toward Lyric.  Allowing the rhythm of his song to match their movements, the Singer abruptly changed meter as he cast his song like a net over them. Each of the monstrous demon dogs plowed a furrow into the ground as they simultaneously lost their footing. Raising the pitch sharply he lifted them all off the ground, their feet bound by invisible ties.
 
   Acheron looked at twenty, dark blue Hell hounds the size of compact cars thrashing about, suspended in the air by invisible ropes.  Nodding, impressed.
 
   "Not bad, Lover.  Being that they're dogs, I feel justified in saying that is pretty bitchin'."
 
   Lyric rolled his eyes and changed his song. Soft, sweet, numbing, each of the creatures snarled angrily as the song laid hold of their consciousness and wrestled it from them. One by one, they closed their eyes and slept.
 
   "They'll be out for a while, let's go."
 
   Acheron followed him away from the clearing then said. "Hang on, I'll be right back." without waiting for a response she disappeared in her familiar way.
 
   Lyric was ready to go back to look for her when she reappeared at his side, her body giving off a tremendous amount of heat and smelling faintly of smoke and lilacs.
 
   "What did you do?" Lyric frowned.
 
   "I disposed of them."
 
   "You killed them?"
 
   "Of course not, Hellhounds can't be killed. I burned their bodies to ash." Acheron continued walking down the hill.
 
   "How is that not killing them?" Lyric walked beside her.
 
   "That’s disincorporating them. Burn their bodies and they are reborn as puppies in Hell."
 
   "Please don't say that."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Puppies in hell, everything about that sentence just sounds wrong."
 
   Acheron laughed.
 
   “You have bigger problems to worry about, Lover. Hellhounds are not sent out often, and most packs are only six to seven dogs. This begs the question. Who sent them and why?”
 
   “My assumption would be your demonic superior sent them to retrieve you.”
 
    
 
   “I have no superiors,” Acheron said archly. “And if Trytohn sent someone for me it wouldn’t be a bunch of hopped up doggies.”
 
    
 
   “You said yourself you didn’t know if you could take them all.”
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t sure I could take them all before they killed you. I have no fear of Hellhounds; they are an annoyance at worst.”
 
    
 
   “So you think someone in hell sent them for me?”
 
    
 
   “That's what makes sense.” She stopped suddenly and grabbed his arm, spinning him toward her.  “Do you not understand what it means that you silenced Hell?"  The fierce expression on her face told Lyric to pay attention.  "That you cast past the verge, into perdition and tied one of the strongest demons in existence?  If I am going to keep you alive, you need to understand the gravity of your situation. You, my reluctant Lover, who is more theory than actual Singer, are perched right at the top of Hell’s most wanted list.  "
 
    
 
   "What makes you one of the strongest demons in existence?" Genuine curiosity asked the question before he could remind himself she was a liar and not to be trusted. She’s the enemy, stop talking like friends, stupid!
 
    
 
   "Names are important." She said cryptically. "Let's focus on the issue at hand."
 
    
 
   "Fine, who do you think is sending hellhounds after me?”
 
    
 
   Acheron shrugged and began walking again. 
 
    
 
   “The obvious answer is everyone. If I hadn’t been the one to tie to you, I’d be sending more than hellhounds after you."
 
    
 
   "Why?"
 
    
 
   "Several reasons," she started ticking them off on her fingers. "You're a Singer, one of the only mortals on this planet to give a demon pause. Your order is dedicated to my kind's destruction. Not banishment, but actual destruction. You have a Soul song so powerful it entered Hell and then exited with one of the Nychta Polemistis tied to you and bound to protect you."
 
    
 
   "Nychta Polemistis?"
 
    
 
   "The Night Warriors, Trytohn's generals." Lyric looked at her blankly.  "Me stupid!  Stay focused.  Right now, short of the One Himself, there is no one more dangerous to my kind than you and me. Whoever manages to kill you will have the extremely rare good will of Trytohn. Plus, for those assholes looking for a way to get rid of a certain sultry demoness you would be an irresistible target."
 
    
 
   "You're a general?"
 
    
 
   "Really?  That's where you want to go with this conversation?"
 
    
 
   "So basically What you're saying is it’s not a matter of who’s coming after me, but who isn’t."
 
    
 
   Acheron smiled that glorious smile that caused his back to twinge.
 
    
 
   "Now you're getting it.  No worries, Lover, as long as you're with me you're safe."
 
    
 
   "After everything you just said, you'll forgive me for not feeling very safe."
 
    
 
   A few hundred yards ahead, a large boulder near the path began to smoke and glow black. Lyric looked questioningly at Acheron. The demoness shrugged.
 
    
 
   "Not me."
 
    
 
   They made their way to the boulder; the odd smell of burnt stone filled the air. Blasted an inch deep into the rock, black letters read:
 
    
 
   You're not safe on Dacapo.  You're not safe anywhere.
 
    
 
   Acheron frowned at the message.
 
    
 
   "Well, that’s unfriendly."  
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Lisian growled in anger, her fingertip blackened and looked up from her master's scrying pool.  Trytohn stood with arms crossed, one immaculate finger tapping his lip thoughtfully.  Every time she looked at him since she had clawed her way into his elite Nychta Polemistis, she fell deeper in love with him.  The demoness would happily sacrifice herself for her lord, had begged to go retrieve Acheron herself.  Trytohn in his wisdom, refused, seeing things in the situation she did not. Still, perhaps a reminder. 
 
   "Master, we know where she is, send me for her.  I will bring her back, whole or in pieces."  Lisian twisted her ring in agitation, the unconscious repetition soothing her, twist, twist, twist, twist, pause, twist, twist, twist, twist, pause. 
 
    
 
   Trytohn's beautiful eyes found her own and once again, his loveliness caused her to stop breathing. 
 
    
 
   "My beautiful Lisian, you aren't a match for Acheron when she's on her own.  You would stand against her and this Singer for what purpose?  To impress me with your swift and pointless death?  No, sweet blossom, make use of your agents.  Follow, harass, but do not face her.  Use whatever means to kill the boy just so long as your attention is fixed entirely on severing that tie.  I want her back; you must catch her before she’s taken to Judgment." Trytohn gently caressed Lisian's cheek and shudders of ecstasy wracked her body.  The high prince smiled.  "Acheron is far too strong to be used in His service, but I don't wish to lose you either.  Be careful... and relentless."  His graceful hand flicked disdainfully toward the scrying pool. "Perhaps motivate your pet to improve his efforts.  The Hellhounds would have fared better if Acheron wasn't there.  They love her."  An annoyed frown creased his exquisite brow.  "While you're talking to your man, let him know there will come a day I settle with him regarding my hounds.  I lost forty of my favorites today." His face relaxed into a glorious smile that made his words all the more sinister.  "Forty he will have to answer for."
 
    
 
   Lisian cursed her puppet under her breath.
 
    
 
   "Lisian."
 
    
 
   She jerked to attention back as her master said her name.   
 
    
 
   "First your agent missed the High Master.  Now another one is responsible for the death of my personal pets."  Trytohn's smiling eyes did not mask the threat behind them.  "You are ultimately responsible for these offenses.  You should probably move forward in that knowledge."
 
    
 
   Trembling in terror, Lisian bowed low before her adored lord and master and smoked out. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6 WHERE IS EVERYONE?
 
    
 
   They drove in silence from the foot of Dacapo for an hour before Acheron spoke.
 
   “Where are we going to begin looking for your Prophet?”
 
   “I’m going where I always go when I’m stuck.  Home.”
 
   “Oooo, I get to meet mom and dad?”  Acheron’s expression became decidedly more mischievous. 
 
   Lyric sighed and lapsed back into silence. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric's hometown came into view as they crested the hill outside the city limits.  He stopped his car and turned to Acheron who had settled for the leather pants, halter-top and stiletto boots combo in which she had first appeared. She had added a silver belly chain with an obsidian pendant that matched his own.  When Lyric saw it, he seethed in fury, demanding she remove it.  In hindsight that was exactly the wrong way to handle it. 
 
   "Can you please cover up?"
 
   Acheron pouted and her clothes vanished. Lyric turned his head away.
 
   "Okay, it's safe." Lyric turned back to see her wearing exactly what she was wearing before. "See? Covered up!" She said brightly. "Now let's go see mom and dad."
 
   As they approached the small village, several things were conspicuous by their absence. No cars on the road, no children playing in front yards, no dogs barking, no activity that marked a healthy small town.  Lyric's frown deepened as they pulled onto the main street.  
 
   Stoplights worked, birds were singing.  The ball atop the old 76 station was spinning, but there were no signs of life.  A few minutes later, they were parking in the driveway of his parent’s house and he was rushing through the front door.
 
   "Emma? Niq? Where is everyone? What's going on?" The smell of rotting meat assailed his nostrils and forcing himself not to gag he stepped into the dining room, fearing the worst. The sight of the family dog, Whistle, very dead and decomposing on the table, tempered the relief he felt at not finding his parents dead bodies. Turning to Acheron he demanded, "who did this? Why did this happen? Where is everyone?"
 
   "Couldn't tell you," Acheron shrugged. "Demons don't tend to be real cryptic. If we want you dead, we kill you. Kidnapping one human is a giant pain in the ass; I can't imagine a whole town. You have to feed your hostages, take them to the bathroom, listen to them cry. Killing is easier. The question is not just who would want your entire town, but how did they do it? There’s no evidence of a struggle outside, is there anything amiss in here other than that thing?” She gestured to Whistle, “man I hate dogs.”
 
   Lyric methodically made his way through the house, then the rest of the neighborhood. Acheron followed for a bit then started playing tic-tac-toe with herself in the empty street, burning her designs into the asphalt with her fingertip.  Eventually Lyric rejoined her.
 
   “There’s absolutely no one here, there are no broken locks, there’s more than one table set for a meal, and all of the animals are dead. Not just dead though, mutilated. What is going on?”
 
   Acheron rose to her feet and dusted herself off.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that while you’ve been on your thorough and pointless search.  My guess is it’s not whoever sicced the hellhounds on us while you were playing on your mighty mountain.  Whoever did that was trying to kill you outright. Odds are your town is still alive.  If it were a killing mission, they would have left the bodies here, not whisked them neatly away.  Someone with a tremendous amount of mojo seems to be demanding your attention, Who is it and why?  Not likely Hellspawn, as I said, too much work.  Nor is anyone from hell going to contract you out. You are a nuke in a world of peashooters, they absolutely do not want you advertised to the supernatural community. The Soul Singers Guild is not going to tell anyone.  You’re an embarrassment, and besides, they keep secrets better than dead men.  Is there anything different in your life other than my arrival?”  Lyric shook his head.  “So the question is who wants your attention, doesn’t seem to have your best interests at heart and probably knows about yours truly?"
 
   “The only people who knew about you were my parents, Niq and Emma; I called them the day I cast.  Neither one of them would spread the word about me.  Emma’s a princess though; maybe it has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “A princess? You’re royalty?”
 
   Lyric flushed.
 
   “I’m not royalty, I’m a bastard. My mother is the daughter of one of the King’s of Markhato, David Westfall.  She and I are an embarrassment to him as well.  Westfall is married to Starshine’s Lullaby, the daughter of the Native Canadian King, River Hammer.  Emma met Niq when visiting her grandfather.  She was due back at court the following week; instead she ran away with a penniless composer and conceived me out of wedlock.”
 
   “Well now, that puts a different spin on things. It’s very possible this is about your mother and taking the whole town is intended to keep her in line. So, good news, not our problem.”  Acheron said brightly.
 
   “These are my parents; it’s very much my problem.  If it’s because of my mother it probably has to do with the war.”
 
   Acheron shrugged.
 
   “Sorry, Lover, I don’t keep up with human politics. What war?”
 
   “It isn’t human politics.  There is a second sight war brewing, some crazy woman named Melody is trying to whip up a revolt among the supernaturals against the Four Kings.  It’s been all over the Guild because the Masters are considering whether we should be involved.  She says it’s time humanity knew of the supernatural beings that live among them.  She wants to bring down the second Veil so all supernaturals are revealed.  She’s been drafting malcontents for the last few years, mostly the ones who have negligible or no powers, who think their lives will improve if they’re recognized as being special and different from humans.”
 
   “How is she planning to bring down the veil?”  Acheron seemed almost impressed by the audacity of such a task.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   "Why don't the Kings kill her?"
 
   "I'm not a King so I don't really know, but I have an idea..." Acheron waited expectantly, crooking an eyebrow when he shouted in her face. "They aren’t demons!  Killing isn't the first solution that comes to mind when problems arise!!"
 
   "You misunderstand," she said earnestly. "Killing isn't the first solution, just the easiest and fastest. We also enjoy torture, maiming and my personal favorite, corruption!"
 
   Lyric shook his head in disgust.
 
   "Regardless of the rumors or whether they’re true, I intend to find my parents.  Demons can track important possessions to find a person, right?  I remember being stalked by a big, ugly bastard a couple years ago that got a hold of a knife of mine."
 
    
 
   "What's the item?"
 
   Lyric produced a small white stone, polished smooth, small enough to fit in your palm.
 
   "Who does it belong too?"
 
   "Emma"
 
   "What's her full name?"  
 
   Lyric eyed her warily.  
 
   "Seriously, Lover, I need her full name to find her."
 
   "Emerald Gem of Markhato."
 
   Acheron closed her eyes and concentrated for a moment.  She frowned suddenly and opened her eyes; those beautiful eyes with thick dark lashes...Lyric shook his head.  Stop it!  She's a monster, a disgusting fiend from hell.  He looked back at her to see her smiling slyly.
 
   "Watcha thinkin', Lover?"
 
   "I'm thinking I'd like to know where my mother is, stop calling me Lover."
 
   "Mmm hmm, any time you want to get off your high horse and roll in the mud with me say the word."
 
   "You're a whore, and I have no interest in picking up some Hell born STD.  Where is she?"  Lyric ground out through clenched teeth.
 
   Acheron's expression was puzzled.  
 
   "She's here in the town.  Right over there."  She pointed at Lyric's childhood home.  Lyric borrowed her expression of puzzlement as he tried to work out what was going on.
 
   "I've been through every inch of this town, there's no one here."
 
   Acheron shrugged.
 
   "That's where she is."
 
   "Try this," Lyric said handing her a green composition stylus, "it belongs to Unique Harmony of the Space Between."
 
   Acheron arched an eyebrow.
 
   "What an interesting name."  
 
   Lyric shrugged and gestured for her to get on with it.  Closing her eyes, she opened them almost immediately.  "Same place."
 
   Lyric's brow furrowed in thought.
 
   "Try this," he handed her a silver hair comb set with rubies from his sister's bureau. "This belongs to Ruby Rain of the Composer."
 
   Acheron closed her eyes longer this time; then turned West.  Opening her eyes, she said "Two days by car in that direction."
 
   Lyric nodded, "That sounds right," he headed toward his home.  He disappeared through the door while Acheron waited outside.  "Acheron come here!"  The demoness appeared next to him as though she had been a step away.  Lyric was startled in spite of himself.  "You have the sight, right?"
 
   "Yes, Lover, I have the sight, what am I looking for?"
 
   "Something is distorting the sound in this room, in fact, now that I'm listening for it, the entire house is distorted."
 
   Acheron looked around and shook her head.  "Everything seems normal.  There are a few enchanted items here and there, but nothing seems off."
 
   Lyric as a soul singer was not allowed to have enchanted items, so he dismissed them from his mind.
 
   "Can you zero in on the precise location of Emma from the white stone?"
 
   "She's over there," Acheron gestured at the table where Whistle still lay.  "On the chair on the far side of the table."
 
   Lyric strode over and examined the area, above, beneath, around the chair.  
 
   "She isn't here," he said perplexed
 
   "Don't argue with Demon Sense, she's there."
 
   "And Niq?"
 
   Acheron closed her eyes with a sigh.  Her brow pinched in apparent confusion as She lifted her arm.  She began to point, then stopped and turned around on the spot.  Finally, she pointed at the door to Niq's study. 
 
   "What was that all about?" Lyric asked. 
 
   "Something seems off.  It like he's there, but not there.  Like a reflection rather than the real thing."
 
   Lyric entered his father's room and searched carefully for him in all the places he had already looked, but to no avail.
 
   Walking back out the front door he stopped on the street and cocked his head, listening intently.  
 
   "The distortion is out here as well," he said thoughtfully.  "What is it and is it connected to the disappearances?"
 
   "I have no idea," Acheron said impatiently, "but frankly I'm bored with this game.  No one's here, and as far as we can tell, no one is dead.  We still have a mysterious someone who sent a huge pack of hellhounds to actually kill you.  You have a year to sever a tie that as far as we know will kill us both.  Don't you think you should prioritize a bit?"
 
   "I'm going to try something," Lyric said, ignoring Acheron.  "I will need to make use of our tie; do I have your permission?"
 
   Acheron flushed.
 
   "You know you don't have to ask my permission, just do it."
 
   Lyric shrugged and began a sweet melody that wound out and caressed Acheron's skin.  Clenching up she withstood it as long as possible, before crying out.  Lyric stopped and looked at her in surprise.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "It hurts."
 
   "But it's a song of peace, how can it hurt?"
 
   "I'm a demoness dumbass!  It hurts!"
 
   "Okay, okay I’m sorry, let's try this, are you ready?"
 
   "Don't apologize, just do it!"  the Demoness shouted.
 
   Lyric began the same melody but dropped to a minor scale, turning it into a song of lament.  As the sound approached Acheron, it flowed over and around her like it a burial shroud.  The magic took hold and she noticed a shimmer in the air.  Instinctively she sent a surge of power along the tie and amped up Lyric's song.  He began singing ancient words she had not heard since before the fall, which shocked her like a lightning strike.  She ground her teeth and withstood the burning sensation, which was accompanied by an almost narcotic quality.  She felt like she was about to split apart, so backed off the juice a bit, so she could concentrate harder on seeing through the shimmer.  
 
   "Holy shit," she said softly.  Exploring the sensation of their tie, she realized she could send a thought along it to Lyric.  "Look over by the house to your right, in front of the bushes."
 
   Lyric continued singing as he did what she said and started at what he saw.  A perfect crystal statue of his old neighbor stood in the yard, stooped over to pick something up off the ground.  Eyes darting about he saw several people in their yards and on the streets, all perfect crystalline representations of friends and neighbors.  "What the hell is going on?"  he thought at her
 
   "No idea, but I bet your parents are in their house.  Stop singing, it hurts; let's see if they go away."
 
   Lyric stopped his song and immediately the statues vanished.  He turned and dashed into the house, beckoning Acheron to follow.  Once inside he began his song again, immediately the shimmer showed up, Acheron sent power down the tie and as soon as the words started, she winced and backed off a little.  There at the table, sat Lyric's mother, a worried expression on her face.  Lyric kept singing and made his way to his father's study.  His father was still absent.  He looked everywhere and found nothing.
 
   Going back to the dining room, he changed his song to a restoration piece.  Nothing happened.  He whipped through his repertoire, trying everything he could think of.  No joy.  Confused, frustrated, angry he made his way outside and sat down on the steps of his family home. 
 
   Like a towering black wave, a deluge of emotions he had held carefully in check overwhelmed him.  Once he allowed himself to contemplate the mix of frustration, rage, fear and helplessness, there was no stopping the flood that burst out if him as a wild lament that shattered the air, literally. Lightning began striking the street, making craters in the asphalt.  The neighbor's house across the street compressed as though flattened by a huge fist.   Suddenly he was flying through the air and landed flat on his back, Acheron slamming the weight of her body down on his stomach as he hit the ground.  His breath left him, stopping the song and the lightning storm.  He looked up at Acheron in surprise.  She held him pinned, her hands like steel around his wrists.
 
   He gasped; attempting to speak and she slid back and descended, covering his mouth with hers.  Dazed, he did not resist and for the first time in his life experienced a real kiss.  Only this one was from a demon with millennia of experience.  Not really a fair first kiss.  The knot in his back twisted something awful and another, more obvious reaction made itself known against her leather-clad derriere.  Finally, she broke the kiss and sat back looking him carefully in the eye.
 
   "As much as I'd love to take advantage of this situation you need to listen to me as hard as you can.  Do I have your complete attention?  Don't speak, just nod."  Lyric nodded.  "Good, c'mon."  Standing up she grabbed his hand and easily pulled him to his feet.  Keeping a hold of him, she led him back to the porch and sat him down on the step, sitting next to him.
 
   "There are some things you should know from your training, and some that no soul singer knows, but due to our unique situation you need to learn.  A soul singer's song is a powerful thing by itself.  Alone, it can hurt a demon and even cast us back to hell.  You already know you have some control over your surroundings from your schooling, as you proved with the Hellhounds."  She looked at him intently to make sure he was still paying attention.  "When tied to a Verger, your Soul Song becomes stronger, amplified by the Verger's powers.  Verger's pick up a lot of power from living on the Verge of Hell.  Natural inclinations during life don't disappear with death.  Vergers are as unique as people or demons.  soul singers vary in strength and ability not just because of their own strengths and weaknesses but also because of those of their Verger.  A Verger tie is to death because of the nature of souls and how they connect.  The reason you're called soul singers is not just because Vergers are souls of the deceased who are held on the Verge for whatever reason, but also because the Song you sing to cast into the Verge is the visible, audible cry of your soul.  I have killed several of your kind," she paused as Lyric bristled beside her.  "Don't get worked up, just listen, you need to learn this.  Demons are spirits; we don't have corporeal bodies unless we take them or make them.  We can exist in the air, but it is difficult and painful.  Imagine walking around in fire, that's what it feels like.  Therefore, we either make vessels to inhabit, or steal them.  Some of us like Trytohn, a few others and me can take any form we desire.  My name is Acheron.  I am not from the river in Hell; I am the river in hell.  Every Fallen One has a source of power that is specific.  Some are in authority in places in Hell and draw power from their places.  Some are responsible for various cults or religions on the earth and draw power from their worshipers.  Mine is the entirety of Hell itself, because my very nature reaches through the entirety of Hell.  Trytohn is the strongest of us because as the leader of the fall, we are all bound to him and he draws his power from us collectively.  No matter how powerful a hellion is, we simply make Trytohn stronger.  By our nature and age, demons are immensely strong, far beyond a Verger.  A Verger and soul singer tied together have enough juice to present a serious threat to any denizen of the infernal plain, including Trytohn himself.”
 
   “What’s the Verge like?”
 
   “Don’t interrupt.  Now understand the importance of what I am telling you.  You are the most powerful singer I have ever encountered, and you're tied to me, a demoness whose power is unequaled by all but a few.  When you share this tie with another soul you give up part of yourself to the one you're tied to, and they give up part of their soul to you.  This is likely to have drastic consequences for the both of us and you almost saw one just now.  That ridiculous self-control the Guild makes you beat into yourself isn't for fun.  You need to be in control of your Song at all times, if you lose control there are many possible consequences, all bad.  One of which is putting control in your Verger's hands.  The balance of power is shifted and you will become my slave."
 
   Lyric stared at her in horror and confusion.
 
   "Why are you telling me this?  Why didn't you just take over?  According to what you’re telling me, you could be the most powerful being on the face of the planet."
 
   "I have my reasons, and they are my own.  It is enough to say, it is in my best interests to keep our relationship as it is and protect you as long as we are tied.  What's important right now is that you not lose control like that again.  While I can boost you with power, I cannot prevent you from taking it, and you were drawing on me heavy for that little fit you threw.  Not only is it dangerous for you, it's like setting off a flare saying 'come get us'."
 
   As if on cue the sound of several running feet caused demoness and Singer to look up the street.  At least two dozen men were running toward them.  Lyric stood cautiously, already humming in his throat.  Acheron at his side said:
 
   "I hate goblins." Turning with hands on hips to glare at Lyric.  "See?  This is exactly what I'm talking about.  Set off enough power and someone is going to notice.  I hate goblins, Lover.  They stink.”  She sighed.  "Oh well, let’s get this done.”  The demoness strode purposefully forward.
 
   As the men drew closer, Lyric was able to see that Acheron was right.  Goblins can fit very easily into the human world.  Aside from slightly long ears, abnormally wide foreheads, and the tremendous stench of unwashed body, they didn't differ from humans a whole lot physically.  Goblins, however, had magic.  They had an ability, learned long ago and passed down through the generations.  Every goblin warrior could shift their location, transporting themselves easily through the ubiquitous shadows.  As soon as they disappear, they become completely ephemeral, allowing them to go through walls.  The best fighters time things so they can’t be touched by weapon strikes.
 
   Lyric had spent some time running intelligence forays into a major goblin holding in North Dakota a few years back early in his fifth measure.  It had been his first command and he had lost a dear friend in the first run.  Quickly he learned the importance of being aggressive and cold.  A large piece of his innocence was lost in the catacombs of the Goblin King.  He remembered the stench all through the tunnels and snippets of children’s rhymes came to mind and immediately fled before stark reality as cold steel appeared from the shadows seeking the soft spots in his armor.  The second run left three of his soldiers dead and seven injured, but halfway through, Lyric changed objective from intel to slaughter.  In his anger, he began a fire starter song and sent it singing through the tunnels.  They had managed to burn an entire supply train, including its loading dock and all of the workers that did not manage to escape the inferno called up by his rage.  He refused to acknowledge the memory of screams he heard that did not belong to the workers or soldiers.  The rage and shame that accompanied the memories joined with the turmoil in his soul currently shattered what was left of his self-control.  Acheron was fireproof and there were no innocents here.
 
   He opened his mouth and exerting his will deep inside his burning anger he released a vocalization that did not even have words.  His beautiful voice, the voice that made such a tremendous stir in the Guild and tied him to a demon resonated through his town.  Houses along either side of the street began to waver crazily before he realized he was seeing them through the waves of heat carrying his song through the air, enveloped and passed Acheron, leaving the demoness unharmed.  Then it reached the goblins.
 
   The front line of the attackers barely managed to register surprise and never had a chance to display the fear that must have accompanied their incineration.  In mere seconds, Lyric stopped singing Acheron was staring at him with an unhappy expression, and the road behind her glowed red with an unholy heat.  The mailbox and streetlights nearby had melted like chocolate on a hot day.
 
   Lyric wasn’t even breathing hard, all he felt was exhilarated, strong and proud.  He held tight to the sense of power, exulting in his victory, refusing to acknowledge what he knew awaited him in the quiet moments.  Looking at Acheron, he asked.
 
   “Do you think there are anymore around?”
 
   “It’s possible," she looked around at the circles of melted world that surrounded her.  Her usual glee at destruction was oddly absent.  "I don’t think they’ll bother us though, after what you just did to their brethren.  I’m sure there’ll be an attempted reckoning down the road, but you just set off another flare. Why don’t we just worry about finding your Prophet Man?  There's nothing you can do here, either they are all dead and beyond your help or they’re alive somewhere and you and I don’t know how to retrieve them.  Odds are if your prophet can tell you how to sever our tie without killing us, he can probably shed some light on this little mystery.”
 
   Lyric resisted the sense she made, still riding high from his fiery display, wanting to do something more to whoever was responsible for taking his mother.  
 
   Damn goblins, it was their fault for having non-military personnel inside that mine.  He had to make a call with men on the line who counted on him for protection and he made it, there was nothing about which to feel guilty.  
 
   As his heart slowed and his head began to clear, his training asserted itself and he realized that he was at a complete loss here.  Obviously powerful magic was used to take the town, but for all his training, strength and ability, he did not have the slightest idea how to counter it.  He looked at red glowing asphalt where the goblins had been and instead of feeling better, his shame returned a hundredfold.  He had just ended a score of lives without a thought, without a twitch.  He had opened his mouth, called on his power and killed them.  Numbness punched him in his chest.  Not knowing what or how to feel he turned to the demoness.
 
   “So, we get in the car and get back on the road.”  Lyric wearily ran his fingers through his hair.  “I might know someone who can help us find the Prophet Man.”
 
   * * *
 
   Kneeling down he touched the melted asphalt, cool to the touch.  They had been gone a while.  His cold eyes surveyed the wrecked street.  The boy's power was ridiculous. After the ease with which Lyric dispatched the hellhounds, wisdom demanded he be approached carefully.  Maybe an ambush, if he could get ahead of him somehow.  
 
    
 
   One thing was sure; goblins were not the solution.  He remembered how long it took the boy to recover after the slaughter in North Dakota.  He had thought sending the goblins would throw him off.  Apparently, Lyric was made of sterner stuff than he had given him credit for.  
 
    
 
   His phone buzzed in his pocket.  He ignored it, knowing it was the Guild Master again.  He had been trying to get a hold of him for days. 
 
    
 
   The man jerked his head at his large friend and they headed back to his truck.  Perhaps his mistress could advise him.  Hopefully she'd calmed down after his last failure.  He would find a suitable place to call her after they had been on the road a while.  Johaus pointed the direction they had gone.  Smiling at his Verger affectionately, Keith Normvy spun the wheel and hit the gas. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   7 WHERE IS THE PROPHET MAN?
 
    
 
   “Where to, oh Captain my Captain?”  The demoness sat sideways in the passenger seat facing Lyric.
 
   “We’ll head back to Ru Batoe, to the library there, but I have a stop to make along the way.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Lover, as I’ve said, I’m in no hurry.”
 
   A short drive brought them to the edge of an ancient orchard of fruit trees.  Acheron stepped out of the car and looked around, her eyebrows drew into a frown as she sniffed the air.  
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   “Aunt Bea’s, a crazy old lady from my childhood.  Why?”
 
   Acheron raised an eyebrow at Lyric.
 
   “Lover, no one’s aunt lives here.  I don’t want to go in there.”
 
   Lyric looked at her in surprise.
 
   “Why, what’s the matter?”
 
   Acheron rubbed her bare arms.
 
   “The air here burns my skin.”
 
   “Then maybe you shouldn’t show so much skin, young lady!”  
 
   Lyric and Acheron both whirled at the voice behind them.  Lyric smiled and embraced the old woman who came hobbling out of the trees.
 
   “Aunt Bea, how are you?”  He asked enthusiastically, ignoring her sputtering incoherent protests.
 
   “I’m fine,” she managed, “and I’ll thank you to put me down!”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” Lyric set her carefully on her feet.  “I apologize.”
 
   Aunt Bea peered closely at Lyric with a fierce expression on her face then lit up with a happy smile and exclaimed, “Lyric?  Oh baby, how are you?  When did you get so tall?  And muscular?  Land’s sakes you’re gonna make a fine lookin’ man when you grow up, child.”
 
   Acheron was quietly backing away.
 
   “Don’t you move, you hussy.” Aunt Bea snapped at Acheron.
 
   “Careful, old lady, you might hurt a girl’s feelings.”  Acheron shot back.
 
   “Girl?” Aunt Bea sniffed, “you’re as a much a girl as I am.”
 
   Lyric looked back and forth between the two in confusion.  He had grown up climbing Aunt Bea’s trees with his little sister, eating fruit, enjoying her pies and hot cocoa in the winter months.  She was a harmless, crazy old lady with magical treats, an understanding ear and great stories.  Now here she was scolding a demon who was as old as creation.  Was the whole world going crazy?
 
   Acheron swept a hand down her body and her tight leather was replaced with a stunning deep blue velvet evening gown that hugged her sleek body, decked with tiny dazzling jewels.  The addition of matching gloves that went above her elbows left very little skin exposed. Where before she was the embodiment of sex appeal, now she was painfully beautiful.  The knot in Lyric's back twisted and in disgust, he realized he could not deny it was desire.
 
   “Well, at least it’s an improvement."  Aunt Bea sniffed and turned back to Lyric to appraise him more carefully.  "Oh, my poor sweet innocent boy, you've grown up, haven't you?"  A gentle sadness softened her stern expression.  "The years fly so quickly now, don't they child?  Your innocence is gone, and we can never get it back now can we?  I'm so sorry." Tears threatened the old woman's eyes. "Wait!" She dug through her large canvas bag for a moment before crowing triumphantly. "Would you like some jam?  It's from my very last batch."  She produced a jar filled with red memories of Lyric's boyhood.
 
   Lyric sternly reminded himself to stay on task.
 
   "Actually, Aunt Bea, I was hoping you could tell me if anything strange has occurred around here or in town lately."
 
   "Well, none of the children have come to see me in a few weeks now.  I've been terribly lonely."  She gazed off in the direction from which they had come, her eyes seeming to see farther than Lyric could.  "I think I'll be leaving for a while.  Maybe I'll return someday." It seemed like Bea was talking to herself.  Impulsively, Lyric questioned his childhood mentor. 
 
   "Aunt Bea, have you ever heard of the Prophet Man?" 
 
   "Oh heavens, what do you want with that crazy old coot?"  Aunt Bea rolled her eyes and started walking into the orchard, her hobble oddly absent.  
 
   "You know him? Do you know where I can find him?" Lyric asked eagerly following the old lady.
 
   "Lyric, prophets are rare and wondrous creatures.  They also tend to be somewhat terrifying.  You’re all grown up now, and I can't stop you from looking for him, but you need to know... he's been touched."
 
   Lyric barely registered Acheron’s quiet intake of breath at the word.
 
   "Touched?"
 
   Aunt Bea sighed, dug one of her hard sugar free candies from the bag, and offered it to him.  Lyric accepted it automatically with a polite "thank you" and Acheron smirked in the background at this insight into Lyric’s history.
 
   “The story is that the Prophet Man desperately sought the Composer, wanting to know Him.  So earnest was his desire that he was visited by the Voice in a dream.  They sang together and the Prophet Man was able to understand the song.  The Voice asked him what he would ask for and the Prophet Man asked for wisdom and power.  Wisdom was given to him and tremendous power.  He became a soul singer.” Lyric started at this revelation, not realizing Aunt Bea had heard of the soul singers.  He wondered briefly where his adopted Aunt had heard this story, Aunt Bea continued, not noticing his reaction.  “soul singers are a secret organization of men and women who work in service to the Composer.  No one knows much of anything about them.  In fact, only a handful of people seem to know they exist at all.  Most who’ve heard of them dismiss them as legends.”  At this point she looked at Lyric who remained carefully neutral.  “soul singers are real Lyric; as are the monsters they face to protect the Composer’s Score.”  Aunt Bea got out a candy for herself and offered one to Acheron who shook her head.  “The Prophet Man became a powerful soul singer, full of Wisdom.  He did many wonderful things in service to the Composer.  The stories of his exploits have been lost, the only record destroyed in the second war of the Second Sighted.  Unfortunately, even after everything he had seen and done, his pride poisoned him. Pride is one of the deadliest enemies of us all, but perhaps more so for the soul singers than for anyone else.  Because of the tremendous responsibility they have to guard the score, as well as the power they are given to carry their duties out, pride is always at the door, knocking, seeking to come in and drown out the sound of the Song.  Sadly, the Prophet Man’s arrogance grew and he made a decision that had dreadful consequences.  In order to save him, his companion paid the price demanded of his pride and the two of them were separated forever."
 
   Lyric was stunned.  If what Bea said was true, someone had survived separating from their Verger.  The old woman continued.
 
   “Soon he had another dream.  The Voice stood before him and sang a song of sorrow.  The Prophet Man in his arrogance attempted to change the song but was unable to sing a counterpoint.  Instead, he unwillingly sang harmony to the Voice.  He struggled for a long time, trying to change the song, but the Voice remained in control.  
 
   Finally, the Voice stopped singing and allowed the Prophet Man an opportunity, which in his arrogance he seized.  Rather than humbling himself before the Voice and turning away from his foolish pride, he attempted a song to control the Voice.  Long in patience and mercy, the Voice did not destroy the Prophet Man, but instead reached out and touched him in the head.  Remember your lessons?”  
 
   Lyric nodded.  
 
   “The Voice sang creation into being.  He is one with the Composer and the Song and together they wrote the score that holds the secrets of our world.”  His mother, Aunt Bea and the Guild, had drilled this into him every day of his life.  Bea nodded approvingly.
 
   “Imagine the power contained in the finger of Voice.  Imagine what that power might do to the mind of a mortal.  The Prophet Man became crippled in the head where the Voice touched him.  From then on, he has been unable or unwilling to sing, some say he has no melody left but can only sing harmony.  Regardless, what most stories agree on is his wisdom remains, but it’s masked by his broken mind.  His power remains, but it is transformed into his ability to understand and interpret soul songs.”  Bea finished her narrative and gazed wistfully at her grove of fruit trees as they passed among them.  “The most beautiful place to spend a lifetime,” she said softly.
 
   “Do you know where I can find him?”
 
   “Find who, dear?”
 
   “The Prophet Man.”  Lyric said patiently
 
   “The Prophet Man?  Who’s that?  What an ostentatious title!”
 
   Lyric realized Aunt Bea was slipping into one of her confused states and that signaled time to leave.
 
   "Is there anything I can do for you, Aunt Bea?"
 
   Bea turned her eyes back to Lyric and smiled gently.
 
   "No, dear, you’re a sweet boy and I love you dearly, but our time is done.”
 
   “No!” Lyric protested in shock.  “What do you mean?  Where are you going to go?”
 
   “There is a time for everything Lyrical Sound of the Evening.”  Bea said fiercely.  “And as is the nature of time, it doesn’t come to last but it comes to pass.  That’s my last lesson for you, so learn it well.  It is important, now that you are a man who will face the sorrows of all men.  Time moves, and everything passes.  The only thing eternal is the Composer, the Voice and the Song.  Our time was lovely and I wouldn’t trade a single smile of it.  However, you still have a great many times ahead of you, so remember it.  Times of joy will pass, so cherish them.  Times of sorrow will pass, too, so endure them.  I love you, dear child.”  A single tear threatened the corner of Bea’s eye.  She smiled brightly and Lyric swore she suddenly looked sixty years younger.  “Now you take this naughty girl,” she pointed at Acheron, “and be on your way.  Tell that Uncle Dirge of yours I said goodbye.  Now go on, go! " She shooed them along and taking Lyric's hand she pressed the jar of jam in it.  "And remember, when you're in a jam, share the jam." Lyric accepted the jar, overcome with a piercing sadness.  Unbidden tears filled his eyes as he regarded the jar in his hand.  To think this was the last time he might see Aunt Bea, that this was the last jar of the jam that flavored so many happy memories of his childhood.  As though it were made of delicate crystal, he carefully packed the precious treasure in his backpack.  Wiping his eyes, he thanked Aunt Bea and hugged her affectionately.
 
   “Please put me down.”  the woman said sternly
 
   “Sorry ma’am.”  Lyric gently set her down and jerked his head at Acheron to follow him.  Before he turned to go, he was certain he saw Acheron incline her head to Bea before following him.  The old woman vanished into the grove.
 
   "What was that about?" Lyric asked the demon as they made their way back to the car.
 
   "What, Lover?" Acheron made a gesture and was once again clothed in her leather ensemble.
 
   "All that back there between you and Aunt Bea.  You almost treated her with respect."
 
   “You don’t know what she is?”
 
   “Yes,” Lyric answered carefully, holding tight to his frustration and unreasonable sadness.  “She’s the crazy old lady with the second sight who lives up the road and bakes pies and makes hot chocolate and gives out candy.  She stops bullies; chases fear away and understands children.  She is patience and sweetness and stories...and love.”
 
   Acheron did not speak for a moment, then asked.
 
   “And if you couldn’t find your parents, or had a problem you couldn’t handle at home, where is the first place that would occur to you as being safe?”
 
   “Aunt Bea’s of course." Lyric started hard at Acheron, a sinking feeling in his stomach.  He already knew the answer, but asked the question anyway.  "Are saying aunt Bea is a supernatural?”
 
   “Every creature has a function in the score.  As you know, many of the supernaturals, as you call them, appear as normal human beings to the unsighted.  You’ve been given some discernment to identify these beings, but it doesn’t usually occur to Singer’s to examine people who’ve been in their lives from before their training.”
 
   Lyric considered her words and their implication carefully, wishing to stave off the weirdness of truth with some shred of normalcy.  Aunt Bea was not supernatural she was wonderful and normal. 
 
   “She’s not human.”  He finally said.
 
   “No, she’s not even close to human.”  Acheron agreed.  “In fact, she’s a very powerful mute.”
 
   That caught Lyric by surprise. 
 
   “What's a Mute?”
 
   “A Mute’s function is to protect children.  They have strong magic that keeps children safe in their presence.  They mute any malignant force that may be pursuing their charges.  Evil not only can’t hurt them, it can’t even find them.  Whenever you are in the presence of a mute or on land in their care, you are protected.  You can find them in most communities.  They are the harmless old people that attract kids, make them feel safe, understood, listened to.  They're usually very close to nature; living things tend to flourish in their presence.  They are one of the few creatures who are incorruptible.  I'm evil.  I'm the embodiment of everything that's corruptive in this world.”
 
   “Neat," Lyric said blankly.  "What's your point?"
 
   “Mutes are practically legends to demons.  We’ve never seen them, we can’t even sense them.  My tie to you must have given me some protection, but I could feel her power.  It’s what was burning my skin.  I’m the first demoness to be in the presence of a mute.  It was weird, I felt completely repelled by her, with the exception of where we are tied.  In that spot alone I felt safe and almost... hap-"
 
   They exited the orchard and Acheron’s voice was cut off as she was bowled over by a man who moved faster than was possible.  Lyric looked around and noticed shapes flitting through the trees across the road.  Turning his attention back to Acheron he watched her stand up calmly, a man easily a hundred pounds heavier than her was on her back biting her neck.  She winked at Lyric and tilted her head to make it easier for the thing to feed.
 
   “Vampires.”  she said, “They suck.”
 
   Lyric was mentally sprinting through his repertoire, preparing his defensive strategies for vampires when one of the attackers knocked him to the ground.  An odd smell assailed his nostrils as he struggled with the woman who had jumped him.  She was immensely strong, and had him pinned in a moment when her head jerked up at the sound of a terrible scream.  Lyric freed a hand and punched her in the throat, watching her fly off him in surprise before remembering his augmented strength from his bond to Acheron.  Looking over to the demoness, he saw her standing calmly, surrounded by six more vampires, crouched and ready to spring.  The one who had attacked her was the source of the screaming.  He lay quiet now, on the ground, smoke rising from his blackened mouth.
 
    
 
   “Who sent you?”  Acheron asked the vamp directly before her.  He just snarled. 
 
    
 
   The small vampire who had jumped Lyric joined the circle surrounding Acheron.  
 
    
 
   “Obviously someone stupid who didn’t mind losing eight servants.  You bloodsuckers are usually much smarter than this.  Didn’t your master warn you about what you were going up against?”
 
    
 
   The largest looked at Lyric’s attacker.
 
    
 
   “We’ll handle the bitch; you deal with the Demon Singer.”
 
    
 
   The vampires chose that moment to attack the Demoness, covering her in a mass of writhing bodies.  Lyric watched helplessly.  Everything he had to fight vamps would damage Acheron as well.  He didn’t have long to be concerned.  The small vamp turned back to him and vaulted at him, her small frame flying through the air as though gravity was more suggestion than law.  Lyric caught her with both hands, holding her at arm's length from his throat.  Spinning in place, he used her own momentum plus his muscle to send her careening into the mass of vampires attacking Acheron.
 
    
 
   For her part, Acheron became decidedly more animated as the leeches attacked.  Ripping the head off one, she used it to cave in the face of another.  Two vamps grabbed each of her arms while the small one Lyric hurled managed to twist in the air, vault off the large one’s back and jump up on Acheron’s shoulders.  Wrapping her legs around the demoness' head and vaulting backwards.  Acheron went flying through the air and landed in a heap thirty feet away but was back on her feet instantly.  The vampires rushed at her, seeking to overwhelm her, obviously deciding she was the immediate threat.  This time the small one jumped on her and wrapped her arms around her body.  Acheron wrapped her own arms around her assailant, intending to break her back. The other four were waiting for that opening.  The largest moved with that incredible speed and wrapped his huge arms around both Acheron and the small vamp from behind the demon, lifting her bodily off the ground.  Another wrapped her arms and legs around Acheron’s lower half while two more advanced carefully with black knives, carved with silver runes that almost seemed to glow.  Acheron saw them and her eyes widened for a moment before narrowing in anger.  
 
    
 
   A loud, wet cracking sound heralded the shattering of the small vamp’s spine.  Grabbing the wrists of the large Vamp holding her in the air, she ripped his hands off which brought her crashing down on the vamp wrapped around her legs.  A swift, fluid motion set her knee in the vampire’s throat and a wicked strike of her hand sent the vamp’s head flying into the trees.  To his credit, the large vamp did not cry out at the loss of his hands, he simply came at her again, trying to club her with his bloody stumps.  With remarkable flexibility and strength, Acheron sunk her fingers into his forearms and planted her heeled boot so hard into the bottom of his chin his head snapped back and hung unnaturally as he fell over backward with the demoness riding him to the ground.  The small vamp was growling and clawing her way toward Acheron while the two with knives approached cautiously from either side.  
 
    
 
   “She’s going to die,” Acheron said, gesturing to the small vamp on the ground.  “You two are welcome to take those shiny knives of yours and go running back to your master to let them know you failed.  Or I can spare you the pain and kill you now.”  
 
    
 
   A glazed look came into their eyes and almost marionette-like they jumped at the demoness together.  With easy grace, she ran up the body of one, leapt high into the air and came down sinking the heel of her boot heel into the top of its shoulder.  With ridiculous commitment, the vampire refused to drop the blade, and then Lyric noticed it seemed that the hilt of the knife was actually fused to the vamp’s hand.  Twisting off the vamp, she grabbed its head and carried it with her.  Casually she stomped the neck of the small vamp who was reaching for her heel.  
 
    
 
   The last vampire crouched and watched the demoness carefully, planning his attack.  Acheron sighed.  “Done waiting,” she said and faster than the eye could see she moved across the space separating them and shoved the black knife into the leech’s own heart.  Turning black, it slowly crumbled to a pile of ash.  Acheron retrieved the knife and tended to the broken vamp on the ground as well as the one missing its face.  
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry; I didn't have anything prepared that wouldn't hurt you."  Lyric said when Acheron turned to him.  “Did you hear him call me Demon Singer?”
 
    
 
   "Not a big deal, Lover," Acheron's body flared with black flame.  As the flames died down he saw the blood and gore from the fight had been burnt off, leaving her clean and lovely one more.  "However, we should probably work on some good multi-purpose defensive songs.  You need preparation and experience, and after that display in town, I might add self-control to the list.  Though that’s not exactly one of my strong points.   Interesting mystery added to the mix though.  Did you see how they moved?  Someone else was controlling those vamps.  The simple fact that they attacked me was surprising though, considering my blood is lethal to vampires.”
 
    
 
   “These knives the last two held looked like they were fused to their hands.”  Lyric turned one of the black blades over in his hands.  Acheron plucked it from his grasp, picked up the other one and concentrated on the two of them.  They began to glow red hot, then melted through her fingers, scorching the grass where the metal dripped.  
 
    
 
   "Did you recognize the markings on the blades?"  Acheron asked as she shook the remaining molten steel from her fingers. 
 
    
 
   "They resembled eleven runes, but none I recognized."
 
    
 
   "Very good, Lover, they were made by elves.  Stupid tree huggers.  The runes were an ancient magic brought out of the earth early after the fall.  The knives are forged from iron and carbon, that's why they are black. The runes imbue them with magic that will banish any hellion back to Hell.  It won't bind us, but it hurts and is super annoying when you have places to be.  
 
    
 
   "Vampires and elves aren't friends, and elves keep relics like these knives carefully hidden.  This begs the question, how the hell did vampires get their hands on them, who sent them, and was it the same person who sent the Hellhounds?  Were they related to your town's kidnapper? Or do we have yet another player in this game?”
 
    
 
   “Not much of a game,” Lyric muttered.
 
    
 
   “Oh I don’t know Lover, I’ve been having a swell time, now where’d we park that car?”
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric looked up at Acheron from the flat of his back.
 
   “Why can’t I sing?”
 
    
 
   “Because, you need to be ready physically as well as with your pretty singing voice.”
 
    
 
   “Lomong said you’d train me in the eighth measure.”
 
    
 
   “I am.  What you don't know is that the eighth measure is the same as the rest only in that it is a key that unlocks the next discipline.  Otherwise, it's completely different.  You cannot be trusted with that key until you can control what you will be unlocking.  As long as I am in control, we can learn and experiment without causing your premature death.  Once you have mastered what I teach you to my satisfaction, I'll teach you the measure.
 
    
 
   "Besides," she continued in singsong. "You're a pansy."
 
    
 
   Lyric stood up slowly and painfully.  The clearing they had stopped in was lovely, perfect spot for picnics.  Right now he hated it. 
 
    
 
   “I’m not a pansy.  I’m just not a supernatural being with supernatural strength who can supernaturally beat the crap out of ordinary folk.”
 
    
 
   “False,” Acheron said smacking Lyric in the head faster than he could see.  “You have the good fortune of borrowing my strength.  This tie of ours carries all sorts of goodies.  Instead of avoiding it in disgust, you need to embrace it and explore it.  Besides strength, you can also move fast, much faster than ‘ordinary folk’.  So stop whining and stop me from kicking your ass."  She smacked him again, hard enough to knock him back a step. 
 
    
 
   Fighting to control his anger, the analytical side of Lyric's brain weighed her words carefully and quickly.  The augmented strength had been a surprise, so he had not paid attention to its source.  Now that danger had devolved into annoyance and his focus could narrow, he realized he had felt a surge in his tie when he used that strength.  Backing away as Acheron prepared to hit him again he tried it, focusing on the tie he noticed it was dissonant, but had a definite motif he could manipulate.  Trying to draw on it, he stepped toward the demoness and unleashed a flurry of rapid attacks.  
 
    
 
   Discernment is tricky was the odd thought that came to mind as he again landed painfully on his back.  For instance, he had just let loose a barrage of strikes that should have easily incapacitated the demoness, so why was he on his back again? 
 
    
 
   "What the hell was that?" Acheron sneered.  "Speed, Lover, you need speed."
 
    
 
   Lyric ignored the taunts as he got up again.  Focusing on the tie, he concentrated on the dissonance and using his voice and training, he grabbed it and sang it into harmony.  A flood of power overwhelmed him and he opened his eyes to see Acheron staring at him in shock.  Her lovely features contorted in rage and she leapt at him.  Something had obviously worked; the demoness looked like she was trying to swim through mud.  Lyric easily countered her blows, exulting in the power flowing through his muscles.  He stepped into her space and shoved one hand into her chest, feeling the bone flex and break beneath his palm.  As the force of his strike followed through, the demoness' body flew backwards and landed in a heap on the other side of the clearing. 
 
    
 
   Lyric released his focus on the tie and heard it clang ominously back to dissonance.  Everything returned to normal and he rushed to the limp body lying on the ground.  In horror, he saw her sternum was obviously crushed and dark blood was leaking from her mouth, matching the blood that came out of her hair.  What had he done?  Was she dead? 
 
    
 
   Drawing on his training, he ignored the horror and guilt that washed over him.  Instead, he began to sing, a simple healing song that wrapped around the demoness and started putting her back together.  As he sang, he watched her wounds heal and heard her death rattle turn into deep even breaths.  Once finished, he carefully picked her up, surprised at how light she was, and carried her to the car, laying her down in the back seat.  As he stood up her eyes snapped open, found his and stared at him silently. 
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry," he began, but she vanished, leaving behind the scent of lilacs.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   8 SERIOUSLY, WHERE IS THE PROPHET MAN?
 
    
 
   "Amnia Nit Too, is he working today?" Lyric and Acheron stood before the main information desk of the Library of Ru Batoe, largest library in the United States dealing with all things supernatural.  Also the music library for the Soul Singers Guild.
 
   "Check the section on Scoring." The waspish woman as the desk spoke in a pathologically hushed tone.  Acheron laughed aloud, earning a venomous stare from the librarian.  The demoness blew her a kiss and Lyric was afraid the woman might leap over the desk to attack his companion.  She had reappeared yesterday after being gone for two days.  Obviously, she wasn't using the tie to punish him like on Dacapo, but when she returned something was different.  She acted as cheerfully amoral as before but there was ugliness in their tie that had not been there before and it left Lyric decidedly unsettled. 
 
   "Not that kind of scoring, Acheron," Lyric muttered as he led the way to the music section, looking for the aisles devoted to scoring and notation.
 
   On the way, Acheron noticed an adults only section.
 
   "You go ahead, Lover, I hear a bookworm calling my name."  She sauntered down the adult aisle giggling at titles.
 
   Lyric continued on, half-relieved to be rid of her for a time, half-worried about what kind of trouble she might get into.
 
   It wasn't long before he found his friend and former research partner Amnia Nit Too, an eager old man, obviously foreign but adamant in his refusal to divulge his origins.  They had spent a semester together in Russia a few years before studying the hunting patterns of several regional supernaturals.  Nit wasn't a soul singer; he lacked perfect pitch.  However, he was extremely good at research and possessed the second sight.  The Guild believed in finding and fostering excellence in more than just the soul singers, and Amnia Nit Too was always busy with research projects for advanced Singers like Lyric and even some of the instructors.  Rumor had it; Nit discovered a dragon's nest in Nepal.  Lyric wouldn't be surprised. 
 
   "Nit!  I need your help."
 
   The small man lifted his head from the score he was studying.
 
   "Lyric?  Lyric!  How are you my friend?"  Nit came around the desk and clasped Lyric's hand enthusiastically.  "No wait, don't tell me."  He dramatically put a hand to his head as though divining secrets from the ether.  Falling into his customary carnival patter, he revealed some of his gift for having relevant information sooner than anyone else has. ."Your soul song went wrong and a demon came along.  Who by the way has made you stupid strong."  Nit rubbed his hand after reclaiming it from his friend's grip.  "They're already calling you the Demon Singer around here."
 
   "Brilliant." Lyric frowned. 
 
   "Not only that but mom and dad aren't available to chat.  Your childhood town is no longer around.  The buildings still stand, alone and unmanned but the people are gone.  It's all over the news, the Guild is whispering Croatoan."
 
   It was no surprise to Lyric that Nit knew what was going on.  The Guild was extremely secretive, but when you can't tell the outside world you exist, you tend to end up in a Rumor mill.
 
   “The Roanoke monster?  That’s a stretch, he hasn’t ever been found, and apparently hasn’t been busy for a few hundred years.”  Lyric frowned.  “Besides, why my town?”
 
   “Maybe that’s it Lyric, it’s your town.  The Demon Singer’s stomping grounds.”
 
   “Don’t call me that."  Then Lyric smiled in spite of himself.  "Still the carnival barker I see."
 
   "What can I say? I have a way with words, which like the songs of birds come falling, and calling all out of my mouth. But I'm sure you agree far better for you and better for me that the sounds that I make - though sometimes hard to take - it's better they fly down from the north than rise from the south."  He waggled his eyebrows like a crazy person.
 
   "You've a gift for clearing a room, regardless of wind direction. "
 
   Nit laughed uproariously slamming his hand on the desk.  Lyric winced as various clutter jumped. How such a small man was able to sound so big had always been a mystery to him.
 
   "How can I help you my friend?"
 
   "I need to find someone called the Prophet Man."
 
   "Hmmm, ostentatious.  Who is he?"
 
   "No idea," Lyric replied.  "I just know he is supposed to help me untie from this demon..."
 
   "Demoness!" Acheron's voice came floating over the stacks.  Lyric shook his head Nit grinned. 
 
   "She drives me crazy, I need to get this tie severed.  Do you know anything about it?"
 
   Nit threw his hands up in front of him.
 
   "Nothing official, certainly nothing to be found in the library.  The only things I've heard is it can be done.  It's dangerous and at least one method calls for a bondage demon."
 
   "You seem to know more than anyone else."
 
   "Of course I do.  Otherwise, what good would I be?  Now, consider how often there's a call to sever a Soul tie. ... like never.  This is the first I'd ever heard of it.  I figured after you went and saw your parents you'd probably come to me, so I did some digging.  You know how much literature there is on the Guild."
 
   "None. "
 
   "Exactly. So you can imagine how hard it is to find anything like what you're looking for.  If it wasn't for some of my dubious acquaintances I'd have nothing.  As it is, all I have is hearsay and rumor."
 
   "What about the methods that don't require a demon?"
 
   "The obvious, die, sing for the Composer and maybe he'll change the score and erase the tie, there was also something about discord.  But that's an old, old legend and involves two brothers who tied the same Verger."
 
   "That won't do me much good.  I've already sang for the Composer, till fatigue forced an end.   I've actually heard the two brothers’ legend , but it is just a legend, sooo so far so bad."
 
   "So what about this demoness, is she as hot as they say?"
 
   "I haven't noticed. " Lyric deadpanned.
 
   "Liar!" Nit laughed.  "I heard one of the Acolytes who saw her has been a babbling idiot, trying to write songs about his infernal love.  The Masters are so concerned about him they're  preparing a purging song to remove his memories from that day."  
 
   "Nit, my mom and dad..."  Lyric stopped, not sure what he wanted to say.  The small man remained silent for moment then spoke quietly.
 
   "Lyric, you and I both know the truth about goes bump in the night. We know what's out there, and we know enough to know there is more than we can see or understand. I won't lie and say everything is okay because we both know better."
 
   Lyric smiled gratefully at his friend's candor.  One of Nit's best qualities to Lyric's mind was his refusal to sugarcoat things. 
 
   "I have no idea what to do.  I have less than a year to sever my tie to Acheron, but the priority for me is finding my parents.  The only problem there is that I haven't got the foggiest notion where to begin.  I need help finding some answers."
 
   "I'll do everything I can, Lyric.  I love Emma too."
 
   Lyric nodded.  He did not approve of Nit's oddly strong feelings for his mother, but he wasn't worried.  Nit was the straightest arrow he had ever met.  There was no cause for concern, it was just... weird.  Nit continued. 
 
   "You are on the clock with this tie issue.  Do you have a lead on that?"
 
   Lyric shook his head. 
 
   "Not really, just the Prophet Man."
 
   "I'll look into that as well," the small man said. 
 
   "Emma and Niq are the priority, Nit."
 
   “Of course.  I’ll head over to your village and see what I can learn and discern of the who’s, what’s and where’s of it all.”
 
   “Just a warning, whoever took the villagers didn’t take the animals.  They’ve all been slaughtered and left to rot.”  Nit’s eyes widened.  Lyric hesitated a moment before continuing.  "You should also know this likely has nothing to do with me.  My mother is the daughter of one of the four Kings, there's a good chance this is about him."  Nit whistled.
 
   "I didn't realize you were royalty my friend."
 
   "I'm not; you can call my cel if you learn anything."
 
   "Lyyyyyyric!" Both Lyric and Nit turned at the call.  Lyric sighed.
 
   "Thank you Nit, I'd better go find out what trouble she's caused."
 
   Nit laughed and hugged his friend, smacking him hard enough on the back for it to sting.
 
   "Easy!" Lyric complained.
 
   "Go in harmony my friend, and come back and tell me stories when this is finished."  Nit watched his friend leave.
 
   Lyric found Acheron sitting on the lap of a sophomore student, twisting his hair around her finger.
 
   "There you are!" She said brightly, kissing the student on the head, she hopped up and grabbed Lyric's hand and pulled him toward the exit.  "Get what you needed?  Cause we should go. "
 
   Lyric yanked his hand away and turned as he heard cries for help.  Acheron slid around him, blocking the way.
 
   "Seriously we need to go."
 
   "What did you do?" Lyric asked as he let himself be pushed toward the door.
 
   "In a nutshell, the most entertaining humans in any given library or bookstore are found in the adult section.  And they are delightfully easy prey."
 
   More yells filled the library. 
 
   "You killed a guy?"  Lyric whispered in alarm looking back over his shoulder at the commotion.
 
   "They were a lovely couple, and I didn't kill them.  It was their fantasy we were exploring.  They'll be fine in a few days...," she continued herding him toward the door.  "Maybe weeks.  The lesson here is when you agree on a safe word, you should use it before things go too far."
 
   
* * *
 
   "You look rough."
 
   "I haven't been topside in eighty three years, sir.  I'm pleased to serve the Voice here."
 
    
 
   "You do an excellent job.  A charge of mine will be coming through your hospital in the next few months or weeks, perhaps even days."
 
    
 
   "I'll keep my eye out, of course.  How will I know him?"
 
    
 
   "I've marked him, you will know him immediately."
 
    
 
   "You've met him?"
 
    
 
   "Indeed," Notation's normally joyous countenance closed with a momentary sadness. "Though he is unaware, we have already shared a part in the Score."  The mighty seraph smiled at his subordinate.  "He will be unexpected, perhaps a bit obtuse, but he is precious to the Composer.  He has a great deal of sorrow ahead of him.  Take care of him, he is my friend."
 
    
 
   The cherub's eyebrows rose at that revelation.  It was uncommon for a seraph to befriend a man. 
 
    
 
   "Shall I deliver a message? Keep him at the hospital?  How may I serve the Song?"
 
    
 
   "Keep him healthy and free.  The Composer won't divulge more than that, so neither may I."
 
    
 
   "I will serve to the best of my ability."
 
    
 
   Notation gave her a measuring look. 
 
    
 
   "The best of your ability right now means you need some rest.  Don't neglect the fourth out of a misplaced sense of duty."
 
    
 
   Notation's chastising was gentle but clear.  The Composer gave rest intentionally; it would be arrogant and rude to neglect it. 
 
    
 
   "Thank you, sir."
 
    
 
   "It is well, dear one, go in peace.”
 
    
 
   The guardian angel with the gray wings went back inside her hospital, ready to do battle again with the Fallen who would soon be coming to attack the little girl in 304.  The Composer had determined early in the score that this young one would see tonight’s sunset.  As guardian of this hospital, it was her duty to see to it that happened.  She heard them approaching the hospital.  Only three of them today.  She smiled. It was hardly fair.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9 THE STRANGER
 
    
 
   Lyric knew he could not stay in town.  He was too much of a celebrity, something he used to seek, but now wanted to avoid because it was for all the wrong reasons.  He decided to load up the car and take off.  They could camp to save money.  Until he heard from Nit they could stay at a campground with Wi-Fi somewhere between the school and Dacapo, then he could do his own research until Nit called.
 
   "Camping? Hot damn, Lover, we can share a sleeping bag and be naughty together!"
 
   Lyric didn't answer He simply tossed her her own sleeping bag and continued loading the car. 
 
   "That makes it decidedly less entertaining."  Black flame flared up on her hand and burnt the bag to ash.
 
   "Hey," Lyric complained.  "That was the nice one!"
 
   "And you gave it to me?  Lover, that's so sweet!"
 
   "Doesn't matter now, does it?"  Lyric tossed two tents in the back off the car.  "Don't burn anymore of my stuff, it's annoying."
 
   * * *
 
   They were in the middle of day two when Acheron grew bored with trying to seduce Lyric while he was looking for the Prophet Man online. 
 
   "I have to leave for a while."  She announced. 
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   "I need to eat, Lover."
 
   “I didn’t realize demons needed to eat.”
 
   “Demoness, and not eating won’t kill me.  But it does make me super cranky.  This stunning physical form you see before you requires a lot of energy to produce; not so much if I have physical material to build from.”
 
   “You’re not hunting anything human are you?”  Lyric eyed her suspiciously.
 
   “When I hunt humans it’s not for food.  Don’t worry about it, you’re much happier not knowing, trust me." 
 
   With that, she vanished. He found himself missing her company for a moment before he shook his head in disgust and focused on safer thoughts. 
 
   Toward evening, he was humming an improvised tune while gathering firewood and his thoughts turned to Acheron.   As he considered the demoness, he found himself wondering what she was doing.  Suddenly he experienced a sense of exhilaration, and felt the urge to chase something.  As he explored these odd sensations, he realized he was picking up signals from his bond with Acheron.  She was hunting and their tie was allowing him an experience no mortal has ever shared; hunting with a demon. 
 
   Curiosity forced him to stop what he was doing, sit quietly in the grass, and close his eyes.  Concentrating on seeing through her eyes, he changed his tune and followed their tie.  He was surprised at how far he was traveling.  Hundreds of miles passed beneath him.  Eventually he entered mountains he did not recognize.  Where was she, and how did she get there that fast? 
 
   We are far north, close to the top of the world.  I like it here. However, I really do not think you want to see what's coming.  Her voice in his head startled him so much he stopped singing and instantly the link broke.  Opening his eyes, it took him a moment to remember where he was.  That was wild, he thought, standing up he bent to gather the firewood when his nostrils were assailed by a terrible stench and his world exploded, and then went dark.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric came to with the angry stepmother of all headaches beating the backs of his eyes with a willow switch.  Despite the pain, he was lucid enough to notice the smell of something meaty and delicious cooking.  Staying still, he carefully opened his eyes, cursing the loud grumble In his stomach that directed his attention to the considerable amount of time it had been since he tended to it.  Looking around as carefully as possible, trying not to give away the fact he was conscious he saw a small man tending a spit over the fire, night had fallen and the stranger had his back to him.   Flexing his wrists, he realized he was not tied up; in fact, he was propped up by his backpack and had been covered with a blanket.  As he continued his confused survey of the scene before him, something caught his eye.  He squinted at a large shape in the shadows and silently cursed as it caused the throbbing in his head to grow worse.  Looking back at the man tending the fire he saw he had stopped and was looking at him.
 
   “What happened?”  He asked softly.
 
   The figure stood up and walked to where he lay.  He tried to prop himself up on his elbows and groaned at the movement.  Swift as a thought the stranger was at his side, gently pressing him back down.  In surprise, he saw that it was not a small man, but a woman.
 
   “What happened?”  He asked again, “Who are you?”
 
   The woman hefted a rock and pointed at his head.
 
   “You hit me?”
 
   She shook her head silently.
 
   “Can’t you speak?”
 
   Again, her head shook.
 
   “Did you see who hit me?”
 
   This time the stranger nodded.
 
   “You helped me?”
 
   Nod.
 
   “Thank you,” Lyric again tried sitting up.  The woman shook her head and held him down.
 
   “Why won’t you let me up?”
 
   This time the woman pantomimed throwing up.
 
   “I feel fine,” he lied, and tried to sit up again.
 
   The woman sighed and propped him up, then quickly turned his head to the side away from her as he began to retch violently.  With each spasm, he felt as if his skull was going to split apart.  Once the convulsions stopped he allowed himself to be laid gently back down.  Tenderly she wiped his face, smiling gently.
 
   “Not so fine, I guess,” he admitted sheepishly.  “Why are you helping me?”
 
   The woman was no longer looking at him.  She crouched next to him with one hand pressed firmly against his chest and gave him a quick glance that communicated very clearly he was to stay put.  Suddenly she was up and moving.
 
   Wow, the only person I’ve ever seen move that fast was...
 
   Acheron came hurtling out of the trees, her beautiful face twisted in rage.  The strange woman made as though to meet her head on, then ducked aside and punched her in the neck.  The demon went sprawling for a moment but was immediately back on her feet and back on the attack.  
 
   “ACHERON!” Lyric shouted even though it threatened to cause his head to combust.
 
   The demoness barely slowed as she looked over at him.  He was shocked to see she was bloody and bruised.  What the hell happened to her?
 
   The woman took advantage of Acheron’s moment of distraction and stepped aside, grabbing her wrist and using her momentum to flip her neatly into a pile of brush.  Acheron came bursting back out, snarling and deadly.  Lyric watched in amazement as the strange woman evaded each swift attack.  Try as she might Acheron could not touch her.  This seemed to send the demon into a frenzy and she became a blur as she amped up the attack.  Now she was reaching the woman, she backhanded her ear, spinning her around with the force of the blow.  As the woman spun, she brought up a boot that clipped Acheron squarely on the jaw snapping her head back.  Acheron dropped like a sack of potatoes, out cold.
 
   The altercation took less than ten seconds.  Lyric stared in shock and consternation at the strange woman.  Who the hell can take out a demon in a fistfight?
 
   The woman walked over to him calmly and he started humming, grabbing the cadence of her walk.  She paused abruptly and smiled at him.  Wow, she’s really beautiful.  
 
   Kneeling down several feet away from him, she drew in the dirt.  The crude drawing showed a face, mouth open with lines coming out.  Next to that was a girl's face with a smile and horns on her head.  On the other side of the man’s face, she drew several stick figures with weapons.  Between the stick figures and the face, she drew a shield and a sword.  Lyric watched in silence as she worked.  Finally, she pointed at the man with the open mouth then at him.
 
   “That’s me?”
 
   She nodded.  Then pointed to the woman with horns and pointed at Acheron.
 
   “Acheron.”
 
   She nodded again.  This time she pointed at the sword and shield and pointed at herself.
 
   “That’s you?  You’re a sword and shield?”
 
   Eager nod.  She circled the picture of him and drew a line from the shield to the circle.
 
   “You’re my sword and shield?”
 
   Another nod and a beautiful smile.
 
   “You’re here to protect me?”
 
   She nodded, still smiling
 
   “From what?”
 
   She circled the stick figures and pointed at them.
 
   Lyric shook his head, trying to understand.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The woman shrugged.
 
   “You don’t know who you are?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Amnesia?”
 
   Another shrug.
 
   Acheron moaned as she started to regain consciousness.  The woman’s eyes flashed to the demon and she tensed for round two.
 
   “Wait,” Lyric said.  Softly he hummed the drinking song he used to knock out the soul singers at his casting.  He put enough push behind it to knock out an elephant.  Acheron just shook her head and narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
   "It'll take more than that, Lyric."
 
   "I was just trying to keep you calm and rational."
 
   "I'm completely calm and rational, what the hell are you doing with her?"
 
   "She saved my life, what happened to you?" Lyric indicated her wounds. 
 
   Acheron looked down at herself.  As they watched her wounds healed, and Lyric's head ceased throbbing.  Gingerly he reached up to touch the lump only to find it absent. 
 
   "How'd that happen?" He asked. 
 
   "Our tie.  I shouldn't have gotten my ass kicked by a bunch of yetis either but being tied to your pathetic carcass makes me weaker than I thought." she waved away the question.  "Who is this little bitch?"
 
   "Don't call her that, she saved my life."  Lyric turned to the woman,  "Please excuse my. ... friend." Both the stranger and Acheron cocked an eyebrow at that.  
 
   "Why are you here?"  Acheron asked Cadence.
 
   "She said she's here to protect me."  Lyric said.
 
   "From what?"
 
   "Anything apparently, she's already saved me once. Someone tried to cave my head in with a rock.  When I came to, she was here cooking."
 
   "Riiiight, and how do you know she's not the one who hit you?"  Acheron asked staring at the woman who had returned to tending the meat.  At Acheron's question, she looked back at them with an annoyed expression and stabbed her finger off to the side.  
 
   Lyric had forgotten the large shape he had noticed earlier.  The two of them walked over to examine it.  As they got closer the awful stench he had smelled before being knocked out returned.
 
   "Goblins," Acheron said with distaste.  
 
   "I don't get why you hate them so much.  Aren't goblins demons?"  Lyric asked. 
 
   "Oh hell no! That's just a rumor they started forever ago to make humans fear them before the Veil went up.  The truth is they are barely stronger than mortals and dumb as posts.  They make pretty good cannon fodder.  They're fearless, don't process pain and are loyal to anyone who treats them halfway decently.  They do have that nifty teleporting trick, but that's about it.  This many should easily overpower any human.  Isn't she just a little badass?" Acheron mused looking back at Lyric's rescuer.  The woman didn't look up but extended her fist and flipped Acheron off. 
 
   "Um, she knocked you out." Lyric reminded her, earning himself a scowl from the demoness.   
 
   "I was already wounded from fighting an entire clan of yetis in a weakened state because I'm tied to your candy ass and had just run across half the globe.  I'd love to see her do it again."  
 
   "Still, it is hard to believe she managed this, there must be 10 of them here.  I didn't release any magic to attract them, who are they?"  He asked her, watching her deftly take meat off the fire.  She pointed again, this time to a rock.
 
   "My attackers?"
 
   She nodded. 
 
   Lyric looked over at Acheron who shrugged.
 
   "Makes sense after our visit to Mom and Dad’s.  Do what you want Lover, keep your little pet.  But she's not human.  No human can move that fast, if I'm not convinced she's on the up and up, I'll be taking her with me on my next hunt."
 
   "Not human?"  Lyric looked questioningly at the woman who shrugged.  "What are you?"  Again the shrug.  "You don't know?"  She shook her head as she pressed a plate of food in his hand.  
 
   * * *
 
   "So you were hunting a Yeti and its clan attacked you?"  Lyric continued digging the pit for the bodies with the strange woman's help using shovels Acheron magically materialized while the demoness sat on the edge of the hole dangling her booted feet.
 
   "No, Lover, I was hunting a clan of yetis and got them cornered.  Something happened to you; I felt pain and blackness in our tie.  I was pissed that you went and got yourself in trouble before I ate.  Yetis are immune to magic and those bastards are fast.  When I turned to come for you, they attacked.  Then the craziest thing happened.  They hurt me!  Do you know why entire clans of yetis run from me?  I'm stronger and faster than all of them put together, and I'm damn hard to hurt. I've hunted them for centuries.  They call me Alofth Hing’ed Thew  “the flowing death”.  I’ll spare you the details, suffice it to say I make a glutton of myself and leave enough of them alive to spread the fear of me.  Over the years, they've built up a lot of aggression toward me.  Once they saw me bleed it got a little crazy, so there was no way I was getting back to you without wreaking some havoc.  Unfortunately, while I make you stronger, you make me weaker.  It took a lot longer than it should have to beat them into submission.  By the time I got here I attacked the first thing I saw that wasn’t you, your little pet here.”
 
   The stranger continued digging as though she didn’t hear a word.  
 
   “She saved my life and right now is the one next to me digging this pit.”
 
   “And that matters to me why?  Don’t get me wrong, Lover, I love you as much as I hate you and want to screw you just a hair more than I want to murder you.  I feel no inclination to share your silly ideas of propriety.  Dig your hole, bury your bodies, I’m not in any hurry. Don’t expect me to feel bad about not helping and don’t think anything this bitch does is going to change my mind about her.”  She pressed the toe of her boot against the side of the woman's head.  In a flash, the stranger grabbed the demoness' foot and yanked her into the pit.  Acheron landed on her back with the woman's boot on her chest and her shovel against her throat.  “That’s kinda sexy,” Acheron smiled and the shovel disappeared in a puff of smoke.  Kicking her legs out from under her, she pulled the woman down and rolled on top of her.  “You might be fun after all if you’re going to be all flirty.”  Acheron kissed the tip of her nose while the smaller woman struggled against her and turned her head away in anger.  “Don’t try anything like that again unless you want to go all the way sweetie.”  Acheron got up and hopped back on the edge of the pit.  “Sorry, Lover, looks like you’re down to one shovel, I’m not going to arm your sexy psychopath after she just tried to decapitate me.”
 
   The stranger flipped to her feet and scaled the side of the pit away from Acheron and stalked away, shaking in fury.
 
   “You’re a bitch.”  Lyric told Acheron as he climbed out of the pit to go after the stranger.
 
   “Sweet talk isn’t going to change my mind,” Acheron called after him.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric caught up with her wading fully dressed into a nearby river.  He stopped at the edge and watched her rinse off the dirt from the pit, a dark look on her face.  
 
   She didn’t even look at him.  As she rinsed her hair, he saw a bright violet streak that ran up her neck on the left side, in front of her ear and disappeared into her hair.  Where it disappeared into her short blonde tresses, the hair was the exact same color.  
 
   “I’m sorry about Acheron.  Unfortunately, I am tied to her so I’m kind of stuck.  You don’t need to stay with us, I’m able to take care of myself, and she’s not going to let anything happen to me.”
 
   The woman stood up and shook her head at him violently.  Aggressively she pointed at herself and then at him and clasped her hands together.
 
   “Why is it so important that you stay with me?  You don’t even know me.”
 
   A frustrated look stole across her face and she turned away and continued rinsing.
 
   “Would you like me to leave you in peace?”
 
   A simple nod.
 
   “I’m going to finish the hole.  I’ll ask Acheron to make herself scarce.”
 
   No response.  With a sigh, Lyric headed back to the campsite.  When he arrived, he discovered that the hole was gone and so were the bodies.  Acheron lay across a low limb of a tree directly above the fire, tossing colored fireballs from her fingers into the flames."
 
   “Where’d the bodies go?”
 
   “In the hole, Lover, that’s where you wanted them, right?”
 
   “There is no hole.”
 
   “I got bored and don’t feel like staying here.  I put them in the hole and filled it.”
 
   “But there’s no trace of it.”
 
   “Demoness.” She reminded him. 
 
   “Why do you hate the woman who saved my life so much?”
 
   “I hate everyone.  She managed to do something no one has ever done and it pisses me off.”
 
   “I need you to be nicer to her.”
 
   Acheron just laughed.
 
   “I’m serious, it’s bad enough being tied together, don’t make it harder than it needs to be.”
 
   “You want to bring your pet, that’s fine, as I keep reminding you, my interest in this little adventure is keeping you alive long enough to serve our purposes.  Once that’s done we’ll be free of each other and I probably won’t kill you.”
 
   “Serve whose purposes?”
 
   “Yours and mine, Lover, I told you my reasons are my own, just accept that our purposes align.”
 
   “Is that supposed to reassure me?”
 
   “I have no interest in reassuring you.  I hear your pet coming, wanna have sex?”
 
   “What?  No!  Just stop being such a bitch.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Okay, how’s about you go hunting again, you never got to eat right?”
 
   “I’ve eaten.”
 
   “When did you do that?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   Lyric thought for a moment about what might or might not be lying in the bottom of the hole.  Their new companion came walking into the clearing, dripping wet.  Without acknowledging either of them she went to her pack and pulled out some clean clothes, then turned and disappeared back into the trees.
 
   “Mmmmm, I’m going to go examine the goods.” Acheron said with a wicked grin.
 
   “Acheron, don’t.”  Lyric protested.  
 
   “Try and stop me, Lover.”
 
   Lyric was prepared.  She had been the one to tell him names were important.  He sang an old lullaby, planting Acheron’s name in it.  Acheron turned and looked at him in annoyance.
 
   “You’re an asshole.”  She dropped to the ground.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric's phone rang and he answered quickly.
 
   "Lyric my friend, hope I'm interrupting something."  Lyric smiled at the welcome sound of his friend's voice on the line. 
 
   "Nit, I'm drawing blanks, do you have news for me?"
 
   "Rumor has it the Prophet Man is a crazy old man living in a bayou town called Sta Catoe down in Louisiana.  Apparently, he's the real deal.  He's nuts, but he has made several predictions that have come true.  Otherwise he generally makes a pain in the ass of himself."
 
   "Sta Catoe?  I've never even heard of it, can I find it online?" 
 
   "Nope, it's a small second sight town, won't show up on a map. Only reasonable way to get there is by boat.  Take it down the piece of the Atchafalaya River that runs south of Bay Sirius.  If you have to go by car, it is about three miles east of Catahoula Levee rd where it turns into Bayou Benoit Levee rd.  That way is rough goin’ though, I recommend the boat."
 
   "Roger that, thank you friend I'll send you a postcard when I get there."
 
   A few minutes later the stranger came back out of the trees, wearing new clothing, this time her shirt was short sleeved, but she wore a black glove on her left arm that went up to her shoulder.  Jeans and hiking boots made her look like any other pretty girl -  Her tousled blonde hair was still dripping and Lyric found his eye pulled to the violet streak - except for that.  It seemed less noticeable now for some reason.  She saw Acheron lying in the dirt and grinned broadly at Lyric.  As she walked by she seemed to stumble and accidently kicked dirt all over Acheron’s flawless face.
 
   Lyric didn’t comment, he tended to his pack and made sure everything was present and accounted for.  He supposed he could travel lighter, considering he was a companion to a demoness who could materialize most anything he needed out of thin air, but decided the less he had to rely on her the better.
 
   Walking over to her, he nudged Acheron’s ribs with a boot.
 
   “Wake up,” he said.  “We’re leaving.”
 
   Acheron’s eyes snapped open and she stood up slowly.  Shaking her head all the dirt fell away like it was repelled from her skin and hair.  Smiling that dazzling smile, she sauntered up to Lyric and punched him in the face so hard he landed flat on his back.  The stranger turned and prepared to attack but Acheron held up a hand.
 
   “I have no interest in fighting you, bitch.  He had it coming.”  Turning to Lyric who was getting back up she said, “don’t ever do that to me again.  By the way, I learned some fun things about your pet while walking the dreamscape.  You wouldn't believe what she was in a previous life.  Maybe I'll tell you, if you're nice.  Of course, you might not want her around so much if you knew the truth.”  She walked away with far more roll to her hips than was necessary.   The woman started moving toward her with a purpose.
 
   “Wait, no,” Lyric said, rubbing his jaw.   She stopped and looked at him in annoyance.  “I’m not in any danger from her, let it go and let’s move on.”  She shook her head in disgust and shouldered her pack, walking away from him.
 
   Lyric paused for a moment wondering at Acheron's cryptic remark, then sang a prayer over the spot where the attackers from the night before were buried, wondering briefly if he should be praying over Acheron's belly instead.  Hefting his own pack, he followed his surly companions back to the car. 
 
   They drove with the windows down in silence for a few miles when the roar of some large creature made its way to their ears.
 
   “What?”  Acheron looked in the direction of the sound with a start.  “No way.”  She disappeared in a flash of dark.
 
   Lyric and the stranger looked at each other in the rearview mirror in confusion for a moment then Lyric decided that they should investigate.  Pulling the car off the road yet again they got out and followed the sound of the roar.  A half-mile or so into the trees they found Acheron standing quietly watching something.  Approaching her position Lyric looked to see what held her attention.  As he came up to her she held a finger to her lips and pointed.  Fifty yards away an enormous creature towered over a rather round old man.  The man was shouting at it and brandishing his cane like a weapon.  The creature was easily fifteen feet tall, and about to flatten the man.  Lyric started singing, but Acheron grabbed his arm and shushed him. 
 
   “Do you know what that is?”
 
   “Something about to eat an old man.”
 
   “No, yetis don’t like the taste of human flesh.”
 
   “That’s a yeti?”
 
   ‘I don’t know.  Every Yeti I’ve seen is white and lives at the top of the world in the mountains.”
 
   “But this thing is black.”
 
   “Obviously, but color aside, everything about that thing screams yeti.  So don’t bother singing, they’re related to trolls, ogres and sasquatch.  All of them are immune to magic.”
 
   “I don’t practice magic, I use the Soul Song.”
 
   “Trust me, it won’t work.”
 
   Lyric prepared to try it anyway when he noticed movement behind the giant yeti.  Suddenly a blur of black, blue and silver was racing its way up the yeti’s back and sinking two long knives into its neck on either side.
 
   “Stupid bitch,” Acheron snorted.  “Yeti’s main arteries are in the center of their necks, not the front.  Your pet’s about to be squished.”
 
   The yeti roared again, this time in pain and surprise and threw the woman off its shoulders.  The woman turned impossibly in the air and landed on her feet.  Acheron grunted in surprise.
 
   “You hunt clans of these things, go help her!”  Lyric yelled.
 
   “Nope.”  Acheron smiled and kept watching.  The monster had turned away from the old man and fixed its attention on the woman who stood defiantly in its path.  Lyric started toward her but Acheron grabbed him from behind and covered his mouth.  "Let's see how your pet does, Lover."
 
   Lyric struggled furiously against Acheron but could not get free.  He watched helplessly as his self-proclaimed protector squared off against the giant. 
 
   The yeti swiped at her head with a clawed hand.  She dodged it easily but instead of dancing away, she ran up inside its reach, planted a foot on its knee and leapt up to grab the hilts of the knives she’d left embedded in the beast’s flesh.  Lyric struggled harder but physically he was simply no match for the demoness.
 
   The monster roared again as its attacker pulled the knives free and flipped away from it, pushing off its nose with her boot heel.  Landing again on her feet she shot forward and dodged beneath its grasp to roll up behind it, turning she slashed viciously at the back of its legs.  The monster’s roar turned into a keen of pain as it fell to its knees.  Climbing it again from behind, she wind milled over the top of its head.  As she came down in front of its face, she left one knife buried to the hilt in its eye and the other in the center of its throat.  The mortally wounded creature gave a last gasp of pain and shock and fell forward heavily, dead.  The woman dove out of the way and came up in fighting stance.
 
   “She’s definitely not human,” Acheron said, releasing Lyric and looking at the dead giant.
 
   Lyric glared at her angrily.  Then closed his eyes and started singing a song of binding.  His eyes opened in surprise as the left side of his face suddenly set fire.  Acheron had just slapped him across the face.
 
   “Hard to sing when you’re getting smacked in the head, isn’t, Lover?”
 
   Lyric flushed and focused on their tie, intending to teach the demoness a lesson.
 
   “Dick!”  Acheron yelled as she vanished in a flash of black.
 
   “Thank you, oh thank you so much!”  The round, old man had the stranger clasped to him in a giant bear hug.  The woman tensed and Lyric was worried she might attack the oldster, but she kept herself in check and endured the man’s gratitude.  “I’ve never seen the like.  That thing came out of nowhere and started roaring at me.  I’ve never seen a bear that big before.”
 
   “Are you injured?”
 
   “No, no young sir, I’m fine thanks to your beautiful young woman.”  The man beamed at her.
 
   “Is there any way we can be of further assistance to you, sir?”  Lyric asked looking around the wooded area.  “You seem to be in the middle of nowhere.”  
 
   The old man chuckled.  
 
   “Looks can be deceiving, son, my home isn't far.  I was simply out for my walk when I encountered this creature.”
 
   “Then we’ll be on our way, have a better day.”  Lyric smiled.
 
   “You as well, son, you as well.”  The old man winked at the woman and turned toward the ridge.  Lyric watched him go for a moment before turning to his companion.  
 
   “Part of me is inclined to do something about this carcass,” he said.  “But I don’t know that we have the time.”  His companion shook her head and pointed to the sky.  Lyric looked up and saw buzzards already circling.  “Good point, let the Song see to its rest.”  He looked at the woman closely.  “You were amazing; you really have no idea what you are?”  She smiled a bit sadly and patted his shoulder before turning back to the road.
 
   Lyric followed thoughtfully.  Acheron appeared at his side.
 
   “Why are you here?”  Lyric asked, immediately he began quietly exploring their tie.
 
   “Just figured I’d give you a moment to relax before I came back to you.  You were about to be mean to me again.’
 
   “I was about to be mean to you?  You forced me to watch someone I owe my life to fight that thing alone.  She could have died,” Lyric’s anger returned as he turned on the demoness moving a little further along the tie.  “You should have stayed gone.”
 
   “But she didn’t.  I told you she wasn’t human.  And the simple fact is, you've never faced a creature immune to your singing.  If I didn’t stop you that thing would have turned you into goo, which is no good for you know who.”
 
   “I've faced worse, and really it’s not about you.”  Lyric prepared a quick blast.  “I’m sorry for this.”  He sent a surge of song down the tie, which stunned the demoness long enough for him to sing a holding song.  She crumpled to the ground and he caught her up in his arms.  Even unconscious he found himself reacting to the close proximity of her body.  How soft and light she was in his arms.  With steely determination, he shoved such thoughts aside as he walked to the car and laid her on the back seat.  
 
   The strange woman looked at them in surprise but otherwise did not react.  She slipped into the passenger side and fastened her seatbelt. Lyric climbed in the car and got back on the road. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   10 WELCOME TO STA CATOE, NOW GO AWAY
 
    
 
   Lyric had a decent amount saved in his checking account, but wasn’t sure if and when he’d be able to make any more money, so decided rather than renting a boat as Nit suggested, they’d take the long way and reserve their resources.
 
    
 
   Two days, fifteen hundred miles and a lot of quiet time, Lyric did a lot of thinking, a lot of prayer singing and reached some decisions.   They arrived at the spot where Catahoula Levee rd turns into Bayou Benoit Levee rd.  Lyric pulled his crappy little car off the road and hid it behind the tree line to the West.  Once it was hidden and the two of them were well covered in insect repellent he opened the back door and considered Acheron's unconscious form.  He looked questioningly at his silent companion, but she just shrugged, the choice was his. 
 
   Thinking carefully, Lyric drew a holding sigil on the ground and laid Acheron's body on it.  Once he was certain she was secured he sang a waking song.  The response was remarkable.   Acheron was instantly on her feet and pounding at the wall of force that contained her.  Getting nowhere, she disappeared several times only to reappear on the sigil.  Lyric remained quiet and watched the demoness struggle.  Finally, she stopped, instantly calm and looked at him quietly before speaking. 
 
    
 
   "Smart thinking, to bind me before you woke me.  So now what?  Are you going to leave me here?  Let me out? Banish me? What's the plan?"
 
    
 
   "We're going to talk," Lyric sat down cross-legged in front of her.  "Lomong said you'd teach me the eighth measure because my welfare is your welfare.  Do we share a fate like Vergers and Singers?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."  Acheron sat like Lyric. 
 
    
 
   "But you've been cast out of heaven, so you can't borrow my grace to get back in.  Do you know what will happen if I die while we're tied."
 
    
 
   "When a Singer and Verger die, they go straight to final judgment.  Do you know what that is for a demoness?"
 
    
 
   "The lake of fire."
 
    
 
   "We call it the pit, but yeah, you get the idea."
 
    
 
   "So you want to keep me alive because if I die you go straight to the pit.  Did you know that before you caught my cast?"
 
    
 
   Acheron nodded. 
 
    
 
   "What's your game, Acheron?  It seems you've put yourself in a pretty stupid position."
 
    
 
   "I told you, my reasons are my own, and they will remain so.  But now you know why I need you to stay alive, and you can count on me making that my priority."
 
    
 
   "I understand.  Does your plan involve harming me or our new friend?"
 
    
 
   "No."
 
    
 
   "How can I believe you?"
 
    
 
   Acheron shrugged. 
 
    
 
   "Not only do I have no reason to lie to you, I couldn't if I tried.  It's the nature of the tie; there is no deceit between us.  You can't lie to me either, go ahead try.   Tell me the sky is green."
 
    
 
   "The sky is..."  Lyric tried to say green but couldn't.   Not only that, he involuntarily blurted out, "blue."
 
    
 
   Acheron smiled.  
 
    
 
   "See, not only can you not lie, if you start a falsehood you have to tell the truth."
 
    
 
   "So everything you've said to me true?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   "You hate me?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   "You love me?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   "You want to murder me?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   "You want to keep me safe?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   "Are all demons crazy?"
 
    
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   Lyric had not really expected an answer to that one. 
 
    
 
   "Let me make this simple for you.  My intentions do not involve harm to anyone living, dead or otherwise.  If things work out the way I want, you will have no cause for regret whatsoever, in fact you might just be happy for me."
 
    
 
   Lyric laughed aloud at that.
 
    
 
   "Not likely demon."
 
    
 
   "Demoness."  She corrected.  "Can I be freed now?"
 
    
 
   "Not yet.  We need to reach some agreements.  I don't want to be constantly at odds with you, it's exhausting and dangerous.  I promise not to abuse our tie - or you - as long as you will not stop me from helping her, or anyone else who needs my help."
 
    
 
   "I can't promise that, your life is my priority, if it comes down to helping someone or keeping you safe it will be you."
 
    
 
   "Then help me.  You said together we are more powerful than anything on the planet.  What if we work together the way Singers and Vergers are supposed to?"
 
    
 
   "I'm not a Verger, I'm inherently evil, I can't be your sidekick.  Why don't you simply avoid stupid, unnecessary risks?"
 
    
 
   "You realize that you're not negotiating from a position of power, don't you?"
 
    
 
   "I know it seems really important to you that you're in charge, and that's fine.  Remember that the tie doesn't let me lie to you, not even to tell you what you want to hear.  So I can't just agree when I don't agree.  I wish I could lie, it'd be easier and faster."
 
    
 
   Lyric sighed. 
 
    
 
   "We need a solution; I am responsible for both you and myself.  What solution can you suggest that will work for us both?"
 
    
 
   "Get rid of your pet.  She seems to suffer from the same disease of nobility you do.  She will continue to be a problem as long as she travels with us.  Besides, you don't need her.  I'm more than enough muscle to keep you safe."
 
    
 
   "Really?  Cause last time I checked she saved my life and the life of someone I would have helped, had I the chance."  Lyric considered the demoness mulling over the decisions he reached in the car. 
 
    
 
   "Here's my plan and your options Acheron.  I'm going to Sta Catoe to find this Prophet Man.  You may either stay here, bound to the sigil, I will cover you with a concealing song and you will safe.  I thought this might cause a problem after what happened in Dacapo and what you told me about amicable separation.  Now I think you won't allow that to happen because if I die it's straight to the pit for you.  You may also choose to keep me safe by traveling with me and helping me whenever I need help.  If you do that, I need your word that she will come to no harm from you.  And if she is in danger and you're in a position to help, then you must help her.  Or you can teach me enough about the eighth measure right now to enable me to compel you, and then the choice isn't yours at all. "
 
    
 
   "You do need to learn the eighth measure, especially if you're going to be stupid.  There aren't any shortcuts though and you'll need a lot of practice to be able to compel me.  Here is my counter proposal, I will protect you and help you willingly in your bleeding heart habits.  I will help keep your pet alive when she does dumb things.  But if it comes down to you or her, she's on her own."
 
    
 
   Lyric considered this.  He didn't like feeling like he was putting his would-be protector in danger.  However, she had already proved capable of taking care of herself.  He looked over at the pretty mute and she nodded. 
 
    
 
   "Ok Acheron, you've got a deal."
 
    
 
   He sang the release song and immediately Acheron jumped on him.  First, she smacked him hard enough to make his ears ring, and then kissed him fiercely.  Lyric could not pull himself together enough to respond on any level before she released him.
 
    
 
   "Damn it!"  He sputtered.  "You need to stop that shit!"
 
    
 
   "Sorry Lover, that wasn't part of the deal."  Acheron stood next to the stranger and threw her arm over her shoulders.  The woman stepped away from her and picked up her backpack, slinging it over her shoulders and marched east without looking at the two of them. 
 
    
 
   Lyric watched her go, admiring her. .. stop it!  He fumed in silent frustration. What the hell is your problem?   
 
    
 
   Acheron grinned. 
 
    
 
   "By the way, the name of the girl attached to that perky little ass you're ogling is Cadence."
 
    
 
   The demoness followed Cadence, making a sweeping gesture along her body that exchanged her leather ensemble for an identical outfit to the woman.  Lyric, his face on fire, shook his head and followed, carefully keeping his eyes on the ground. 
 
   * * *
 
   Several hours of slogging through forests and wetlands brought them at last to a remarkable sight.  Lyric had visited more than one second sight town in his travels and each was unique.   None of them prepared him for this.   A bustling town hung suspended from the branches of several enormous cypress trees. Lyric had no idea cypress trees could grow so big.  These ancient monarchs of the bayou looked to be thousands of years old, each one easily twenty feet in diameter.  Looking up higher in the trees, the Singer could see what looked like dwellings, but the town itself sat thirty feet above the water on an enormous wooden platform.  The gargantuan feat of engineering was suspended from the giant cypress by several thick cables that disappeared into the Spanish Moss high overhead.  Wide sturdy bridges, Wide enough for a two-lane highway ran around the perimeter of the town, connecting each of the swamp giants, which seemed at least partially hollowed out as Lyric saw horses, wagons and pickup trucks passing in, out and through the trunks.  The outer road connected to the town at opposite ends by large bridges.  Then several smaller footbridges crisscrossed from town to road to trees to homes and so on.  An honest to God town hanging above the water.  As they drew closer, they came upon a small ferry that stood ready to carry them across to the Second Sight Town of Sta Catoe. 
 
    
 
   "It's five bucks per passenger," said the captain, a bored looking mandragora.  Lyric pulled out his wallet but the small imp, upon seeing Acheron, suddenly became positively ebullient.  "Mistress Acheron, my dark lady, it is a privilege to serve you and your..." the little demon looked at Lyric and Cadence, "companions.  Please, no charge."
 
    
 
   First time she's been useful.  Lyric thought sourly.
 
    
 
   I heard that, dickhead.  Acheron smacked him in the brain.  Lyric winced; surprised that he could be mentally slapped. 
 
    
 
   The trio stepped onto the waiting ferry, as soon as they were on the boat Lyric noticed the oddly convex floor with a familiar looking green and black tessellation.  There was no sail, no rudder, and no motor.  Lyric was watching to see how the mandragora got the craft moving.  The imp moved to the back of the ferry and stamped his foot.  A burst of flame shot from his boot and traveled along the vessel floor.  The little boat made an odd groaning sound and began moving.  Lyric frowned, looking over the bow into the water and made out a massive head just below the surface.  They weren't on a small boat, it was a massive turtle!  He looked at the ferry captain in disgust who was staring, enraptured, at Acheron.  They stopped shortly at a large elevator that would carry them up to the town and disembarked.  As the mandragora paused to turn his vessel around Acheron cleared her throat and cocked an eyebrow at him expectantly holding out her hand. 
 
    
 
   "Oh thank you, Mistress!  Thank you for allowing me to lavish my adoration upon you!" The imp gushed as he pulled a fat wad of cash from his jacket and placed it in her hand.  The demoness did not respond, she simply tossed the money to Lyric and turned toward the elevator. 
 
    
 
   Lyric felt a sense of satisfaction at Acheron taking the mandragora's money, but was not happy leaving the turtle in bondage.  Singing softly, he sent a gentle tune across the water. Once the ferry reached the halfway point between the shore and the elevator dock, all of the fetters that bound the poor animal, both physical and magical vanished.  A resonant grunt sounded from the turtle and it immediately sank beneath the surface and swam away.  The tiny demon was left splashing in the bayou to contend with the gators closing in on him.  Acheron laughed in delight
 
    
 
   The elevator took them to the main loading platform connected to the outside road.   The night-lights were just being turned on, and the whole town began to glow different beautiful colors.  There were no large streetlights, or floods or spots or anything resembling what you would find in a human city.  Instead, hundreds of thousands of tiny lights graced buildings, and trees and even vehicles.  They caused the town itself to be a light source.  The very air seemed to capture and hold the glow.  For all the ugliness and pain he had seen in his travels, moments like these that took Lyric's breath away.  The evening in Sta Catoe looked like something out of a fairy tale.  Lyric stood quietly admiring the beauty of the small town and considering the loveliness of creation before noticing Cadence was staring at him with a gentle smile on her face. 
 
    
 
   “Let’s find some hot food and beds for the night.” the Singer suggested, and headed for the nearby walkway that ran parallel to the large bridge that led to town.   Their path was a hanging footbridge, but remarkably sturdy with little sway to it.  The three of them were able to walk comfortably side by side. 
 
    
 
   Upon entering the town, they came upon a man sitting on a bench by the sidewalk smoking a pipe with his arms crossed...
 
    
 
   “Hello sir.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  The man asked shortly, not looking at Lyric.
 
    
 
   “We need food, showers and beds.  Where can you send us?”
 
    
 
   “That way.”  The man pointed down the main road and continued his smoking.
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
    
 
   "Yup."
 
    
 
   They continued down the road, passing all manner of stores, both mundane and exotic.  A pizza joint sat directly next to the Cackling Witch Apothecary.  A sign across the road boasted private meetings with the only black unicorn in existence, one of seventeen locations.  A beautiful fairy sat by a fountain, chatting with the mermaid that apparently lived there.  A small band of goblins sat in an outdoor cafe called Dragon Milk, drinking something that looked like liquid pearls.  Their eyes lit on Cadence and Acheron and ugly smiles appeared on their faces.  Acheron passed close to them and touched their tabletop.  Loud shouts filled the air and Lyric looked back over his shoulder to see the goblin's table engulfed in flames.  Acheron shrugged innocently in response to his accusatory look.  Eventually they came to a sign advertising the Dancing Demon Inn.
 
    
 
   “Seriously?" Acheron laughed as they approached.   "They’d wet themselves if they saw me dance.  Let’s give ‘em a show, Lover!”  She said brightly, and hurried to the door.
 
    
 
   “There’s no way this can end well.”  Lyric muttered and Cadence nodded.
 
   * * *
 
   "How go the battle plans, pet?"
 
    
 
   The self-styled goddess Melody jumped in surprise, releasing the girl she had just turned into a rat.  Lisian stepped from the shadows and stood before her masterpiece.   
 
    
 
   Melody had a strange notion that her unique lineage made her the most important woman alive.  Lisian capitalized on that delusion to create the "Goddess" she would use to break the Soul Singers Guild.  That would please Trytohn and it would further her own plans. 
 
    
 
   "They go well, Mistress. Your gifts are put to good use. I've created an army of powerful beasts to lead the main assault."  Lisian's eyes glanced at the rodents that Melody was tormenting when she arrived.  Melody hurriedly continued.   "My general has recruited a massive horde of the second sighted.  They will attack from the opposite side.  When all is said and done, you will have an endless supply of souls for your army and I will have all of the earth."
 
    
 
   Lisian smiled and Melody feared she would rip in half at the beauty of the demoness.  The part of her that lived for her Mistress' approval warred with her need to be the most beautiful woman alive. Lisian had given her the ability to look like anyone except for her.  Melody carefully controlled the seething rage inside her. 
 
    
 
   "Lovely, have you put on weight, pet?"  the demoness grinned evilly.  "You look a little fat.  Anyway, you know that young Singer you can't seem to kill?" Lisian asked pointedly.  Melody blushed scarlet and carefully avoided her Mistress' gaze while sucking in her flat stomach. "I need eyes on him at all times, but I can't be in two places at once yet.  Currently he is in a bayou in Louisiana.  I'd like you to send someone inconspicuous to watch him while I see to a delivery I'm expecting from Brazil."
 
    
 
   "I have someone perfect in mind, Mistress."
 
    
 
   "Excellent.  Don't attack, just follow. Unless his demoness is absent, then feel free to kill him."  Melody began to reply but Lisian smoked out. 
 
    
 
   Melody glanced at the large rats cowering in the corner.   She released a bit of pent up rage by stomping a few to death.  To the rest she snarled, "bring me Lucille."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11 DAMMIT
 
    
 
   They followed the demoness into the building and saw her sitting at a table already joined to a game of cards.  All the men looked like hard characters, Lyric hoped they didn’t try anything; he would hate to have to talk Acheron out of slaughtering them.  Walking up to the front desk, he rang the bell labeled: Ring bell.  Immediately a serious looking woman came walking out of the back.
 
   “Food?”  she asked.
 
   “Yes and some rooms.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “Don’t have three, you can have two.”
 
   “Okay two.”
 
   “Fine, sit down, food will be out.”
 
   “Thank you,” Lyric said to her back.
 
   Lyric and Cadence sat at a table in the corner where they could survey the room and its occupants.  A motley crew met their eyes.  A small man with a perpetual frown sat holding court with a well-dressed group who wore too much jewelry and too much perfume.  Lyric was glad they were on the opposite side of the room; the smell must be over powering.  
 
   A member of the fabled Milleytes Lux sat with a gypsy girl, a vampire and a handsome man with an easy smile and happy eyes.  A leprechaun was playing a drinking game with a fairy.  The table of men Acheron was playing cards with kept bursting out in raucous laughter and a quartet of hobbits sat in a corner looking extremely stoned and staring at something one of them held in his hand. 
 
   A waitress arrived with a platter of steaming meat and vegetables and gave them two plates for serving.  Lyric overpaid her with the last of his cash and asked her to secure the keys to their rooms.  She disappeared without a word and Lyric and Cadence set to their meal. 
 
   While he ate, Lyric watched Cadence watch the room.  He noticed a methodical movement to her eyes as they casually scanned each group, never staying for long on one.  She looked up expectantly and he followed her gaze.  One of Acheron's card-playing friends approached their table. 
 
   "How much for your whore for the night?"
 
   "Um, she's not my whore.  You can help yourself for all I care."
 
   "Really?  Great!" He turned and hurried back to the table. 
 
   "WHAT!?" Acheron's voice raised in outrage. Lyric watched her approach the table and kept his face carefully neutral.  "You said I'm free?"
 
   "Um, I told him you're not my whore, what's the problem?"
 
   Acheron leaned close and hissed at him.  
 
   "First off, as a matter of principle alone, a night with me is priceless you ignorant ass.  Second, they would happily pay a ludicrous amount of money for me; they all just made a fat wad of cash working for a local political type.  Third, I'm not free!  There's always a price for demon pleasures, and since your damned soul song officially puts me subordinate to you, you are responsible for the price they would have paid had you not offered me to them for free.  Last, but not least, you colossal moron, demonic contracts are always bad for you.  You are now completely screwed until payment is rendered."   Looking over at Cadence she said, "you're going to have to stay with him tonight, I have seven free favors to perform.  I will hold you responsible for every scrape or bruise he gets while in your care."  With that, she spun on her heel and stalked back to her new friends.  The last thing Lyric heard was, "okay boys, we're going to need a safe word."
 
   "Well that doesn't bode well for my future does it?"  Lyric sighed. 
 
   Cadence shrugged and went back to her meal. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric lay awake in the bed.  Cadence had refused to take it and sat erect at its foot with her knives resting on her knees.  A sound at the window had her back to the wall in a flash, waiting expectantly.  The instant she moved from the bed a translucent wall of yellow light surrounded it and a portly man in a mustard yellow suit poofed into existence at its foot, sitting cross-legged with a bored expression on his face and a large, official looking book in his lap.  Lyric sat up in alarm and froze unable to move. 
 
   "What the hell. ..?" His voice suddenly choked off as the small man looked at him in alarm and waved a hand. 
 
   "What the hell Indeed!  You're a Singer?  She didn't tell me you were a Singer.   Fantastic, we never get our hooks into you bastards!"  The excited gleam in the man's eye was not encouraging. 
 
   Cadence was on the other side of the wall beating at it furiously.  Lyric could not hear the sound of her attack. 
 
   "Don't worry about her; she can't get through that barrier.  My name is Race Widoc.  Now, just to be official, you are Lyric of the Soul Singers Guild are you not?  Don't try to speak, just nod."  The small man conferred with the book in his lap. 
 
   Lyric found himself nodding involuntarily. 
 
   "You are responsible for Acheron, the Demoness?"
 
   Again, Lyric nodded, though he tried not to.  This man, no, this demon was forcing his responses. 
 
   "You offered her services for one night to seven men.  Is that correct?"
 
   Lyric nodded again helplessly. 
 
   "You have the right to waive responsibility and place it on Acheron so she must pay the price.  Would you like to do so?"
 
   Against his will, Lyric found himself shaking his head no. 
 
   "Very well, you're responsible to Hell for the price of a major demoness seven times.  Rather than the standard pricing and requirements, considering the nature of who you are and who Acheron is, we will waive the normal fees and offer this deal instead.  We will ask you for seven favors in the future.  Small matters that will not harm you in any way.  If you refuse any of the seven, you will be responsible for the original price.  Do you accept our terms?"  Widoc gestured at Lyric and he found himself able to move and speak.
 
   "I do not.  What are my options?"
 
   "The original price is your only other option; I drag you bodily to Hell where you will be tortured by seven angry demons for all eternity.  I have a list here somewhere of their standard tortures, then there are daily specials," the small demon went through his pockets as he spoke.   "Sometimes they let me watch.  One of my favorites is burning off your skin.  In addition, since you'll be entering Hell alive, you'll suffer on multiple levels.  Your tortures should be excruciating!"  Lyric was disgusted at the glee in his voice. 
 
   "What if I banish you to Hell and refuse both options?"
 
   Widoc shrugged. 
 
   "Go ahead."  Lyric opened his mouth to sing and found he could not.  The demon smiled.  "My power inside this bubble is absolute; it is fed by all the cowardice of mankind.  You can't sing your way out of this."
 
   Cadence had stopped beating the yellow wall and now was using various weapons to try to cut through it.  The situation was so weird Lyric found his thoughts remarkably mundane, like wondering where she kept all these weapons since her clothing was snug and really would not hide such bulky items. 
 
   "Aaaah, there it is.  You are clinging to unrelated questions to stave off the inevitable.  Take your time; the reality will set in soon enough."
 
   A flurry of movement distracted them both as Acheron entered the room and immediately set on the yellow barrier.  The little demon blanched as her first strike caused his shield to shudder.  Lyric smiled. 
 
   "That’s Acheron; she draws her power from all of Hell.  I’m pretty sure she has more juice than you do.  Want to rethink any of your offers?"
 
   Widoc's lazy attitude evaporated and he looked back at Lyric angrily. 
 
   "Let me explain to you how this goes, Singer.  Acheron is strong enough to give me a bad day, but even she cannot trump this.  You choose before she comes through or I choose for you, and frankly, I don't have the patience to wait for seven favors, regardless of that bitch's promises. I figure you have twenty seconds before Acheron breaks through.  I'll give you ten before I decide for you and take both you and your pretty, mute bodyguard on a one-way trip.  Ten, nine, three, two. .."
 
   "The favors!"  Lyric shouted just as the barrier shattered and Acheron came through reaching for Race Widoc who grinned and vanished in a cloud of sulfur.  
 
   "DAMMIT!!"  Acheron shrieked and vanished in a flash of black leaving behind the familiar scent of lilacs. 
 
   "Told you this was going to end poorly."  Lyric said to Cadence.  She sighed and nodded. 
 
   * * *
 
   "Joe?"
 
   "I don't know his real name," this was the eighth person Lyric had asked about the Prophet Man since Cadence and he had left the Dancing Demon that morning, Acheron still hadn't reappeared.  This was also the first person who had not immediately said:  "No" and then walked away. 
 
   "Prob'ly Joe."  The man kept rocking and smoking his pipe. A lot of people seemed to smoke pipes around here Lyric thought.
 
   "You're not from around here are you?" Lyric guessed. Compared to the rest of the town, this guy was a chatterbox.
 
   "Nope, I'm an import, can't tell you much about the area, but I heard o' this fella Joe, lives down at the jam. Kinda crazy, but people do go see him for advice and whatnot."
 
   "The Jam?"  Why did that ring a bell? 
 
   "Yup, narrow part of the river south of the town where junk gets all jammed up.  There's a fella lives down there, keeps it cleared, Joe lives on the other side of the river, laughin', dancin', carryin' on like a lunatic."
 
   "So if we follow the river south of town eventually we'll find it?"
 
   "You'll have to travel through the woods, but you should be able to make it in two days."
 
   "Thank you, sir, you've been most helpful."
 
   "My pleasure, son, always nice to talk in complete sentences.  You be careful in those trees.  Whisper in the wind is there's a real demon out there. Wouldn't want to get mixed up with the likes of them."
 
   Lyric smiled.
 
   "Indeed."
 
   * * *
 
   Johaus dropped the waitress' broken body into the water.  Keith sat on the edge of the bridge looking out over the bayou.  His annoyance was imperceptible to the eye.  Of course, Johaus felt it and tended to act out.  Keith had not actually told him to kill the girl, but appreciated his initiative. 
 
   Their quarry had been through the town, but had left yesterday.   The waitress had no idea where they had gone.  The demoness Johaus was able to track, but she had disappeared completely. Lisian assured him they would find the boy here, and if not, not to worry because she had an ace in the hole.  Apparently, another contract she had was to converge with the boy.  She was going to give him a bomb to deliver to this Prophet who annoyed her king. When the prophet man was blown up, it would send a flare up that would guide Normvy to Lyric. 
 
   She had a tribe of ogres who would hold the demoness so she could not interfere. 
 
   Now he had to wait for his mistress' instructions.  Not his favorite past time.  Gritting his teeth, he caught Johaus' eye and jerked his head at a portly man walking quickly toward them with a pipe clenched in his teeth. 
 
   "Go ahead, Jo, have fun."
 
   The Verger lumbered to intercept the pedestrian. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12 SEVEN EASY PAYMENTS
 
    
 
   Cadence led the way as they followed the river south out of Sta Catoe in search of the Prophet Man.
 
   "Oof!" 
 
   That's the sound made by one full-grown man when he is hit in the gut by one-half of a tree.  There probably would have been more said but Lyric was preoccupied with flying through the air.  He saw Cadence turn, knives in hand, right before he fell into the river. 
 
   Lyric's head submerged and he swallowed a good amount of river water and what he hoped was just a tadpole.  Finding the bottom with his feet, he launched himself toward the surface only to find himself face to snout with an enormous crocodile.  
 
   Crocodile?  This was Louisiana, this must be a gator.
 
   Looking into its eyes, he was shocked to see human not reptilian eyes looking back at him.   The enormous maw opened wide.  In Lyric's opinion, it looked wide enough to swallow a house.   Lyric considered the size of the beast and the pointed snout and decided it was definitely a crocodile...
 
   The croc stood up on back legs that were far too long and reached for him with arms that did not at all resemble crocodile legs.
 
   Okay, it’s a crocodile man Lyric thought swimming backward in a hurry.  Thankfully, water was a comfortable environment for him.  The majority of his third measure was spent in the water trying to get up the nerve to make bad choices with Morgan.  During their flirting, he spent a lot of time learning how to manipulate water with his voice.
 
   Lyric sang, loud and hard.  The water swirled around him and four-foot waves began to build, slamming into the giant beast.  It held on for a moment but the waves grew.  It sank into the water and tried to swim against the fierce current Lyric was producing.  Lyric was familiar with this trick and switched his song, creating a powerful undertow that lifted the croc back to the surface and sent it splashing backwards.  As it turns out giant crocodile men cannot do much about thousands of pounds of water hammering them into submission. 
 
   Lyric made his way to the shore to see Cadence locked in combat with a huge brute of a man.  Ogre, Lyric thought immediately, easily identified by his enormous size, small head and the fact he had moss growing on his skin in several places...  She moved fast as lightning, but her knives were barely scratching the tough hide.  As she danced away from a ponderous but powerful blow, she dropped the knives and drew her sword.  Standing still she waited, sword ready.  The huge club the creature carried crashed downward and she leapt aside at the last moment and delivered an incredible two-handed blow, which severed the ogre's hand at the wrist.  The club smashed into the ground and the ogre howled in pain.  Reaching for the club with his other hand Cadence stepped on his reaching hand and placed the sword gently against his wrist.  The ogre looked into her eyes and she shook her head.  Wailing, the stupid brute turned and lumbered off into the trees.
 
   Cadence turned to look for Lyric.  Upon seeing him and without the slightest change of expression she whipped a large throwing knife from beneath her shirt and in one fluid motion hurled it at Lyric.  It happened so fast he didn't even have time to blink.  A wet thud sounded close behind him and a roar of pain startled him forward several steps to turn and see the crocodile man had returned and the hilt of Cadence's knife protruded from its right eye socket. 
 
   Snarling the monster rushed past Lyric on all fours, heading for Cadence, who was obviously the immediate threat.  The small warrior met the crocodile's charge with one of her long knives in hand.  Cadence exhibited a complete lack of concern as the beast crashed into her.  She went slack and allowed herself to be borne to the ground.  The inertia created by the monster's weight and speed coupled with the slickness of its wet skin carried it over the top of her prone body.  At that moment, a twist of her wrist brought the knife straight up and into the croc's exposed throat and underbelly.  The sharp knife sliced it open from top to bottom.  Before it realized what had happened the giant reptile leapt to its feet and gravity finished Cadence's job.  Lyric watch in horrible fascination as the Crocodile's insides became its outsides.
 
   The angry monster snarled at them with hate and what Lyric would have sworn was relief before it succumbed to its injuries and collapsed in death. 
 
   "I'm back," said a familiar weary voice.  Lyric and Cadence turned to see Acheron stepping out of the trees.  The beautiful demoness was shredded, bruises, cuts, scrapes covered her body from head to toe. 
 
   "What the hell happened?" Lyric asked.
 
   "Awww, Lover, you almost sound worried."  A glimpse of her dazzling smile shone through her split lip and swollen jaw.  Cadence turned away from the demoness and began collecting her fallen weapons.
 
   "I am worried.  Every time you take off on your own, you come back beat to hell, not an impressive record for one of the most powerful demons in existence.  Plus, I feel like this is partly my fault."
 
   "Umm, this is completely your fault."
 
   "I'm sorry," Lyric said, sincerely regretting his foolish words at the inn.
 
   "I wouldn't have received such a complete ass kicking if we weren't apart like that."  Acheron said as she approached him and her wounds began healing.
 
   “I thought you said distance didn’t matter for us.”
 
   “If our tie was friendly, it wouldn’t matter.  The tie has to be in harmony for it to operate the way it is supposed to.  After what you did to me during our sparring session, I'm leaning closer to the "I want to kill you" voice.  Besides, you have so much innate resistance to me that it hampers the flow of our power.  What should be a flood is a trickle, and unfortunately as long as you resist your attraction and affection for me it won’t be what it should be.”
 
   Lyric thought carefully about how to respond to that.
 
   “You are very beautiful and I cannot help the physical attraction I feel for you.  But it doesn’t mean I am attracted to you, Acheron.  And I do not feel any affection for you whatsoever.  I am repelled by your very nature.  The fact that you are so seductive is part of what makes me hate you and it outweighs any desire on my part.  If this is impacting our tie I don’t know how to fix it, as I cannot embrace any aspect of our relationship as positive.”
 
   “Well then, it seems we’ll simply have to stay close to one another, Lover.  I can’t leave you without one or both of us getting our asses handed to us.”
 
   Lyric felt a surge of power as she drew nearer and in a matter of moments, she was again flawless, except for the issue of her being a minion of Hell.  Cadence returned from cleaning her knives and sword on the grass and stood near Lyric.
 
   “You saved me again, thank you.”  He said to her.
 
   Cadence smiled and secreted her weapons about her person.
 
   “I wonder why they attacked us.”  Lyric said before thinking, Acheron and Cadence both looked at him as if he was simple and finally Cadence pointed at him.
 
   “Of course, bounty on the demon singer.”  Lyric joked humorlessly.  “This sucks.  Demons, contracts, hellhounds, vampires, missing towns, goblins, yetis, ogres and crocodile men.  It's as if the entire supernatural world is gunning for me."  Acheron had walked over to the dead croco-man and was looking it over.
 
   “She’s not a crocodile.”
 
   “It's a she?  What is she?”
 
   Acheron pulled open the beast’s eye with her thumb.  
 
   "She’s been shapeshifted.  See the eye?  She’s naturally a human, someone has been playing mad scientist with her.  If she was an actual shifter, she’d have shifted fully, and possess the musculature of an actual crocodile.  Look at her legs and arms.  Human muscles, only much bigger.  She must be eighteen feet from nose to tail.  Shifters can’t change mass.  This was done to her.  By someone who didn’t like her much either.  This kind of manipulation had to be extremely painful.”  Acheron sounded impressed.  Probably professional respect Lyric thought sourly.
 
   “Do you think it’s the same hellion that sent the hell hounds?”
 
   “It’s possible,” Acheron admitted, “maybe your Prophet Man can tell us.”
 
   "So what happened, where did you go?"  Lyric asked as he picked up his backpack from where it had fallen among the reeds.  They followed Cadence as she again headed east.
 
   "I went to stop that little bastard Race Widoc.  He set a trap for me, but I caught up to him on the Verge and flattened him."  Lyric felt a surge of hope at that news.  "Don't get excited, Lover, you already accepted responsibility for me, payment's due.  Even I can't do anything about that.  I just needed to take my rage out on something and I really don't like Race."
 
   "If he's dead, doesn't that nullify the deal?"
 
   "No, for two reasons.  One, you can't kill a demon, we're immortal.  I pounded him deep in Hell and sank him beneath my waves.  It'll take him a long time to get out on his own.
 
   “Reason two, Race is an Authority on contracts.  He makes them, sells them and seals them.  Once it's done, the contract is ironclad, I can abuse Race for a thousand years, but all of his contracts remain.  The only one besides Trytohn with the juice to break one of Race's contracts is the Power of Bondage."
 
   "Who's that?"
 
   "I don't say her name.  It tends to draw her attention and we really don't get along.  She makes me look like a gem of purity and devotion."
 
   “Her name?  The Power of Bondage is female?”
 
   “She’s whatever she wants to be, but yes, generally she’s female.”
 
   “When he was talking to me, Race said ‘she didn’t tell him I was a singer’ then before you broke through he said ‘regardless of that bitch's promises.’"
 
   Acheron considered this. 
 
   “It’s very possible, even likely that the Power of Bondage is our pursuer.  She tends to send others to do her dirty work.  She has as much juice as me if not more and she’s one of Trytohn’s favorites.  She’d love to see me in the Pit.”  The demoness chewed her lower lip with her perfect teeth.  
 
   Stop it!  Lyric yelled at himself.  For once, Acheron did not seem to notice his inner conflict.
 
   "That would also explain the trap Race led me into.  I've never seen that many ogres in one place, and there's no way that little chicken shit would run through them without some kind of protection."  Acheron talked to herself seeming to have forgotten Lyric and Cadence were even there.
 
   "We were attacked by an ogre."  Lyric told her.  Acheron looked at Lyric, then Cadence, who nodded confirmation. 
 
   "An ogre and a half shifted human?  That is definitely on purpose.  Ogres only hunt with other ogres.   They are extremely racist.  I could see her sending an ogre, but the shifter?  That doesn't make sense.  She's mean enough, but shifting humans isn't her style."
 
   "So we still don't know who's hounding us and I'm still on the hook for your contracts."
 
   "Yup, there's no way out of it short of infernal intervention.  Considering the plans they're making for you down there right now I don't see that as a possibility."
 
   "What kind of plans are they making?"
 
   "Who knows?  Bad ones."
 
   "Super."
 
   They stopped short as a handsome man with a short goatee appeared on their path.  Cadence assumed an attack position. The man gave her a disdainful glance before dismissing her and turning his attention to Lyric. 
 
   "Keylac." Acheron said with a sniff, "who sent you? 
 
   Keylac smiled at the demoness. 
 
   "The owner of your Singer's contract of course."
 
   "Which is?"
 
   Keylac's smile broadened. 
 
   "Acheron, you are lovely and terrifying as always, but you know I can't divulge that information without permission."
 
   "Get on with it you pathetic lackey.  What's your master want?"
 
   "Simple," Keylac produced a small stone.  "As promised, small, simple favors.  This is number one.  As soon as you meet the Prophet Man, drop this stone on the ground.  That's all and debt number one is paid in full."
 
   "What is it?" Lyric asked skeptically. 
 
   Keylac stared blankly at him and spoke slowly as though he were addressing a slow child. 
 
   "It's a stone; I want you to put it on the ground when you meet the Prophet Man."
 
   Lyric reluctantly accepted the stone and immediately Keylac vanished in a puff of smoke that stank of frightened dog. 
 
   "Who does Keylac usually serve?"
 
   "Everyone, Keylac isn't a name it's a title.  You can always identify a Keylac by its scent.  They're the bitches of Hell."
 
   "He smelled like a scared mutt," Lyric said. 
 
   Acheron looked at him in surprise. 
 
   "Most humans can't discern the scent of a hellion."  She considered him thoughtfully.  "It must be the tie; it heightens so many of your abilities, that must be one.”  She held her hand out for the stone.  “There’s no real way of telling the purpose of this thing.  Trytohn is the Prince of Lies, everything about Hell is deceptive, the only thing you can count on is that this isn’t a stone.”  She handed it back to him.  “Regardless, you don’t have much of a choice, you’re stuck with the bargain you made, I’d just drop the stone and forget about it.” 
 
   Lyric tried to drop the stone and found it stuck to his hand.  Acheron laughed.
 
   “You can’t drop it here; you have to drop it when you find the Prophet Man.  Look on the bright side, this is one payment down, there’s only six left.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13 THE PROPHET MAN
 
    
 
   Another hour's hike and the river narrowed considerably.
 
   "Shhhh" Acheron tilted her head, listening.  "Hear that?"
 
   Neither Lyric nor Cadence could hear what the demoness heard, though Lyric became aware of an odd sound inside his head that seemed to emanate from the tie.  He realized though he could not hear what Acheron heard with his own ears, he could hear it through her, through the tie.  This was interesting; he looked around and saw that everything had a slight visible echo, as though seeing the same scene through two different cameras.  The echo was brighter and clear than what he normally saw.  The more he focused on it the clearer it became. 
 
   Careful, that's how Singers get lost, Acheron admonished.  It's one thing to view the world through my eyes; it's another to prefer it to your own sight.  I believe Singers call it the siren song. 
 
   That was familiar.  Lyric learned about the siren song early in his fifth measure.  Time and experience cause Singer and Verger to become more and more attuned to one another.  The siren song is the desire for the Singer to leave behind their own body and live in the more highly sensitized Verger form.  The Guild warned students at length about it and Lyric was so well indoctrinated he had never thought he would be a candidate for it.  Like so many who fall into harmful addictions, he had no idea how subtle and seductive it would be.  
 
   Lyric paused his ruminations long enough to notice he had stopped walking and Cadence was staring at him with a look of concern. 
 
   "Sorry," he said, blushing.  "I got distracted for a moment."  Acheron chuckled behind him.  Looking ahead, he said.  "I hear it!"
 
   Cadence cocked her head to one side and focused on listening.  Lyric heard it plainly now.   Up ahead a man shouted angrily, a second man cackled in response.  They pressed on in the direction of the voices and soon broke free of the trees to see a shirtless well-muscled man with bronze skin, faded jeans and white hair standing on their side of the river.  Armed with a long pole that had a hook at the end, he was using it to try to clear some debris from the bottleneck in the river.
 
   "Now dammit Joe, cut it out!  Being crazy is one thing but you're just being a jerk!"  
 
   An old man on the opposite side of the river had a large axe in his hand and with far more strength than Lyric would have thought possible, felled a sapling.  He then proceeded to pick up the young tree and throw in the river, adding to the mess the other man was trying to clear out. 
 
   "Why are you doing this you psycho?  I have to get this cleared up so I can go inside and prepare for Miss Matilda's visit!"
 
   "You don't listen!"
 
   "Crazy old coot, that cypress is older than you, it's not falling on anything!"  The man continued trying to clear up the jam. 
 
   Acheron gestured to the old man across the river.
 
   "I'll bet anything that's your Prophet Man.  Drop that stone and let's see what happens."
 
   "I can't do that,” Lyric looked at the stone in his hand.  “Whatever it does it can't be good.  If this man has been touched by the Voice, he's a child of Light.  I won't do something that might harm him."
 
   “It doesn’t work like that, Lover.  Hell has a tendency to make things happen even when you don’t want them to.”  As if on cue, the stone suddenly grew hot and Lyric dropped it in surprise.
 
   He attempted to scoop it back up, but it rolled away from him as though it had a mind of its own.  It came to a stop against a huge cypress tree, close to the size of the Sta Catoe giants, growing beside what logic declared must be the man's cabin.  As soon as the stone stopped, the ground began to shake and with a tremendous crack, the enormous tree ponderously gave in to gravity's demands and toppled over reducing the cabin to flat kindling.
 
   The man with the pole stared in open-mouthed shock at what used to be his home. 
 
   "Okay Errol," called Joe, "I'll stop.  You can go inside now."  With that and another insane cackle, he turned and disappeared into the woods.
 
   The man called Errol surveyed what used to be his home in shock for several seconds before he noticed the trio watching him. 
 
   "Did you see that?" Incredulity dulling him to the appearance of three strangers.  "He called me outside an hour ago to clear away this jam that he is obviously responsible for," he said shook his pole in the direction the old man had gone.  "He said I should take my time because my cypress would be falling soon.  He said I would have a bad day if I decided to clean my house."
 
   Lyric looked helplessly at the man, at a complete loss.  He was responsible for the man’s home and could not do a thing to make it okay.
 
   Acheron spoke up.
 
   “I’m sorry about your house, handsome, but we really do need to talk to your friend.  Can you tell us where he lives?” 
 
   "No, nobody knows where he lives."  The man called Errol seemed unsurprised the trio wanted the crazy old man.   "Plenty of folks from Sta Catoe and further come to see him.  There's a footbridge down around the bend a ways.  Cross over and start walking and he's likely to find you."
 
   Acheron thanked the man and gave him one of her magical smiles, he grinned like an idiot until he looked back at his house.  Cadence grabbed Lyric’s arm and towed him after Acheron in the direction Errol had indicated.  As they walked and Lyric struggled with his guilt he noticed Acheron was quiet.  Silence from Cadence was expected but the demoness tended to be an incessant chatterbox.  Lyric watched her out of the corner of his eye, wondering what demons think about.  Acheron looked at him directly. 
 
   "You can just ask Lover, I don't have any secrets from you."
 
   Lyric blushed. She went on as though the question had been asked. 
 
   "I'm thinking deals made with Hell are not easily manipulated.  What was the purpose of that tree dropping on the man's house?  It's odd; the Prophet Man obviously knew it was going to happen.   He even took steps to ensure Errol was out of the way.  So was the purpose of the stone fulfilled, or was it stopped?  Or, as I suspect, is there more to come?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   Acheron gave him a look that made him question his IQ for a moment. 
 
   “I care because if this old man managed to outsmart Hell, we might have someone who can actually help us."
 
   Lyric did not respond, they made their way across the bridge and walked back up river in the direction the old man had gone. 
 
   * * *
 
   Keith Normvy fell to his knees before his mistress.  Lisian gestured for him to stand.
 
   "No time to waste.  Somehow, the prophet man survived.  That bitch Acheron also managed to get back to the Singer.  Concentrate on Lyric, I want him dead.  I will send help to occupy Acheron and the prophet."
 
   "It will be done, mistress."
 
   Lisian caught his chin in her hand and stared intently into his eyes.
 
   "Don't underestimate the demons singer, pet.  He's powerful."
 
   Normvy grinned. 
 
   "So am I."
 
   * * *
 
   "Lyrical Sound of the Evening."  Lyric whirled at the sound of his full name.  The old man sat crossed legged on a large fallen tree they had just passed.  How did he manage to escape the attention of all three of them?  Lyric looked around and saw that Cadence looked as startled as he felt, though she immediately placed herself between him and the old man.  Acheron on the other hand didn't look startled at all; she calmly looked the old man over, a thoughtful expression on her face.  Perhaps he didn't surprise all of them.
 
   "The Demoness Acheron," The old man smiled.  Acheron's eyes widened at his casual mention of her name.  "Yes, I know you Fallen One.  I know who you are and what you want."  Now Acheron looked startled.  A look of genuine pity touched the man's weathered features.  "I truly wish I could tell you that it's possible, but I simply don't know.  That particular secret has not been given to me.  All I know is that Lyric is your best bet."
 
   "What kind of shit is that?" Acheron asked angrily.  "I don't need to know what I already know."  Turning to Lyric, she said bitterly.  "When you're done here, just call, I'll be listening." She vanished with her customary lilac afterglow hanging in the air. 
 
   The old man seemed unperturbed by the demoness’ anger.  He turned his smile to Lyric.
 
   "You are the Prophet Man?"  Lyric asked.
 
   The old man chuckled. 
 
   "Some people call me that.  Personally, I think it's a bit ostentatious.  I am whatever the Composer means for me to be, sometimes the Song reveals some of what's to come.  Sometimes He gives me understanding of what is.  None of it is I though, as you know Lyric.  Like you, I serve the Composer in whatever way He desires with whatever gift He chooses to give me at the time.   My good friend Errol calls me Joe.  What would you like of me, my young friend?"
 
   ""I’d like to know what happened to my parents."
 
   Joe raised his eyebrows in surprise. 
 
   "Is that all?"
 
   "I would like to know if there is a way to sever the soul tie without killing myself, but Emma is the priority."
 
   Joe looked at Lyric thoughtfully before replying.
 
   "Emma is alive and safe.  She will likely need your help eventually, but she is in no immediate danger."
 
   "Where is she?"  Lyric pressed.  "Why is there a crystal statue of her and the rest of my town just out of sight?  Who has her and why?  And what about Niq?  He's not even a statue!"
 
   The Prophet Man held up a restraining hand. 
 
   "She's safe for now, that's the extent of my knowledge.  There is no danger immediately threatening her, or Niq for that matter.  Let's discuss the issue that has a deadline."
 
   "That's all you've got?  No immediate danger?  What kind of prophet are you?"  Lyric unsuccessfully struggled to keep the anger out of his tone. 
 
   "I am a prophet of the Composer.  The Voice speaks to me and I repeat what I hear.  The Song sings in my heart and tells mysteries I haven't the words or wit to divulge.  My brain is constantly touched by fire and no sweeter agony exists than the knowledge that even though I have failed my Lord in the worst ways imaginable, he loves me and uses me anyway."  Joe's voice remained calm and quiet, which seemed to hammer the power of his words even deeper into Lyric's mind, awakening that deep part of him that struggled to understand the Score of Creation.  "I cannot lie about what I know, Lyrical Sound of the Evening.  Nor can I demand revelations not given to me.  Shall we carry on?"
 
   Lyric nodded silently. 
 
   "There is more than one way to sever the tie. The obvious one is dying; the other is singing for the Composer and asking him to rewrite the score.  Every Singer has a large part in the score, so I don’t know if you’ll get what you want that way.  Then there's the possibility of contracting the Power of Bondage, Lisian, a demoness whose power rivals Acheron’s herself.  She will sever the tie for you for a price, though not likely one you want to pay.  Her prices tend to lead souls away from the Voice and you may never find your way back."  He continued his appraisal of Lyric in silence a moment.  "I have a question for you, young man.  Why do you want this tie severed?"
 
   "She’s evil!” Lyric exclaimed in disbelief.  “She is the very thing I've pledged my life to fight against!  She represents everything evil and wrong in creation; being tied to her is unacceptable.  I’ve actually considered taking my own life just to be free of her.  I don’t want to be responsible for the atrocities she commits while she’s tied to me!”  
 
   "Certainly not, your own sins are more than enough for you to be responsible for, aren’t they?”  The Prophet Man asked sharply.  “I don’t think I can help you.”  The old man leapt nimbly from the log and walked away.
 
   “Wait!”  Lyric chased after him with Cadence on his heels.  Joe didn’t stop walking as Lyric caught up to him.  “Please, I need your help.  I have no idea where to start or what to do.  If you have knowledge that will help me why won’t you share it?”
 
   “Didn’t they tell you boy?  I’m crazy!  I don’t much care what you need.  I need peace, and I need to help my friend Errol repair the damage to his home.  Go find someone else to help you.”  
 
   “What did I say that has offended you so?”
 
   Joe rounded on him fiercely.
 
   “Everything about you offends me boy!  What is that girl’s name?”  he stabbed a finger at Cadence.
 
   “Her name is Cadence,” Lyric answered, confused.
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “She’s my protector.”
 
   “Really?  The function of this beautiful, strong, skilled and extremely lethal young woman is simply to protect you?  She has no history?  She has no dreams?  She has no goals of her own?”
 
   “She said she’s here to protect me!”  Lyric answered angrily.  “She can’t talk.  I’ve told her she doesn’t have to stay but she is insistent.  Being that she’s saved my life more than once, I consider her good company.  Why does any of this matter to you?”
 
   “She’s not a pet!”  Joe roared as he stepped toward Lyric furiously shaking a finger in his face.  The Singer found himself backing up in spite of himself.  “How many times have you tried to communicate with her?  To understand her?  To hear her song?  I know soul singers.  The entire point of your first measure is to learn to listen.  You are taught to hear the music in the Score that sings through all of creation.  Your ears are blessed with the knowledge of mysteries the rest of the world longs to understand.  This girl may not speak but she can communicate.  How many one sided conversations have you had with her without even so much as attempting to listen as much as you talk?”
 
   Lyric began to answer but the Prophet Man held up his hand.  
 
   “You asked a question boy.  Listen to the entire answer.  Your demoness is right, you’re not a Singer, you’re the theory of a Singer.”  Lyric blinked in surprise, there weren't a whole lot of ways Joe could have known what Acheron said to him on Dacapo “If I were to give you plain answers you’d end up doing far more harm than good.  Cadence is a glorious miracle.  She is a treasure that should be appreciated and cherished.  I will not tell you why; you must listen to her and understand.  Then you will know why.  Fallen or not, Acheron is an intelligent, beautiful creature sung into being by the Voice, and He weeps over her.  She stands to pay far more dearly than you do if your situation is not resolved carefully.  You have learned to hate her kind so much that you think nothing of what she faces - only what you face.  You are selfish, Lyric.  As long as you remain so, your situation is hopeless.  You offend me because you are able to hear and understand more than most of us and you walk around with your eyes shut tight, your fingers in your ears and singing your own petty little songs when you have within you the stuff legends are made of.  You offend me because you take for granted the gifts lavished upon you by the Composer and keep your eyes fixed so firmly on the mud you never see the beauty of the stars.”  The old man paused, his chest heaving and face red.  Immediately he calmed down and smiled sadly.  “You are a fool, Lyric.  A selfish, petty, fool.  I can’t help you the way you want.  If you want more answers than I’ve already given you must give up something dear to you.  Something you don’t want to part with.  What will you give for your answers Lyrical Sound of the Evening?”
 
   Lyric stared at the crazy old man in confusion.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “What will you give?”
 
   “I don’t have anything!”  Lyric said pulling his pack off his back and opening the zipper.  “Clothes, granola bars, a water bottle, some jam.”  Lyric’s finger traced the label on the jam jar from Aunt Bea, then he looked up at Joe.  “You want my jam?”
 
   “I do enjoy jam,” Joe said simply.
 
   Lyric shook his head in frustration, was this crazy old man really a prophet?  Could he help or was he just an insane hermit who liked to torment Errol?  He sighed and held the jar out.
 
   “Are you offering me this jam, Lyric?  Is this a gift offered freely without compunction, or a price that must be paid?"
 
   "You really are crazy aren't you?"  Lyric's exasperation began to get the better of him. "It's a payment you're demanding in exchange for information I'm becoming less enthusiastic about obtaining.  Do you want the jam or not?"
 
   The old man snatched the jam and hid it in his jacket. 
 
   "I do not, but your answers tell me what I need to tell you.   With all you have learned in the last several years in the Guild and on the road you are still lacking in places.  Learn to develop grace.  Then you’ll find things often work out the way they should, even if it’s uncomfortable or painful..."
 
   "Are you trying to tell me I’m stuck with this demon?" Lyric cut in angrily.  “Because that’s not okay.  Even if I wanted to stay with her, the Guild will declare me fallen and have me killed within a year if I don’t sever this tie.”
 
   “Demoness,” the Prophet Man corrected.  “And I'm telling you the respect you promised her on Dacapo should be real, not merely lip service.  You're tied to her with what is supposed to be an unbreakable bond that you are determined to break.  You are in debt to Hell for, what, six more payments after trying to kill me and smashing poor Errol’s house?”  Lyric flushed with shame.  “Your infernal companion is correct by the way, there is more coming, but you'll discover that soon enough.  You are going to need all the help you can get.  It's time to grow up, stop crying about your situation and deal with what lies ahead of you with courage, grace and dignity."
 
   Joe eyed him for a moment as though waiting for him to interrupt again.  When he didn't, the old man continued. 
 
   "Acheron is dangerous, evil and brilliant.  And you will never survive what's ahead without her.  Like so many of us, she is unbalanced.  She had paradise and was conned out if it.  Acheron is not a servant of the darkness; she is a slave to it.  She will torment you and try to corrupt you.  If you lose your way, she may even destroy you.  You have so many things to learn young Singer, before you will be able to safely sever this tie."  The old man's expression became sad.  "Part of me would save you from the lessons that lay ahead.   That part of me that is the selfish old man who looks at you and sees a son he lost."  His voice broke and his expression became hard.  "The truth continues though, the lessons we learn best are the ones we live through, not the ones we're told.  You came for a prophecy, you've paid the price.  Listen close:  
 
   The Light of Markhato faces darkness.  A deceptive song from the east veils the desolation approaching from the west.  A prayer for a giant will be answered.  That day betrayal will destroy a family and heartbreak will lead to healing.  A Singer’s grief will split the mark, allowing Verger shackles to free the Soldier.  The Hunter will die, his work will perish, but his story will continue.  The Beautiful One will be chained by the Fugitive and the Dark Flower.  The Fugitive will cast away the Flower, but not before the tie is broken.  The Hunter will return and with the help of his brother, they will open the way for the beginning to enter the den of the Beautiful One.  There he will find that hidden by the Composer.  The Key will be restored and lost again and only the Fugitive’s child can find it.  The Beautiful One will come again with the Dark Flower.   When they all gather in the hills, the Hunter and his brother will bring the fugitive to rest.  His child will find the Key again, and when he does, glory will light the sky.”
 
   Lyric stared at the old man for a moment before saying, "what the crap was that?  Are you serious?  Did that even mean anything, or did you just string together some inane mystical bullshit?  Give me my jam back."
 
   "Prophecies are funny things, but if you seek understanding in earnest, the answers will make sense."
 
   "What do I do now?  I need to know where to begin!  Can't you just give me a straight answer?"
 
   The Prophet Man pointed west. 
 
   "Go straight that way."
 
   I should probably have my blood pressure checked.  Lyric thought as he choked down his frustration, bitterness laced his farewell. 
 
   "You're a dick."
 
   The Prophet Man slapped him across the face.
 
   “Watch your mouth, boy.”
 
   Lyric clenched his fists and prepared to level the man when he realized he was wrong.  Conviction hit him like a ton of bricks and he almost staggered under the realization that everything the Prophet Man said to him about himself was absolutely true.  Mind reeling with confusion, guilt and anger Lyric forced himself to breathe deep.  Calming himself, he met the steady eyes of the Prophet Man who remained still, waiting.
 
   “I apologize, Joe, my behavior, attitude and perspective are all inappropriate.  Please forgive me.”
 
   Joe smiled warmly and handed Lyric his jam. 
 
   “I forgive you, Lyrical Sound of the Evening.  Now call your Demoness and let’s get ready.”
 
   "Ready for what?"
 
   "Whoever holds your contract placed a tracking spell in that stone you dropped.  They're on their way here to kill me."
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   Acheron arrived and stood beside Lyric in silence after his call. Cadence took up position on his opposite side, staring warily into the eerie mist that rose suddenly from the ground.  Lyric noticed the vapor was so thick it muffled the sound of Creation. 
 
   "Smart," said the old man beside him.   "Whoever holds your contract is bashful.  They've sent Shadow Wights.  They tend to be problematic to the likes of me.  Perhaps the Composer will look favorably on our plight."
 
   A sound of rushing wind and a startled grunt and suddenly Acheron was gone. 
 
   "Then again, sometimes we are expected to make use of gifts already given."  Joe cackled loudly and leapt into the thick mist.  Lyric could hear him for a moment seeming to struggle with someone when abruptly the sound stopped. The mist seemed to follow the Prophet, clearing a bit around Lyric and Cadence. 
 
   Lyric adjusted his stance, standing back to back with Cadence.  As usual, the little warrior seemed at ease, a long knife in each hand she stared calmly into the fog. 
 
   Acheron, where are you?   Lyric thought.
 
   Busy, I'll be with you in a moment.  Don't get yourself killed.  Acheron responded.  Lyric picked up an image of a tremendous face that belonged in a nightmare.  It was surrounded by brightly colored people with odd wings, shaped like a butterfly but feathered like a macaw.
 
   The same sourness that preceded the attack on Da Capo filled the air, so Lyric forced himself to concentrate on the present threat. The song of Creation was not just muffled here, it was discordant.  He couldn't find the root.  Sweat broke out on his brow as the import of that fact struck him like a physical blow.  Never, since his first measure, had he been unable to discern the music of the spheres. 
 
   A massive hulking shape appeared out of the mist in the bayou.  Lyric stared in increasing alarm as the massive troll approached.  It bore a striking resemblance to the Verger tied to Master Normvy; it even had the same yellow cast to it.  If Lyric didn't know better he'd think he was facing Johaus, only this monster made Johaus look like a child.  As he continued trying to find a suitable key, a blur of motion distracted him.  Cadence was hurtling at the troll, knives in hand.  A dark blue streak appeared and collided with the small warrior, sending her spinning away into the mist.  Lyric watched helplessly as two more Hellhounds appeared out of the gloom and followed the first one in pursuit of Lyric's protector. 
 
   The Singer focused on the troll that was slogging through the mud toward him. Breathing a prayer, he did something he'd never done since becoming a soul singer.  He ignored his surroundings and simply sang.  The discord jangled inside him all the way to his toes.   Gritting his teeth, he sang through it and forced his song to take precedence.   Bending the very air to his will, he used a song from Mistress Holt's book and pulled together a ball of pressure.  Focusing between his hands, he built it, directed it and released it at the troll.  The air warped around the invisible ball.  Lyric watched as it crashed into the giant troll, forcing it back a pace. 
 
   Undaunted, the enormous beast continued its approach. 
 
   Recalling his town, Lyric summoned the same fire he'd destroyed the goblins with, only this time it was focused and controlled.  Leaping to do his bidding, the flames poured out of the sky and flowed over the beast, like liquid fire.   A deep howl erupted from the column of flame and Lyric released it, letting it dissipate.  The troll remained, blackened and smoking, but still moving.   Almost to him. 
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron flitted gracefully through the deadly parade of Brazilian Fairies that had grabbed her from Lyric's side.  They'd deposited her in a warded circle that was stopping her from smoking out.  Given a chance to focus, she could break free of the barrier, but every time she tried, one of these psychotic dolphin-faced bastards attacked her.  She could fight them or fight the barrier, but not both at once. 
 
   She glanced at giant face in annoyance.  An old demon slept there.  She didn't know who it was but the energy beneath the surface seemed pretty damn potent.  She'd wondered what the point of this was, Fairies couldn't kill her.  Then she noticed.  Every time she killed one, another would take its blood and smear it on the dormant face. 
 
   It was a waking ritual!  They were sacrificing themselves in combat to awaken their deity.  Blood spilled in violence carried a curse that would make sure whoever was sleeping woke up good and pissed.  Not a bad plan if they were looking to give her trouble. 
 
   Why did this face seem familiar?  It looked half-human, half-porcine.  
 
   Oh shit, they found Legion. 
 
   * * *
 
   Clouds.  Stupid clouds that get in your ears and your eyes.  Stupid clouds with sharp teeth and poor manners. After everything he'd lived through, Joe completely refused to be done in by stupid, bitey clouds. 
 
   "C'mon you bastards, let's have it.  You aren't here just to separate me from the boy.  That stone was meant to bring down more than a tree."
 
   A bit of ephemera separated itself from the fog and floated toward the old man.  Joe watched it approach with an insane glee that masked his guilty hope.  Perhaps his sentence was at an end.  Maybe the Composer meant to bring him home at last. Of course, he would fight.  It was his nature to fight.  Besides, not resisting the deadly embrace of the shadow wights was tantamount to committing suicide. He didn't want to answer for that.  Prophets weren't allowed to suicide.  But he was tired and oh, how he longed for the promise of paradise. 
 
   The wight reached him and he summoned his gift.  Not allowed to sing any more, but prophets were never defenseless; Joe allowed the power to course through his arms and manifest itself in his open palm. A small, brilliant ball of white light took shape. 
 
   The Light of the Voice. Harmless to any who worshipped the Composer, the Voice and the Singer.  Lethal to any who didn't. 
 
   Holding his hand out toward the shadow wight, he smiled as it shrank away. 
 
   "You came looking for a fight.  Don't run already."
 
   A flick of his wrist and the light shot into the retreating creature.  Wights don't make noise; still, it was easy to imagine it shrieking as it exploded from the inside out. 
 
   Joe summoned two more balls of the Light of the Voice and waited. He didn't have long to wait. 
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence saw the Hellhound in her peripheral vision just before it struck.  Reversing the blade in her hand, she drove it into the roof of the creature's mouth, to prevent it from biting.  It didn't work.  The knife was wrenched from her grasp as the creature's jaw snapped shut and she yanked her hand out just in time.  Its head lowered and collided with her.  She was sent flying through the air from the beast's attack.  Rolling into a ball, she braced herself for impact.  As soon as she struck the ground, she flattened out on her stomach and skidded to a stop. 
 
   Immediately on her feet, she hurled her second knife at the second hound and jumped aside as the trio charged straight at her, oblivious to her small weapons. 
 
   Pulling her sword from its concealment, she turned to face them as they wheeled about and paused, waiting for her to experience the fear they fed on. 
 
   They were big, strong, fast, and tireless.  Cadence considered her options.  Immediately a fragment of memory came dancing out of the fog in her head. A man she knew to be her mentor came to mind and his advice on how to handle a situation where she was outgunned, outmuscled or both. 
 
   Smiling wickedly, Cadence attacked. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric leapt back as the huge brute swept an enormous fist downward, trying to crush his head. 
 
   The Singer tried again to focus on the sound of Creation, but the discord was so great it was impossible to hear.  Without it, he couldn't manipulate his surroundings.  Frustrated he attempted to again sing his own song. The troll kept swinging at him. Lyric kept evading the blows.  If even one connected, he would be in serious trouble.  A few times he started singing, and then had to duck a huge fist, breaking his vocal line. 
 
   What to do?   He couldn't manipulate the troll due to its resistance to magic.  He couldn't manipulate surroundings due to the weird dissonance in the air.  Casting about for a solution, he moved too slow and got clipped in the shoulder by the giant troll.  A crunching sound and tremendous pain eclipsed everything else for a brief moment.  Then his arm went numb, hanging uselessly at his side. 
 
   Panic seemed the catalyst he required to face the troll. Sprinting away from the beast, he turned toward it and sang an odd tune far removed from his common melodies. 
 
   Brief and powerful, Lyric's song laid a hold of his body and surrounded him with a projection from his mind.  The troll lumbered toward him, intent on putting an end to the Singer.  As Lyric rose into the air and the product of his song coalesced into his desired outcome the Troll paused in confusion. 
 
   There, where the soul singer had been just seconds ago stood an enormous troll, even bigger than his adversary.  Lyric couldn't believe the song had worked; he'd never attempted anything like this before.  Assessing his new body, he reveled in the power, but noticed his arm was still numb and limp. Regardless, the Lyric troll stomped forward, preparing to engage the smaller beast. 
 
   Refusing to be intimidated, the yellow troll took a swing at Lyric troll and sent him sprawling.  Lyric tried to flip to his feet and succeeded only in flopping about like a beached whale.  This body wasn't built for swift or graceful movement.  Struggling to stand up, Lyric presented a perfect target for his enemy. A powerful kick to his ribs sent Lyric flying.  A large tree stopped his momentum and he slid down the trunk to the ground, groaning in pain. 
 
   Busted shoulder, broken ribs, he needed to turn the tables soon.  Rolling to his knees, he forced himself to his feet as the Troll approached.  An odd intelligence seemed to be in the beast's eyes. They screamed hatred at him.  It swung a fist at his head, which he blocked with his good hand.  This left him open to the troll's wicked right hook.  Lyric's head exploded in pain and he staggered back from the blow.  All he could think was how glad he was that he wasn't taking this punishment in his normal body. 
 
   The troll refused to give Lyric any room to breathe, pressing forward to continue his assault. In desperation, the soul singer resorted to an ugly tactic and put all of his frustration and fear into his right leg, which he then delivered to the troll's crotch. 
 
   The creature made a loud whuffing sound and stepped back a pace.  No wanting to lose the advantage, Lyric surged forward and began pummeling the Troll with his good arm. 
 
   It attempted to ward off his blows at first, but his adrenaline had finally gotten into sync with his anger.  He beat its guard aside and rained hate down on the creature's head.  He couldn't believe the amount of punishment the beast was taking.  The troll fell to its knees and Lyric took that as his cue to switch it up.  Thrusting his foot out he tried kicking through the troll's chest.  That didn't work, but the brute did take flight similar to the way Lyric had.  It flew so far he lost sight of it in the mist. 
 
   Lyric pursued the creature to ensure its surrender or destruction.  He was surprised to discover the troll seemed to have vanished. 
 
   Suddenly the discord that had bothered him resolved and the Song of Creation was once again clear. 
 
   Pain shot through his body as the song that forced his body into troll form clashed with the beauty around him.  Reflexively he released the song and his body reverted to its natural state.  Immediately the pain subsided and he was left with the dull ache in his shoulder and fire in his ribs.  At least the sour taint to the air was gone. 
 
   Forcing discomfort aside, the soul singer went in search of his companions. 
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron had changed her tactic.  She stopped rending the fairies apart, thereby stemming the flow of blood.  She didn't know who'd win between her and Legion, but even after two millennia, she hadn't forgotten that he was completely revolting. He also had a disgusting infatuation with her that she refused to indulge.  
 
   She concentrated on breaking necks and bones without breaking skin.  This was getting boring.  She wished she could just burn them with demon fire, but whoever picked them was smart.  Brazilian fairies were fireproof. 
 
   A sickening sound reached her ears, one she hadn't missed for two thousand years.  Legion was chuckling. 
 
   "Acheron, our pet, how delighted we are to see you!  We count ourselves lucky you are present to greet our waking."
 
   Acheron turned to face Legion, the fairies forgotten as they flitted away, now that their work was done. 
 
   "Legion," the demoness purred, "disgusting as always.  Why don't you go back to sleep, kitten?"
 
   Legion chuckled again, the sound of screaming pigs echoed in his laugh, setting the demoness' teeth on edge.  The massive demon hauled himself out of the ground.  Trees nearby leaned crazily at the buckling of the earth around them. 
 
   "Where is our feast?!" The demon roared with the sound of many voices.  His pink, fleshy jowls quivered as his eyes flashed in anger. "Our subjects awakened us with an appetite for murder and we find nothing to kill aside from you, Acheron.   Where have our children gone? We must punish them!"
 
   "Impolite little bastards if you ask me, they took off that way." Acheron flicked her fingers in a direction opposite Lyric's position. 
 
   Legion turned as if to head the way indicated then stopped abruptly and looked over his shoulder at the demoness, an evil smile contorted his features as he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose.  
 
   "Mmmmmmm, yes," the giant demon rumbled.  "The blood cries out to us, Acheron." Legion's eyes snapped open, focusing clearly on her.  "It demands satisfaction," he turned to face her and inhaled again.  A huge finger with a jagged black nail leveled at Acheron.  "It's on your hands, pet."
 
   Legion's smile widened, threatened to split his grotesque visage.  Acheron sighed in surrender. 
 
   "All right, little piggy, c'mon then."
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence danced away from the hellish trio's snapping jaws and clambered up another tree.  One of the hounds was missing an eye; it was on the end of her sword, which had unfortunately been swallowed by another of her attackers.  Luckily, she'd broken that one's lower jaw.  The third one displayed a large portion of ribs on its left flank where the warrior had skinned it in passing. 
 
   The tree wouldn't stop them, of course, but it gave her a chance to breathe.  The beasts snarled and pushed at the tree, slowly ripping its roots free and knocking it down with their quarry. 
 
   Cadence leapt from its branches onto the back of one eye.  Gritting her teeth, she ignored its pelt of burning flames that blistered her skin.  Skinny launched itself at her and she slid down one eye's side, letting Skinny sink its teeth into her mount.  One eye howled in pain and Cadence sprung away, barely avoiding several tons of demonic flesh wrestling angrily in the dirt.  One eye grabbed Skinny's flap of skin in its jaws and tore it away. 
 
   Cadence didn't pause to celebrate; she rolled aside as sword swallower vaulted over its companions to crush her. 
 
   Coming up to her feet, the lethal woman carried a fallen branch with her and swung it at swallower's head.  The beast tried to snarl through its ruined face but it came out as a weak croak.  It flinched as the cudgel connected. Ignoring the pain it advanced, prepared to rend Cadence apart with its claws and anger.  It was joined by one eye, Skinny was a bloody mess in the dirt.  
 
   To her annoyance, three fresh hounds stalked out of the trees to join their brethren. 
 
   Cadence dropped her branch and beckoned the five hounds to attack.  They obliged and the small woman disappeared beneath them.
 
   * * *
 
   Joe sent balls of Holy Light spraying into the clustering wights.  Everyone he killed was replaced by three more.  This was like fighting a hydra without the convenience of them sharing a body. 
 
   Two more balls of light crashed into a knot of wights in front of him, but a searing pain on the back of his neck told him, some were attacking from behind. Casting a ball behind him, the prophet Man leapt forward and spun to defend himself.  Another bite, this time on his shoulder, then his leg. He threw the Light as fast as he could but the wights multiplied faster than his human muscles could move.  
 
   He felt mouth after mouth latch onto his body, searing pain accompanied the bites.  Just as he was despairing, a sound reached his ears.  Lyric! 
 
   The soul singer came striding through the mist, singing a song that lit the air itself.  All about him, the shadow Wights writhed and exploded in silence. 
 
   Joe was immediately free of the biting, but feared help came too late.  Slumping to his knees his body gave way to the toxin and he fell. 
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron faced the demon without fear.  She made it a point to know as much as possible about all of the heavy hitters.  Legion was powerful, but his encounter with the Voice centuries ago had scarred him psychologically.  One of his tricks had been separating his personalities into several vessels and running amok.  The Voice forced him out of his host at the time, sending him to a herd of swine then banished him to Hell.   Since then he couldn't separate his form without fleeing to Trytohn's domain. 
 
   Acheron surged forward and dove into Legion's legs, twisting out of the way as the demon came crashing down. 
 
   It was still early in his waking and millennia of stillness took an hour or two to work out. 
 
   The demoness pounced on his back and grabbed his head with both arms.  Drawing on the power of her river, she pulled and twisted.  Legion realized what she was doing and choked out. 
 
   "We're coming for you for this, bitch!"  Then his head was separated from his body and rolling away.  Acheron flared her demon fire to remove the taint of his greasy hair, and then directed it at his body.  In short order the demon's corpse was ash. 
 
   The demoness harbored no illusions.  Legion would be back and he'd be pissed. There would be a reckoning down the road. 
 
   Drawing on the tie to her Singer the demoness made for him. 
 
   On my way, Lover. 
 
   I'm fine now Lyric's thoughts were an interesting mess, jubilant, terrified, confused and excited.  They were also far away.  The demoness briefly wondered how far those asshole fairies carried her.  Shrugging, she pulled back and followed the invisible strand that always led to him. 
 
   Unhampered by the need to keep pace with slow humans, Acheron flew across the bayou.  Abruptly a familiar scent assailed her nostrils and she stopped dead. Hellhounds were near. 
 
   Tilting her head in a way she happened to know Lyric found endearing in spite of himself, the demoness extended her hearing and listened carefully.  A struggle, not far away, another scent.  Cadence.  Her beautiful features twisted into an annoyed scowl and she began heading again for Lyric, happy to leave that annoying bitch to become dog meat. 
 
   Her agreement with her soul singer came to mind.  Angrily she adjusted course and sped to the aid of her hated companion. 
 
   She entered a clearing just in time to see Cadence disappear in a pile of Hell Hounds.  Gritting her teeth in silent protest, she leapt into the battle.
 
   Grabbing a handful of the first beast she reached, she yanked it off the pile and hurled it behind her.   She saw Cadence on her back furiously shoving the pointy parts of the hounds at each other. Acheron grunted in respect.  Obviously, her tactic wouldn't last, but it was a decent way to fight unreasonable brutes the size of cars.  Focusing her demon fire, she turned another hound to ash.  This got the attention of the other three. They looked up at Acheron and immediately their demeanor changed. All three slunk back, crouched low with tails between their legs.   Cadence took this opportunity to scramble to her feet and assume a defensive stance beside Acheron. 
 
   The eyes of the three cowering beasts bounced between the demoness and something behind her.   Acheron didn't bother turning all the way around. She spun just far enough to send a bolt of fire into the first hound just as he leapt.  He turned to ash in midair and covered Acheron and Cadence in a cloud. 
 
   Returning her attention to the remaining three Hell Hounds, the demoness prepared to dispose of them when they turned and silently vanished into the trees. 
 
   Turning to Cadence, Acheron growled. 
 
   "If you screw this up for me, I'll drag you to the pit myself and feed you to the flames."
 
   Cadence shook her head wearily and turned to head back to Lyric. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric knelt beside the old man and felt for a pulse.  It was thready, but present.  Placing a hand on the Prophet's head, he began singing a prayer song and let that segue naturally into a healing song. 
 
   He watched as clear liquid oozed from Joe's bite marks and immediately turned to small white puffs of mist that dissipated in the sunlight that had finally cut through the gloom.
 
   Joe's eyes snapped open and a joyous expression lit his features, taking away years from his face.  His eyes latched on Lyric.  The joy gave way to despair and his age came crashing back as his smile fled. 
 
   "Dammit." He said softly. Then he closed his eyes and wept. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15 ERROL'S NEW DIGS
 
    
 
   The foursome stood together discussing what they'd learned. Acheron explained about Legion and the hassle he was likely to become.  Lyric shared the sourness he'd experienced during this battle as well as some of the prior attacks.  This caused Joe to frown.  When Lyric mentioned the discord in the presence of the troll Joe spoke. 
 
   "You were fighting an eighth measure soul singer, boy."  Lyric saw something resembling respect in the old man's eyes.  "I have no idea how you survived that, but the discord you heard may have had something to do with it."
 
   Lyric's stomach rolled as he realized whom he'd fought. 
 
   "It was one of my instructors, Keith Normvy.  I thought the Troll resembled his Verger, Johaus. It must have been him.  Johaus is a shape shifter.  That's why he could be so big. That also explains the eyes; they looked like they hated me.  I don't know anyone who hates me more than Keith Normvy."  He looked at Acheron.  "Could that be my secret enemy?"
 
   Acheron shrugged.
 
   "So it would seem, but there's more here than can be accounted for by blaming one dickhead Singer.  Eighth measure or not."
 
   Lyric looked at Joe.  The Prophet Man held up his hands. 
 
   "I've already given you what I had to give.  This is your mystery.  Right now I think you know the direction you need to go."
 
   Lyric nodded. 
 
   "Markhato."
 
   "No, actually I was going to say you need to build Errol a new house.  After that I don't care where you go."
 
   * * *
 
   "Please tell me you're kidding," Acheron stretched languorously, capturing the undivided attention of Lyric and Errol.
 
   "No my dear, he needs the practice and you need the discipline.  Now please stop distracting these fine gentlemen and help Lyric correct his error."  Joe smiled pleasantly, but there was steel in his tone.
 
   "I've never done anything close to what you're suggesting," Lyric protested Joe's proposal.
 
   "But you can and you will," Joe smiled affably.
 
   Cadence was attempting to clear away some of the mess that used to be Errol's house.  Joe walked over to speak with her quietly while Acheron turned to Lyric.
 
   "All right, Lover, let's get this over with.  You know what to do?"
 
   Lyric nodded curtly and fought down the revulsion he felt at what he was about to attempt.  Turning to face the tree, he waited for Joe to escort Cadence clear of the rubble.  Closing his eyes, he listened carefully for the Song.  Picking up the key from a nearby bird, he began humming in time to his heartbeat.  Hesitantly he explored his tie with Acheron, the dissonance he expected, but the power still caught him by surprise.  It was a jolt, like sticking your tongue on a brand new nine-volt battery, only low in his gut and multiplied by ten.  Reflexively he flinched away from it and stopped singing.  To his dismay, a huge black ball of flame erupted between him and Acheron.  It took on an odd shape, as if it was being flattened on the side nearest him. He was just deciding to feel fortunate when a large invisible truck smashed into him and sent him flying through the air to skid in a heap up against Cadence's knees.  He looked up at her in a daze before blacking out.  
 
   Lyric came to with his head cradled in Cadence's lap and four concerned faces looking down at him.  His eyes found Acheron's.  Scratch that, three concerned faces and one amused face with dark blood running from its nose.  
 
   "What happened?"  He sat up painfully.
 
   "You opened the floodgates and smashed the controls."  Acheron told him gleefully.  "Apparently you didn't know what to do with all that power, so you just let go of it.  Problem was it had to go somewhere.  Since you didn't direct it, it released itself in a burst between us.  I shielded you from the fire, but the concussion kicked you square in the nuts.  It was awesome!"
 
   "Acheron saved your life," Joe told him quietly.
 
   Lyric didn't bother pointing out Acheron was saving her own life.
 
   "C'mon, Lover, let's do it again.  Your face is adorable when it has that surprised look on it...
 
   "when you're in the air... 
 
   "upside down."  
 
   Acheron grabbed his arm and hauled him to his feet.  "This time, focus on your goal and direct the power accordingly.  This is elementary stuff, just with a lot more juice behind it."
 
   Lyric remembered his third measure when he learned to manipulate objects with his song.  He remembered Fishne's exhortations to "focus and release".  He overheard Errol asking Joe if he should be trying again already.  He didn't catch what Joe said because his eyes were closed already and he was again exploring the song of the bayou.
 
   This isn’t like anything else you’ve done yet.  Acheron’s thoughts sounded in his head.  This isn’t like any of those nasty tricks you've played on me.  This is Soul Singing in the Tie 101.  You have to open up yourself to me and let my power flow through you.  The first step in Singing in the Tie is to use your song to direct and control the power I provide.
 
   He began again, seeking the cypress within the song and immediately found it.  Focusing on it carefully, he again opened up to his tie to Acheron.  This time he was prepared for the jolt and immediately shunted the torrent of power to the enormous tree.  
 
   Easy, Lover.  Open your eyes so you can see what you're doing.
 
   Lyric did as instructed and almost lost control again.  The giant cypress was suspended thirty feet in the air.  A tinkling laugh tickled his brain.
 
   Go ahead, let go again, it was hilarious the first time.
 
   Lyric's eyes narrowed as he kept careful control of the energy flowing from her and through him. 
 
   Okay, you’re in control, now send it away.
 
   Raising pitch carefully he placed his tone forward, making it harsh and repellant.  Immediately the cypress shot through the air, breaking off the tops of the trees in its path for a hundred yards before it came crashing to a stop.
 
   “Whoo hoo hoo!”  Acheron cheered.  “See what happens when you open yourself up to the good stuff?!  I guarantee no seventh measure Singer could do what you just did, no matter how strong their Verger was.”  She threw her arms around Lyric’s neck and planted a wet kiss on his mouth.  
 
   “Stop it!”  He shouted, shoving her away.  She spun gracefully over to Cadence and threw an arm around the small woman’s waist.  
 
   “Not bad, eh sexy?”  Acheron breathed in her ear.  Cadence turned to the demoness and looked into her eyes.  Acheron smiled, ready to kiss her too.  Cadence smiled back and head-butted her in the nose.  “OW!”  The demoness let go and held her nose.  Lyric tensed, ready to intervene but Acheron just laughed.  “You’re such a tease,” she said swaggering back over to Lyric.  She shook her head and black flame flared briefly to leave her once again clean and beautiful.  “All right, Lover, no one wants to have any fun.  On to phase two.”
 
   “I feel disgusting.”  Lyric said.
 
   “No you don’t, you feel disgusted at yourself for how much you enjoyed that.”  Acheron retorted.
 
   Lyric flushed in embarrassment and closed his eyes again, dreading the next step.  Listening closely he began humming softly, this time imposing his own Song into the space that was Errol’s house.  Forcing aside his feelings of shame and revulsion, he opened himself up to Acheron.  Immediately he felt the surge of power as her will flowed along the tie into his song.
 
   Moving the tree was a simple matter.  He simply had to join the song of the bayou and exercise his influence on it, fitting his own melody into the music and using Acheron’s power to amplify it.  The next step was a completely different matter.  He and Acheron were going to build Errol a new house.  In order to do that he had to create, it was a completely different set of muscles and method.  To create you have to open yourself up to your Verger, allow them to harmonize to your song.  It is only through this harmony you can give birth to anything new.  It's addictive and euphoric and many singers never bother advancing past this level.  Once mastered, there isn't much a Singer can't do.  Lyric's fear was the addictive nature of Verger creation.  Acheron was seductive enough; he didn't want to run the risk of becoming addicted to her on any level.
 
   Then she started singing. 
 
   Put smoke in a glass bottle; a brilliant green bottle perhaps.  Find a way to capture sunlight and shut it in there too.  Add the smell of brewing coffee, summer evening and half-remembered magic.  Now hang it from the lowest branch of your favorite tree coated in sparkling ice and set it spinning.  That was the sound of her voice.  The voice that entwined itself around his melody.  
 
   The surge of power he felt as their voices locked in together was completely different from the raw energy he struggled to control before.  This was a shimmering flow that made him tingle from head to toe.  The sensation was unlike anything he'd ever experienced.  Euphoric didn't do it justice and he faced the very real desire to lose himself in the song.
 
   We should have sex while we do this!
 
   Lyric forced himself to concentrate and reject this alluring suggestion.  Opening his eyes, he realized Acheron was standing beside him, shoulder to shoulder.  With iron will, he focused on the task at hand.  The odd dissonance that he encountered on Dacapo added a strange texture to their duet.  He shifted the key to bring it into harmony, but it shifted as well.  The more he contemplated it the louder it became, turning in his mind, causing pain and sorrow.
 
   I can work with this Lover, but it might break your mind, back off. 
 
   Lyric recognized the wisdom in these words and ignored the nagging dissonance, concentrating instead on the euphoric experience of singing with the demoness.  Exhilaration and a dizzying sense of completeness overwhelmed him.  As he opened his eyes, he tried to discern what was different.  It was as if he could see more.  Examining the patch of ground that used to hold Errol's cottage he saw different shades of brown and gray and various densities in the dirt.  He could hear ants working and see spiders hunting.  He could feel the air move when a butterfly passed over the wreckage.  His largest surprise was looking at his companions.  With a start, he realized he was experiencing the second sight.  Errol was considerably more youthful than he thought.  Joe was covered in a dense, brilliantly white cloud, Acheron looked just as beautiful as ever, but had black and violet sparks and flames that danced off her body wherever it moved.  The shock came when he looked at Cadence.  She was radiantly beautiful and shone with a silvery glow.  Except for the violet streak in her hair.  It blazed so brightly that it almost looked like a dancing violet flame.  It's luminosity revealed that it not only traveled down the left side of her face, but down her shoulder, around her upper arm all the way down her forearm to an ugly black scar in the shape of a hand encircling her wrist.  Lyric set this aside for later reflection remembering Joe's chastising.
 
   You're losing focus.
 
   Lyric pulled his attention back to the task at hand.  He envisioned a grand home, picturing large thick windows, rustic plank flooring, strong walls with a solid roof and various amenities that might be appealing to a man living in the bayou.  Unbidden, strange and beautiful ideas flooded his mind; cascading fountains, flower beds with large fragrant blossoms.  Victorian architecture and industrial accents gave the house a decidedly steam punk feel.  He realized as these elements meshed with his own that he was seeing Acheron's influence and in spite of himself found it captivating.  The tingling exhilaration spiraled higher and higher within him.  As it reached its peak, Lyric pulled their song into the music of the bayou.
 
   He was awestruck by what happened next. Trees sprung from the ground, dropping foliage that became lushly carpeted flooring.  The trees wove together and became walls and beams.  Metals flowed from the earth and formed pipes and appliances.  Lyric watched his envisioned house go through the entire fabrication process on the spot as the Song of Creation absorbed his song, turning fantasy to reality. 
 
   As it became solid, Lyric let the song end and breathed a shaky sigh of contentment tinged with a bitter sense of loss.  The sight left him and he again saw normally.  Even without the sight, though, the result of their endeavor was stunning. Where Errol's dilapidated shack had stood was a large beautiful home, sturdy, stocked, furnished and landscaped.  It matched their vision identically and Lyric couldn't help but smile at the beautiful and fragrant lilac bush that looked as though it was ancient as the bayou itself.  His smile froze when he noticed that entangled in the branches of the lilac and rooted right next to it was a stand of white heather.  The flower of which was a symbol of his guild.  He pondered the portent indicated by his guild's flower being entangled with the lilac he'd come to associate with Acheron.  Dismissing such thoughts for the time being, he forced his attention to his companions and their reactions to the work wrought by Acheron and himself.
 
   Errol was already inside, exploring his new home.  Cadence was sitting against a tree, her face pale and drawn in pain.  He started toward her when a hand lay firmly on his shoulder.
 
   "Now's not the time, boy.  That revelation will need some patience."  Joe's soft voice didn't match his grip.
 
   "What's wrong with her?  Is she hurt?"
 
   "She'll make it.  When you approach her though, you should be alone.  And as I said, now's not the time."
 
   Lyric regarded the Prophet Man thoughtfully.
 
   "How did you know we could build that house?"
 
   "You're a Singer.  Young and inexperienced you may be, but greatness sleeps within you.  The day will come when you set your selfishness aside and wake it up."  The old man patted Lyric's shoulder and headed towards Errol's new house smiling at the delighted shouts of the man exclaiming he had hot water. 
 
   "Did you like our signature, Lover?"  Acheron's breath on his ear sent a spasm through the by now familiar knot that twisted his lower back every time she was near him.
 
   "It was... interesting. What are the odds of me being able to convince you to stop making everything about sex, especially during a soul song?"
 
   Acheron stared at him with a mystified expression before she burst out in that laughter that sent tingles up his spine. 
 
   "Are you referring to that delightful suggestion that we should have sex while singing?"
 
   "What else?" Lyric growled uncomfortably.  Acheron pressed her body against his and whispered in his ear, Lyric blanched at her words.
 
   "That thought didn't come from me, Lover."
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric, Cadence and Acheron took their leave early the next morning.  Lyric wondered briefly where Acheron spent the night, but the brief glimpse he caught of Errol following her around like a lovesick teenager as they prepared to depart convinced him he didn't want to know.  The Prophet Man vanished in the night without a word to anyone.  
 
   Errol was determined to travel with them to protect Acheron from the dangers of the bayou.  Acheron was very clear that wasn't going to happen.  She was so clear, Lyric had to sing a healing song to repair the concussion she used to emphasize her point.  Thankfully, Errol chose to take her seriously and stayed with his beautiful new home.
 
   "So what did your fortune teller say?”  Acheron hooked her arm through Lyric’s as they headed back toward Sta Catoe.
 
   Lyric unhooked her arm before replying.
 
   “He said a lot, the majority of which made no sense to me.  The one part of the prophecy that was clear is that Markhato is in danger.  That’s something we already knew though, so the only conclusion that I can reach is that we need to start there in search of a way to sever our tie.”
 
   “So it’s off to Markhato then!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16 OUCH!
 
    
 
   Lisian stalked back and forth among the corpses littering the floor.  Keith Normvy knelt in sullen humiliation, waiting for her to kill him. 
 
   "How hard can it possibly be to kill one Singer without his companion? You are supposed to be this bad ass warrior and you and your Verger get beaten by a Singer who doesn't even know the eighth measure yet!"
 
    
 
   Normvy didn't bother replying.  The last person to speak to Lisian during her rant was by the bar... and by the stairs... and a little bit by the front door. The Dancing Demon was likely going to have to change its name. 
 
    
 
   "You can't kill your Master, you can't get me into your Guild, and you can't kill a student.  What good to me are you?" Lisian rounded on him and Normvy flinched in spite of himself.  His anger surpassed his fear and loosened his tongue. 
 
    
 
   "I'm one of the most accomplished soul singers in the world, Lisian.  Without me, you wouldn't have your pet psycho.  Without me, you wouldn't even know the identity of the high master.  Without me, you wouldn't have found Legion, nor come up with your plan to overthrow your master.  Let's not forget we have a deal demon."
 
    
 
   Lisian glowered at the soul singer, seriously considering - yet again - just killing him.  Still, he told the truth. He had been invaluable in helping get this far. 
 
    
 
   "Go back to your Guild, Keith.  Go back to bullying students and lying to your master.  Be quiet and be still.  I'll call for you when I need you."
 
    
 
   Lisian smoked out. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric and Cadence drove into Denton, Texas.  Acheron had become bored with tormenting the two of them and taken off to hunt.  Lyric was tired of driving and imagined that the same must be true for Cadence, though she'd never show any indication.  It was with a mixed sense of relief that Lyric found a motel and pulled in.  He wasn't thrilled about spending more of his dwindling resources on a room, but at the same time, it was far more comfortable than camping or sleeping in the car.  Acheron had offered to give him the Mandragora's money she'd taken, but he refused.  The man at the desk looked over Lyric's beautiful protector and gave them a sly wink asking if they'd be renting the room all night or just an hour.  Lyric coldly asked for a room with two beds, slapped the money on the counter, took the key from the attendant and left without another word.
 
    
 
   Parking the car in front of room seventeen, Lyric wrinkled his nose at the smell of stale cigarettes and frightened dog that hung in the parking lot as he grabbed their bags while Cadence unlocked the door.  Following her into the room, he collided with her as she stopped abruptly.  Flipping the light switch on he saw what surprised her.  The Keylac sat comfortably in the chair on the opposite side of the room from them.
 
    
 
   "You can go ahead and put that pig sticker away, miss.  It won't do any good on me, and besides, I mean neither of you any harm.  Despite the disappointing outcome of the first payment, I'm here to deliver the terms of payment number two on Lyric's contract.”  He gracefully rose and approached them on silent feet.  “There is a black luxury sedan outside in the parking lot that needs to be delivered to a gentleman by the name of Aldrich Seam who lives about nine and one half hours away in Albuquerque, New Mexico at this address.”  The Keylac held out a card with an address written in lovely, flowing script.  “I don't like to be pushy, but this one is time sensitive and needs to be completed by nightfall the day after tomorrow."  
 
    
 
   "What about my car?"  Lyric asked.
 
    
 
   "Your car will be detailed, tuned up, gassed up and delivered to this address in Albuquerque."  He motioned for Lyric to turn the card over...
 
    
 
   "If you're sending my car to Albuquerque anyway, why do I need to deliver yours?"
 
    
 
   The Keylac smiled patiently, his flawless white teeth and well-groomed appearance really didn't do much to compensate for the offensive odor that accompanied him.
 
    
 
   "That's not important, Lyric, all that matters is that you do it, as required by your contract."  Abruptly the Keylac's composure seemed decidedly ruffled as his focus slid past Lyric at the same time Cadence whirled around to face the doorway they’d just entered.  Lyric almost gagged at the suddenly overpowering stench of the Keylac's disquiet.  Then the odor seemed to dissipate as the fresh scent of lilacs wafted through the air.
 
    
 
   "We'll deliver your master's car, asshole," Acheron's annoyed voice came from behind Lyric.  "You are dismissed."
 
    
 
   The Keylac vanished and Lyric was sure he heard him yelp as he went.
 
    
 
   "I'm not super excited about driving his car if it smells like him."  Lyric said stepping aside for Acheron to enter the room.
 
    
 
   "No worries, Lover, a few miles with the windows down and it will smell like us."  The demoness made sure she brushed against him as she passed, sending jolts of electricity across his nerve endings.
 
    
 
   "We don't have a scent, Acheron."  Lyric’s annoyance at his reaction to her touch was matched by his annoyance at her insistence of lumping them together.
 
    
 
   "Of course we do, I know you can smell it, it's really quite lovely."
 
    
 
   "The only thing I smell when you're around is lilac, which definitely doesn't come from me."
 
    
 
   Acheron laughed that magical, tinkling laughter that Lyric found so intoxicating.
 
    
 
   "That's not me, my obstinate Lover, it's us.  I don't smell like that unless we're together."
 
    
 
   Lyric didn't know how to respond to this revelation, so he handed Cadence her pack and turned his attention to getting fresh clothes out and making for the bathroom...
 
    
 
   "I'm taking a shower."
 
    
 
   "Want some company?"  Acheron called after him.
 
    
 
   "No!"
 
    
 
   Lyric got out of the shower to the sound of his phone ringing.
 
    
 
   "Hello, you've reached Lyric's answering service."  Acheron purred.  "I'm so sorry Lyric is otherwise occupied right now and unavailable to take your call, but if you tell me what you want I promise I'll tell him just as soon as-"
 
    
 
   Lyric plucked the phone from her hand.
 
    
 
   "This is Lyric," he said, giving Acheron an evil look that left her completely unfazed.
 
    
 
   "Lyric!  It's Nit, I have news for you."
 
    
 
   "I found the Prophet Man, Nit.  Did you have any luck with my town?"
 
    
 
   "That's part of the reason I'm calling.  The town has been quarantined by the government.  I snuck in anyway and almost got caught for my trouble.  I haven't been able to figure out what happened there yet, but it's definitely weird.  I have an idea, but it shouldn't be possible.  I'll continue to look into it.  Which way are you heading now?"
 
    
 
   Lyric didn't typically consider himself paranoid, but events of the last several days had made him a bit more circumspect when it came to security.
 
    
 
   "West," he replied vaguely.
 
    
 
   "Lots of goings on out west.  Word around the Guild is that Lady Melody has been upgraded from serious threat to public enemy number one.  Apparently, she's managed to amass a large army to march on Markhato.  The Masters haven't been terribly worried up to now, but they took notice when the reports changed from a few thousand malcontents to a few hundred thousand well-trained zealots, many of whom are supernaturals of one kind or another.  This is just within the last few months.  Reports say she's found some former military man to train them who was discharged for being bat crap crazy.  Since he's been in the picture, the army has grown to a size the likes of which hasn't been seen since the first second sight war.  The Soul Singers Guild has decided it's time to get involved, they've recalled all Singers to prepare to help Markhato."
 
    
 
   "All the Singers?" Lyric asked in surprise.
 
    
 
   "All of them," Nit confirmed.  "You know what they say, if Markhato falls so does the world.
 
    
 
   "There's more.  Melody attacked and destroyed a small second sight city that served as one of the major food suppliers for Markhato.  She left no survivors, but did leave a bunch of bodies to spell out 'the veil will fall'."
 
    
 
   "Sick," Lyric growled in disgust.
 
    
 
   "No doubt, brother.  Apparently she tells her followers she's a goddess and she will punish the oppressors and rip the second veil so they can be free."
 
    
 
   "Wow, that's a whole special level of crazy isn't it?"
 
    
 
   "I want you to be careful, Lyric.  There's another reason the council is getting involved."  Nit's voice lowered.  "There were three soul singers guarding that town, all three are dead.  Hung at center of town."
 
    
 
   Lyric sat in stunned silence for so long Nit asked, "still there?"
 
    
 
   "Yeah, sorry," Lyric finally answered.  "Nit, what the hell can possibly kill three soul singers?"
 
    
 
   "That's the question of the day my friend. If you find out, let me know."
 
    
 
   "Will do, thanks for the update."
 
    
 
   "Be safe, Lyric."
 
    
 
   Lyric ended the call and looked at Cadence and Acheron.
 
    
 
   "You remember that war I told you was brewing?"  Acheron nodded.  "That woman, Melody?  She's destroyed an entire second sight city."
 
    
 
   "So maybe your town's disappearance has nothing to do with you and it is about your mother.  Maybe someone needs leverage. " Acheron replied.
 
    
 
   "Maybe," Lyric admitted. "Though I can't say that makes me feel any better.  There's more though.  Three soul singers guarding that town were all killed and strung up in the middle of the city.  Do you have any idea what could kill three Singers?"
 
    
 
   "I could. Legion, Trytohn, a handful of others could manage it alone.  None that would make such an indiscreet move, though.  Otherwise, it would take a well-trained army or two, and even then, they'd need a way to combat magic.  Although," Acheron paused thoughtfully.  "Those vamps we fought were being controlled, the banishing blade they had is ancient elven magic that shouldn't even exist anymore."
 
    
 
   "What's that got to do with anything?"
 
    
 
   "There's tremendous magic being used.  Consider everything we've already faced since being together.  Now Vampires, who hate elves, are wielding powerful weapons made by elves, who hate vampires.  The last two vamps I killed seemed to be being controlled like marionettes.
 
    
 
   "How would vampires get their hands on any kind of elven magic?"  Lyric wondered aloud.
 
    
 
   "If anyone could do it, it'd be the leeches."  Acheron shrugged.  "Regardless, things are escalating.  We've got to continue your training."
 
   * * *
 
    “You've gotten comfortable focusing on the tie, do that and start your song.”
 
    
 
   Lyric closed his eyes as he sat cross-legged on the bed across from Acheron.  When they decided to start working on the eighth measure, Cadence decided to leave.  Listening to Acheron’s guidance, he began his soul song and moved along the tie toward the demoness.  The familiar discord became evident and distracted him from his purpose.  It was like a speed bump in their tie.
 
    
 
   You’re distracted.  Acheron’s thoughts filled his head.  You need to focus carefully, I’m not certain how this will go down and after the fireball you summoned at the Jam, I’d rather not have you blow us up because you can’t focus.
 
    
 
   Lyric pulled back from the tie carefully and stopped singing.  Opening his eyes, he saw Acheron looking at him with an unreadable expression.
 
    
 
   “What?”  He asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing, handsome, let’s start again.”  
 
    
 
   “We’ve been at this for over two hours, I’ve been driving all day, let’s just call it a night.”
 
    
 
   “One more try.  This is the accelerated version of the eighth measure.  If that prophecy is true and it all pertains to us, then we need you as potent as possible.”  Acheron is remarkably patient for a demoness.  Lyric thought.  “Not so much, Lover, but when you’ve been around for thousands and thousands of years, some things occur naturally.  Let’s get on with it.”
 
    
 
   Lyric stood up, automatically assumed the posture drilled into him over the last several years and focused on his breathing.  Ignoring the swirling power that longed to travel across their tie and fill him he concentrated on the ideal placement of his tone and again closing his eyes he began to sing his soul song.  Immediately he felt light and free.  This was what he needed, he knew instinctively, just the song.  The edges of his consciousness not absorbed in singing registered the truth of his voice teacher Lomong's exhortation:  it should be easy, son, all the effort should be in your legs and stomach.  Let the song float on the air and dance from your lips.  Your heart and everything above it should be relaxed and free.  Any song correctly sung is released, never forced.
 
    
 
   As he released the song, he reveled in the exhilaration that came with proper vocal production.  As is the case with muscle memory, his body adjusted to carry and support the music manufactured somewhere between his throat and heaven.  He once again found himself overwhelmed with a sense of humble gratitude that the Composer would trust him with such a precious gift.  As his mind wandered this thought pattern he immediately felt flooded by bitterness and resentment.  Bitterness that this gift of light and goodness should be tainted by the foulness of a demon.  Resentment that a creature of filth and death should be allowed to share his gift.  He should have tied a verger!  Anger heated his blood and turned to boiling fury as the beauty of his song clashed with the ugliness in his heart.  Discord suddenly surged from the tie and soured his song.  Opening his eyes in shock, he found himself once again flying through the air to slam into the wall.  He barely registered the violet flames that engulfed Acheron and burned her skin to ash exposing the muscle and tendons beneath before he plunged into blackness.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric’s eyes opened to an unfamiliar dark ceiling.  Car.  As he cast about for familiarity, he saw Cadence’s profile in the driver’s seat, her face glowing orange and watching something intently.  Slowly he sat up, groaning involuntarily as his body suddenly reminded him it had just been put halfway through a wall.  Cadence looked at him in the rearview mirror in concern. 
 
    “Are we in Keylac’s car?”  He asked quietly, holding his throbbing head.
 
    
 
   His protector assessed him for a moment then nodded, looking back out the windshield.  Lyric followed her gaze and saw in shock a building a block away engulfed in flames.  Opening the door, he stepped out of the car and looked around trying to get his bearings.  He noticed the sign for their motel was in front of the inferno.  Remembering the explosion in the motel, he put two and two together with a feeling of dread.  Opening the passenger side door, he got in and stared in silence as firefighters tried to bring the blaze under control.  Finally, he turned to look at her.
 
    
 
   “Is that our motel?”
 
   
Cadence nodded without looking at him.
 
    
 
   “Did you get me out of there?”  She met his gaze and nodded again.
 
    
 
   “Did you see Acheron?”  
 
    
 
   Nod.
 
    
 
   “Is she dead?”
 
    
 
   Cadence shrugged.
 
    
 
   Lyric felt an odd mixture of shame and hope.  Another thought occurred to him.
 
    
 
   “Do you know if everyone else made it out of the building?”
 
    
 
   Cadence shook her head. 
 
    
 
   Guilt sat in his stomach like a cold boulder.  He was responsible for the deaths of more innocents. Lyric closed his eyes and tentatively turned his focus toward his tie to Acheron.  It was still there.  Exploring it carefully he felt a burning sensation cover his body and a voice in his head screamed at him to stop.
 
    
 
   Jerking back from the tie he opened his eyes to see Cadence looking at him with a troubled expression.
 
    
 
   “She’s not dead,” he said.  “I don’t know where she is but she’s hurt and it’s my fault.  All of it's my fault.  I remember what happened before I blacked out.  I pulled together a tremendous amount of power with my soul song and lost control.  She shielded me like she did at the jam, but for some reason this time it burned her.  I didn’t mean to...” looking out the windshield at the motel he fell silent, the hope inside of him died and he was left with the coldness of shame and guilt.
 
    
 
   A small hand found his own and he looked back at Cadence.  For the first time he noticed her left arm was bare.  It was as he saw when he had the sight, only slightly different.  The violet streak that ran down her neck continued down her shoulder and wrapped around her arm to terminate in an ugly blackened scar on her wrist that looked like a hand, as though someone had grabbed her.
 
    
 
   “What happened to you?”  Lyric asked in alarm.  Cadence followed his gaze and jerked her right hand away from his to cover her wrist.  Tears filled her eyes as she shrugged.
 
    
 
   “You don’t know?”  He asked incredulously.  “How can you not know?  Did Acheron do that to you when you saved me?”
 
    
 
   Cadence shook her head.
 
    
 
   “Let me look at it,” he reached for her arm but she held it against herself and shook her head vehemently.  Sitting back in the seat, he laid his head against the seat rest, trying to come up with a way to conquer the communication barrier with his protector.  Cursing himself for not thinking of it sooner, he opened the glove box of the Keylac’s car, looking for paper and pen.  As luck would have it, there was a pen with the name of a local car dealership emblazoned on the side.  The only paper he could find was the folder that held the title, registration and proof of insurance.  Handing them to her, he gestured at her wrist.
 
    
 
   “How did you get that scar?”
 
    
 
   Reluctantly Cadence accepted the pen and folder and looked at him, perplexed. 
 
    
 
   “Why can’t I look at your arm?”
 
    
 
   She just shook her head
 
    
 
   "Can't you write?"
 
    
 
   Cadence nodded and rapidly scribbled beautiful flowing characters that in no way resembled English. 
 
    
 
   “I have no idea what that is.  I'm concerned about your arm, are you okay? Should I get you to a hospital?"
 
    
 
   Cadence shook her head.  Lyric sighed in resignation and rubbed his eyes during the headache he felt coming. 
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable.  I won’t bother you about the scar again.” 
 
    
 
   He watched the flames at the motel, mercilessly shoving aside shame and guilt so he could make an intelligent decision. 
 
    
 
   “I believe our best bet is to hit the road and get this thing delivered.  Wherever Acheron disappeared to, she’ll find us when she’s ready.  She’s hurt and angry, but if she were planning to punish me, I’d feel it in the tie.  Right now it’s just... dormant.  It’s there but not active.”
 
    
 
   “You got us here, are you comfortable driving this car?” Cadence shrugged while nodding, which didn't exactly inspire confidence in Lyric.  On the other hand, the Singer's injuries had him in a state of discomfort and exhaustion.   The best thing for him was to sleep, but they were on a tight schedule.  Lyric pulled out his phone and punched the address into his navigation app.  “Follow this and we’ll get there.  Red signs and lights mean stop.  Listen to the voice in the phone and you'll be fine.   I’ll sleep for a few hours and take over so you can sleep.”
 
    
 
   Cadence started the car and pulled away from the curb by which she’d parked.  The car drove smoothly and quietly.  Lyric felt a momentary pang of jealousy as he compared it to his own vehicle, but smothered it mercilessly.  With everything else he was doing wrong, he didn’t need to start desiring luxury cars.  Tilting the ridiculously comfortable seat back, he fell asleep quickly.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric woke to the smell of wood smoke and lilacs.  Dawn was crawling across the sky and Cadence looked tired.  Seeing he was awake, she smiled at him and gestured with her head to the back seat.  Looking over his shoulder, he saw Acheron sitting in the back seat behind Cadence.  She was flawless as ever and smiled at Lyric.
 
    
 
   "Hello Lover, your ball and chain has returned."  She greeted him as though she'd merely stepped out to pick up milk.
 
    
 
   "Acheron, I'm sorry for hurting you and grateful that you saved me yet again."
 
    
 
   A dark look briefly flashed across her beautiful features.
 
    
 
   "Don't be sorry, my Love, at least not for that.   It was a risk I understood far better than you.  I told you I'm impossible to kill.  If you want to be sorry about something, feel free to be sorry about what you were thinking when you blew me up."
 
    
 
   Lyric's shame must have been apparent because Acheron laughed.
 
    
 
   "Sucks to not have any secrets from a loathsome monster like me, huh?  Don't worry, I don't judge."
 
    
 
   Lyric didn't know how to respond, so he didn't.  Instead, he turned back around and looked at Cadence.  She needed a break.
 
    
 
   "We're almost in Amarillo, let's get something to eat, then I can drive and you can sleep." 
 
    
 
   They pulled into the parking lot of a small diner that boasted the world's best pancakes.   As they got out of the car, Lyric decided Texas was offensively hot to someone accustomed to the climate of Boston.
 
    
 
   All conversation ceased as they stepped through the front door.  Lyric had grown accustomed to this phenomenon as he traveled with Acheron and Cadence, both women being the stop and stare type.  For the most part, he was invisible wherever they went, which suited him fine considering how dangerous it was turning out to be being known as the "demon singer".
 
    
 
   They sat down at a table that afforded them a view of the Keylac's car.  Slowly the murmur of voices filled the room as the other patrons resumed their conversations.
 
    
 
   A dumpy waitress whose blouse looked to be stained with samples of the entire menu came over to deliver silverware and placemats. Carefully, she ignored the women and focused on Lyric.  The Singer asked for a coffee for himself, an orange juice for Cadence and a large chocolate milkshake with extra whipped cream and a cherry for Acheron.  The waitress twitched at the last order, finally looking at Acheron and taking in her perfect physique.  Lyric assumed by the thinly veiled disgust on the woman's face that her thoughts toward the demoness were less than complimentary.  She assured them their drinks would be out directly as she turned and disappeared behind the waitress aisle.
 
    
 
   Lyric noticed Acheron seemed overly interested in their fellow customers and Cadence looked tense.
 
    
 
   "What's up?"  He asked them.  Cadence shrugged and Acheron didn't reply.  He waved his hand in front of her face.  "Hello? What's wrong?"  Acheron looked at him briefly and continued her appraisal as she answered.
 
    
 
   "It's hard to pin down, which can't be good.  The thing that got my attention was the complete lack of lust in this room."
 
    
 
   "Are you kidding?  Every eye in here gave you and Cadence the once over twice when we walked in."
 
    
 
   "Indeed," the demoness said distractedly.  "But I can sense sin like you can see light, and while this joint is plenty dark, none of your normal sinful thoughts seem to be present.  It's as if a great big blanket were covering these people.  I can tell there's something underneath, but don't know what."
 
    
 
   Cadence touched Acheron's arm and mimed putting on a hat.  Acheron looked around again.
 
    
 
   "Your pet is right; everyone in here is wearing a hat."
 
    
 
   At that moment, their waitress appeared with their drinks and left again without taking their order.  Cadence's eyes narrowed and she put her hand over Lyric's cup before he could drink.  Acheron was smelling her milkshake and suddenly smiled.
 
    
 
   "I haven't smelled this poison in centuries," she smiled nostalgically.  "I wonder where they found it."
 
    
 
   Lyric noticed the diner was suddenly very quiet and every single pair of eyes was fixed on their table.  
 
    
 
   Acheron locked eyes with Lyric and flashed her dazzling smile.
 
    
 
   "Maybe let's try not to burn this place down, huh lover? I kinda dig its folksy vibe."
 
    
 
   Cadence stood up from the table, two long knives in her hands.
 
    
 
   "Maybe you should shut up," Lyric replied sourly.  "I think I can handle a bunch of ordinary humans."
 
    
 
   "Yes you can, Lover!" she nodded encouragingly as she took a long pull off her poisoned milkshake.  "These aren't humans."  
 
    
 
   "What do you want from us?" Lyric asked the waitress who stood nearby with a decidedly hostile expression. 
 
    
 
   "We want the demon singer dead," the woman snarled.  As if from nowhere, a familiar looking black blade was in her hand.  Lyric began to ask why when a voice cried out.  "The veil will fall!" And all hell broke loose.  
 
    
 
   The diners suddenly displayed a variety of ugly weapons and intent to use them.  Cadence, swift as thought, engaged and dispatched two large men and a woman who were heading straight for Lyric.  
 
    
 
   Acheron leapt from her seat and was making a mess of their attackers, a gleeful expression on her face.  Abruptly her eyes registered surprise and she began moving as if she was swimming in honey.  
 
    
 
   Lyric noticed this and looked around for the cause as he concentrated on one of the songs he'd been preparing from Mistress Holt's book since the vampire attack.  As he began to sing all the diners within twenty feet of him went flying through the air as though swatted by a very large hand.  Those on the periphery tried to advance but as soon as they entered the blast zone, they were treated the way their comrades were.  Cadence took the opportunity to wipe her knives off and clean blood from her face.  
 
    
 
   Lyric kept singing, wondering what had happened to Acheron, who was moving even slower than before.  She looked to be trying to get closer to him, so he stepped toward her, beckoning Cadence to stay close.  He watched in fascination as he approached their attackers with his repellant song and they immediately flew away from him.  
 
    
 
   He knew he couldn't keep up the song indefinitely and needed to switch to something more offensive than defensive.  As he was considering the possibilities, a hole in the effectiveness of his current plan became evident.  Even though they couldn't approach there was nothing stopping the attackers from hurling their weapons at the trio.
 
    
 
   Cadence became a whirlwind of steel, knocking the projectiles out of the air as they came.  Lyric was again astonished at her skill as he hurriedly flipped mentally through his repertoire.
 
    
 
   Our tie dumbass
 
    
 
   Acheron's thought reached him the same time he came up with the same idea.  Any guilt he might feel was heavily tempered by the fact these people were doing their level best to turn him and his companions to pudding.  
 
    
 
   Focusing on the tie, he felt the power, eager and seductive, seeking to be unleashed.  Forcing down his revulsion he tapped into it and channeled it into his repulsion song. The results were remarkable.  Though there was no visible explosion, the result was the same.  Everyone in the diner not protected by his will was picked up like pieces of straw and hurled violently through the air to land in various piles of brokenness.
 
    
 
   Cadence stopped and calmly walked to Acheron's side, carefully examining the demoness who was now moving so slowly it was barely perceptible.  
 
    
 
   "What's going on with you?"  Lyric asked, surveying the wreckage around them.  Their tie fluttered inside and he listened to it.
 
    
 
   Old magic.  Someone cast a spell on me.  These bastards have magic and poison that shouldn't exist anymore.  Look out!
 
    
 
   Lyric turned just in time to present his left side as a lovely target for the man who'd just hurled the knife at him.  He found it surprising how much it hurt.  At the same time, he heard two screams, one familiar and one strange.  Looking down at the blade buried to the hilt in his left side he decided it didn't belong there and so pulled it out.   His surprise deepened as the fiery agony of removing the knife caused his legs to buckle and abruptly he was in a heap on the floor.  It was with guilty satisfaction he noted the man who threw the blade was also on the floor, one of Cadence's blades sprouting from his throat.  The woman was on her knees at his side examining his wound.  The knife he still held in his hand was familiar.  With a sinking feeling, he realized what it was, the waitress' banishing blade.
 
    
 
   "Oh shit," he heard Acheron exclaim and looked over to see her crumple to the ground.  Turning her head weakly she said to him, "you suck."  Her eyes closed and she disappeared.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17 THE GRAY ANGEL
 
    
 
   Lyric felt for the tie and found it there but barely a flicker came from it.  Confident Acheron was still living, Lyric let Cadence help him up.  He looked around at the bodies scattered all over as the warrior assisted him to the car.
 
   "We've got to get out of here." He told her.  "If you can drive for a little while so I can try to stop the bleeding, I'll drive us the rest of the way to Albuquerque."
 
    
 
   Cadence looked at him in consternation and pointed to a hospital sign on the side of the road.
 
    
 
   "Yes, I should go to the hospital, but since we just got attacked by an entire restaurant I think it's safer to wait till we get to our destination."
 
    
 
   Cadence considered this for a moment then nodded grimly and pressed down on the accelerator.  The luxury car took off like a shot and Lyric's self-proclaimed protector maneuvered it easily around slower vehicles.  Apparently, she intended to break some land speed records.  Lyric concentrated on his wound and began singing.
 
    
 
   Singers were taught how to heal in their sixth measure, but were warned against doing it to themselves.  There were too many things that could go wrong and worsen any wound, it really wasn't worth the risk.  However, Lyric decided the risk was acceptable in this situation.  He watched in satisfaction as the blood flow stopped.  The pain turned to a dull throbbing, and the skin around the puncture was turning an ugly gray.  He covered it with one of his spare t-shirts and applied pressure, which almost made him pass out from the pain.  Grimly he forced himself to deal with other pressing matters.
 
    
 
   Turning his focus back to the tie, he examined it closely.  The odd discordant speed bump was still there, but the power that lay on the other side was barely a trickle.  Cautiously he moved along the tie, seeking Acheron's consciousness.  It seemed he kept going much further than usual, and the connection felt muddy.  Finally, he became aware of something that resembled a giant black fishing weight of power tangled up in the tie that surged slightly as he approached.
 
    
 
   Acheron?  He directed his thoughts at the weight.
 
    
 
   Hang on to the tie, Lover, I'm trying to make it back.
 
    
 
   What's this black thing?  Lyric wondered.
 
    
 
   A giant pain in the ass, came the reply stop distracting me, I'm working.
 
    
 
   Lyric stopped distracting her and sang his soul song, poking at the black mass.
 
    
 
   Ouch!  Dammit, Lyric, leave it alone!  Just concentrate on the tie.
 
    
 
   Where are you?  Lyric couldn't help asking.  Acheron demonstrated the ability to sigh mentally.
 
    
 
   I'm on the Verge, the only reason I'm not all the way back in hell is because of our tie.  You were stabbed by a banishing blade.  You're not a demon, but you're tied to one.  So the magic of the blade was activated, but couldn't do anything to you, it came for me instead.  Our tie gave me an anchor to stop short of hell.  The problem is that damn spell creates a stopper of sorts, to prevent the hellion from coming back through the same channel.  It isn't strong enough to seriously damage a soul song tie, but it's strong enough to slow me down and require a stupid amount of effort to return.  Now please shut up, sing your song and let me work.
 
    
 
   Lyric continued his soul song, but ignored the black weight and instead focused on strengthening his end of the tie.  Briefly, he wondered why she didn't just go to Hell and return.  After an interminable amount of time, Lyric sensed a presence.  Opening his eyes he looked back to see Acheron slowly fade into view.
 
    
 
   "Welcome back," he said.
 
    
 
   "I'm not back, I'm stuck at the stopper.  Unfortunately, the magic in the banishing blade is activated and powered by blood.  This means I'm fighting not only against the magic of the blade, but the power in your blood as well.  For yours truly that's inconvenient at the least, and downright tragic for both of us if we don't get that wound of yours healed."
 
    
 
   "I've stopped the bleeding," Lyric told her.  "We're going to find a hospital in Albuquerque to stitch it up.  I'll get some antibiotics while I'm there.
 
    
 
   Acheron shook her head.
 
    
 
   "You can close up the wound but the poison of the magic will still be there."
 
    
 
   "I have no idea what to do about that.  I don't know of any Singers stationed around here."
 
    
 
   "Silly boy," Acheron chuckled tiredly.  "soul singers aren't the answer to every woe.  There are many supernatural healers, but our best bet is to find a mute.  Establish a need for protection.  If you can do that, just being in their presence will expel any magic harmful to you."
 
    
 
   "Wouldn't that expel you too?"
 
    
 
   "No, I mean you no harm. It won't be fun for me, but our tie should protect me just like before.  Mutes have a limited function, but their magic within that framework is extremely sophisticated and powerful.  Truth is I'd be interested in seeing what happens out of sheer curiosity."
 
    
 
   "Why don't you just stop fighting it and let it send you to Hell?"
 
    
 
   "Because it's not the same as traveling there myself.  This spell will remain on our tie between you and me, always pushing me back.  Try swimming in tar with lead boots, that's what it feels like. If I let it push me all the way to Hell I won't be able to come back."
 
    
 
   Lyric turned back around, wincing at the pain in his side.  Looking at Cadence, he saw she was lovely as ever with the exception of deep purple circles under her eyes.  
 
    
 
   "If you pull over I'll drive for a while," Lyric offered.
 
    
 
   Cadence glanced pointedly at his side and shook her head with a smile.
 
    
 
   Lyric rather figured she'd refuse; he looked back at Acheron to see she'd vanished.  Frowning, he immediately focused on their tie.  He found her presence where she said she was, behind the stopper.
 
    
 
   Acheron?
 
    
 
   I'm here, Lover, it takes too much effort to project an image from here.  Just find that mute, the sooner the better.
 
   * * *
 
   She lifted her weary head.  There were twelve more on their way and a blindingly bright spot coming in the front.  Swift as thought she raced to the back of the building and met them in the air at the far edge of the property line.   She grunted in surprise as she saw the attackers she faced were larger than those who usually laid siege to her hospital.  No matter, they would topple like the rest.  They attacked her as one. The grounds keeper whose marijuana she kept confiscating was thirty feet below the struggle lighting a joint.  She barely had time for an exasperated sigh before battle was joined.  
 
   * * *
 
   Sitting in the curb, Marshall shivered, as though grazed by the finger of death.  Looking at his freshly lit joint, he flicked it to the asphalt and hurried inside.
 
   * * *
 
   Powerful, but not all-powerful.  The guardian wasn’t concerned she would lose.  She never lost.  Her concern was that none of them made it past her.  She didn’t like them in her hospital.  Eight of them latched onto her and the other four made for the building.  Eyes narrowed in anger, the sword of wrath flamed to life in her hand.  The demons fell like wheat as she cut through them.  In moments, she was flying through the ash of her attackers to stop the other four.  
 
   One of them spun in the air and hurled darts of hell fire at her face.  Her wings came up just in time to shield her.  Those were from Trytohn's personal armory.  Who were these hellions?  No matter, they'd soon be reporting failure.  Surging forward, she cut through two of them.  Number three hit the brakes and pulled out a whip, while number four sped on. 
 
   Furious at how close he was getting to her hospital, the angel drew back her arm to hurl her sword at him.  Her wrist burned and her hand went numb as the icy lash of the demon behind her struck.  Her lifeless fingers could not hold the sword anymore and it flared out.  With a mighty yank, she pulled the demon closer with his own weapon and shattered his skull with her left fist.  He spun heavily to the ground and with a swift jerk, she pulled the whip handle from his grasp. 
 
   Catching the handle in her good hand, she ignored the sparks the unholy weapon threw out against her skin.  Turning back for the last demon, she sent the business end of the whip flying after him.   He smoked out and vanished into the building.  The whiplash took several bricks out of the wall as it pursued him. 
 
   Gritting her teeth, she shot into the building after him.  Taking solid form, she was immediately set upon by the brute.  Now that he was inside the hospital, she was able to appreciate his sheer mass.  His solid state looked like an eight-foot gorilla with a scorpion tail.  He tried to sting her repeatedly but she managed to keep her wings in the way so he hit nothing but bones, feathers and membranes.  It hurt, but the poison would dissipate from her gray pinions and leave her with nothing more than a headache and some fatigue.  
 
   Her right hand was starting to tingle as movement came back, but not fast enough for this fight.  The demon had one hand around her neck and the other around her thigh.  He was attempting to rip her in half.  With a tremendous effort, she punched his arm above the elbow and heard a satisfying crack.  Unfortunately he didn’t let go, he just growled and tried to sting her again as he grabbed her left arm with his right leg.  
 
   The angel started to feel the weight of the fight and for the first time wondered if she was going to fail in her duty.  She blocked several more sting attempts as her muscles strained against his efforts to pull her apart.  
 
   Her resolve wavered and she despaired of winning this struggle.  Her wings grew slower and weaker and as if in slow motion she watched the demon’s deadly sting come for her left eye, knowing she wouldn’t be able to stop it and this would be the end of her time here.
 
   The sting stopped an inch from her eye.  She saw a large hand wrapped around the demon’s tail.  The hand was attached to Genesis, one of the giants of heaven and her direct superior.  Hope flared again in her chest as she watched Genesis squeeze the tail so hard that the stinger fell uselessly to the floor.  The demon shrieked in pain and released her.  As she fell to the ground Genesis grabbed the demon by the neck and pulled it up close to his face, ignoring the blows it desperately rained on his head.
 
   “You have no right to be here.”  With that, he squeezed and the demon shrieked as its head lost touch with its body.  The shriek rang the angel’s head like a bell and took out the power in the entire wing of the hospital.  Genesis wiped the ash from his hands and turned to help her to her feet.
 
   “I really don’t like to fight, Aria Gund.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir.”  The cherubim, Aria Gund, guardian of the Rose of Sharon hospital felt ashamed that she had to be rescued, but grateful Genesis was there to do it.
 
   “Someone is on his way here.  He’s been poisoned and needs your immediate attention.  After you see to him, get some rest.  Now, I have a child to greet downstairs and you have a Singer to heal.”  
 
   * * *
 
   As they drove into Albuquerque on the I40, Cadence pulled off onto exit 164.
 
   "This isn't the way to our delivery point, do you have something else in mind?"  Lyric asked, concern tinting his voice as he noted how exhausted she looked.  Wearily she nodded, turning right onto Wyoming Blvd.
 
   A few minutes down the road and Cadence pulled into the parking lot for an ER.
 
   "We don't have time for this right now.  The lettuce is blender and Mr. Lomong ate the canoe."  Lyric started laughing like a fool, then stopped and looked again at the ER.  What did he say?  Shaking his head, he tried again.  "The magic in the wound is the priority, I can get stitched up later."
 
   Cadence pointed at his shirt, he looked down to see a great deal of fresh blood.  Pulling the t-shirt away from the wound, he saw it was a sickly gray color and beginning to smell bad.
 
   "Looks like it's infected by more than magic, eh?  I'm going to need some duck billed chopstick, can you syrup chair cozy?"  The world swam in a circle.  Lyric tried to make sense through the haze clouding his thoughts.  He lifted a hand and touched Cadence's face.  "You really are very pretty.  I like that you can't talk, it makes you mysterious, but in a good way.  All the rest of my bananas these days simmer, it's nice to have a lovely wagon that greens me."
 
   Cadence gently pulled Lyric's hand away from her face and set it on his leg.  Pulling into the emergency lot, she parked the car and came around to help Lyric get out.  The Singer was unsteady on his feet and found he was leaning on Cadence more than he expected.
 
   She got him through the door and immediately a gray haired nurse met them with a wheelchair and took Lyric past triage straight to an empty bed.
 
   It didn't take long to get Lyric shirtless, washed, and covered.  The nurse started him on an IV and was barking orders that Lyric found he could not comprehend.  Feeling disoriented and slow, Lyric tried to examine the severe looking woman who was obviously in charge, and tried to figure out why she looked familiar.  Unconsciously he began to hum, a common tendency when he found himself confused or nerved up.  Immediately the nurse clapped a hand over his mouth and hissed.
 
   "Don't you dare, Singer."  Even through the haze of pain and confusion, Lyric had the presence of mind to be startled.  "I'd know a Singer anywhere, you glow different than anyone else, though I've got to say yours is stranger still.  Now I'll do my best to get you fixed up, but you keep your mouth shut, clear?"
 
   Lyric nodded silently, his brief span of lucidity quickly slipping away.  Soon he was looking at the nurse in wonder, as she sprouted gray, disheveled wings that no one else seemed to notice.  Despite her bedraggled and tired appearance, she had a certain vitality about her that set her apart from everyone else in the room.  An air of being more "alive" than everyone else.  It struck a familiar chord from a half-forgotten dream.  She turned back around to inject the contents of a syringe into his IV and Lyric saw her face, though still quite severe her expression could not mask her stunning beauty.
 
   "Are you an angel?"  Lyric asked in wonder.
 
   The woman just grunted and turned away as the meds took hold and wrested Lyric past the boundaries of wakefulness, plunging him into peaceful darkness.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric woke up in a dark room.  Looking down he saw his wound was dressed and hardly hurt at all.  To his left and wide-awake sat Cadence, watching over him.
 
   "Have I been out long?" Lyric asked.  
 
   Cadence held up two fingers. 
 
   "Two hours?"  
 
   She shook her head.
 
   "Two days?!"
 
   This time she nodded.  Panicked, Lyric sat halfway up in the bed ignoring the spasm in his side. 
 
   "What about the car?"
 
   Cadence pushed him back down shaking her head, which gave him a sense of déjà vu.  She pointed a thumb at herself and mimed holding a steering wheel.
 
   "You delivered it?"
 
   She nodded.  Grateful, Lyric closed his eyes and focused on his tie.  
 
   Acheron?
 
   Glad to see you're back among the living, came the weak reply.  You had some seriously messed up dreams. 
 
   I can barely hear you, Lyric thought at her.
 
   I'm saving my strength.  This spell isn't a stopper, it's more of a compactor.  It's trying to send me down the chute to hell.  No pressure, she laughed merrily at her pun, but are you ready to find that mute?
 
   I don't know where to look.
 
   Yes you do, you grew up with one.  Think back to something that bothered you enough in your childhood to send you running to your Aunt Bea.  Remember exactly how that felt, then go out and start walking, mutes are always within walking distance.
 
   Lyric opened his eyes at a touch on his arm.  He looked up at the severe gray haired nurse who cared for him when he came in.
 
   "I'm not sure who you're talking to, though I fear I have an idea, but you need to get out of here."  She checked his vitals while talking.
 
   "I'm not talking to anybody," Lyric protested.
 
   "Singers make terrible liars, young man, don't bother.  I don't know who or what you are but you're marked with Notation's seal, which means I have to help you regardless of your identity.  There are detectives outside waiting for you to wake up so they can question you; I'm assuming we need to get you past them."
 
   "Detectives? Why? What's a notation seal? Who are you? How do you know what I am?"
 
   "Hospital protocol.  Anyone who comes into ER with wounds sustained from violence is reported to the authorities.  I couldn't do anything about it.  Besides, I normally agree with the system.  Nevertheless, you must remain free.  Notation is the angel charged with transcribing the Score, and he has marked you for protection, though I don't know why.  The beacon he put on you is so bright I saw you coming and rushed back to the hospital so I could watch over you.  Any of us who've stood in the presence of the Composer will defend you against harm as long as you bear that Mark.  Now I've healed you as best as I can. The foxglove and blood loss were causing some hallucinations but were no problem.  The infection was nasty and would have killed you within a few days if you didn't get attention.  The problem is there's a sickness infecting you that I can't fix.  You need to get yourself completely healed."
 
   "You're an angel."  Lyric said in wonder. 
 
   "Yes, I'm guardian of this hospital.  The staff here calls me the gray angel," she almost smiled.  "They have no idea."
 
   "I thought guardian angels were huge with flaming swords."
 
   "It’s with my other set of scrubs."  She seemed so serious Lyric wondered if she was telling the truth.  "Let's figure out where you are going to find a healer to handle that ugly bit of business inside you."
 
   "A friend of mine said I need to find a mute."  Lyric began dressing.  The nurse looked up from the papers she was filling out.
 
   "Who are you?" She demanded.
 
   "My name is Lyric.  You said you already know I'm a Singer, what more is there to know?"
 
   "Singers are educated thoroughly and carefully, but mutes aren't part of that education.  Very few creatures in creation know about them, how do you?"
 
   "My friend told me about them."
 
   The nurse looked at Cadence.
 
   "Vergers don't know about them either."
 
   "She's not a verger, nor is she the friend I was talking about.  What's the problem?"
 
   "Where's your verger?"
 
   "Sick, because of that magical infection you can't see.  Will you please tell me where the mute is so I can help her?"
 
   "The biggest protection mutes have is their secrecy and the fact they can't be traced or found.  You shouldn't know they exist.  Even if I was inclined to tell you I'm not able to, that's part of their protection.  I can't even talk about them without feeling guilty of indiscretion.  Only the highest ranks of the Composer's court can divulge their secrets. Now here you are talking about mutes, but exhibiting no sense of propriety, blithely demanding a location that, if you were taught about mutes correctly, you would know I can't give you.  So who's your friend?  My protection does not require my ignorance."
 
   "I think you'll be happier not knowing.  If you could get us out of here that'd be splendid."
 
   The nurse fixed Lyric with her penetrating gaze and he felt very much like a child being scolded for lying.  Abruptly understanding dawned on her face. 
 
   "You're the Demon Singer." She said quietly, "you poor child," sadness softened her severe expression.  "Wait three minutes after I leave the room then go."  She turned and left without another word.
 
   Three minutes later, Lyric and Cadence made their way out of the room and headed to the elevator.  They reached the lobby with no incident and were a handful of steps away from the door when four uniformed officers entered the lobby from another hallway.  Trying to remain nonchalant, Lyric led Cadence to the doors, avoiding direct eye contact.  They'd almost reached their goal when Lyric saw one of the officers turn toward them and sniff the air.  The sinking feeling in his stomach was validated when the cop called for them to stop.  Lyric considered stopping for half a second, but the decision was made for him.  Cadence grabbed him by the hand and bolted out the door making for the car.  The sudden abrupt movement sent a lance of pain through his wound.  Gritting his teeth, he forced the pain aside and relentlessly forced his legs to keep pace with the small warrior. 
 
   As soon as they reached the parking lot, they ducked behind a brown pickup.  Peering through the windows Lyric saw the cops heading straight for them, all four with their noses in the air.  Suddenly the police officers were bowled over by Lyric's nurse as she threw herself into them from behind.
 
   "Go!" She yelled as she broke an arm on one of the officers as if it was a dead tree branch.  The man howled in pain and his three companions turned on the nurse, snarling their rage.
 
   Lyric watched the guardian angel throw the men around as if they weighed nothing.  Cadence pulled his arm and he let himself be hustled to his car.  Jumping in he started the engine and was surprised the familiar whine and rumble from under the hood were gone.  Hitting the gas they took off with shocking speed, almost crashing into several parked cars before Lyric compensated for the improved and more delicate response of the machine.  Apparently, the Keylac did more than tune up his vehicle.
 
   As they sped out of the hospital parking lot Lyric looked in his rear view mirror and would have laughed at the sight of four more police officers chasing them on foot, had it not been for the fact they were keeping up.  Shaking his head, he despaired at his inability to go for any extended period without having someone want to see his insides become his outsides.  
 
   Lyric stomped on the gas pedal and his car shot forward.  Careful steering and blind luck saw them avoiding slower moving cars and hurtling through red lights without crashing.  Lyric spared a brief glance in his rear view mirror and saw his pursuers had fallen behind but continued their dogged chase.  
 
   The soul singer improvised a brief melody that caused cars he passed to stop and skid sideways in the road, forming blockades.  Though the police continued to fall behind, another glance saw them leaping over the obstacles without difficulty.  Eventually, excessive speed and careful steering left their pursuers behind and found them several miles away parking on the far side of town in the shadow of a large, abandoned looking factory of some kind.  
 
   Acheron, what are the chances of you pushing past that stopper?
 
   I won't be able to do it for long, came the faint reply.  Let me know when it's time.
 
   Lyric turned to Cadence.
 
   "Those cops weren't human.  Based on what I saw back there I think they're probably werewolves.  If that's the case we won't be able to escape them, we have to stop them.  I'd rather get it over with, are you ready?"
 
   Cadence nodded, two silver raptor blades suddenly in her hands, she offered one to Lyric.
 
   "No thanks, I wouldn't know how to use it."  The Singer wondered again at the mystery of his protector. Once again, it would have to wait.  "Let's go in here and find a defensible position."
 
   They entered the factory and discovered a huge metal maze of broken down machines, stairs and catwalks.  Cadence put a hand on Lyric's arm and gestured for him to head up a flight of stairs down the aisle.  Before he could comply, she pulled his shirt up and over his head.  He blinked in surprise as she took off at a dead run, waving his shirt in the air.  He wondered if she was infected too and maybe going a little crazy.  Once she began rubbing his shirt on stair rails and metal struts, he realized she was spreading their scent to make it harder for the weres to track them.
 
   The Singer made his way up the stairs and located a narrow hall on the top floor that led to an office with a fire escape out the window.  Half a minute later Cadence joined him a few feet into the hall and they waited.  It didn't take long.  They heard cars pull up outside and booted feet running into the building.
 
   The wolves had arrived.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18 WERES
 
    
 
   It's weird how stories and legends change and grow over time.  For example, vampires are not pretty and they're not magic.  They started out as an ancient disease, transmitted through saliva, extremely hardy and highly contagious.  They drink blood and are stronger than your average human is.  However, they are often sickly and they have terrible breath.  They are smart and sneaky and are a major presence in the supernatural black market.  Most humans are nothing more than a walking snack bar to them, but typically, they're opportunistic bullies; cowardly, selfish and more than happy to eat their own mothers if there's a profit to be made.  
 
   Weres, on the other hand, are magic.  Their origin is a mystery shrouded in time.  Unlike shifters who are mortal and whose magic is learned or given, weres' magic is intrinsic.  No one knows why they change, and contrary to popular belief their bite will not cause you to become a were.  It might get infected and cause you to get sick and die, but it won't turn you into one of them.  Unlike vampires, weres are very healthy and immune to disease.  They're also extremely hard to kill; their only real weakness is a high sensitivity to silver.  They suffer an allergic reaction resulting in anaphylactic shock that leads to a quick but painful death.  The only protection they have against silver is the presence of the moon.  For some reason, moonlight protects them from their allergy.
 
   For centuries, the largest clan of weres, the wolves, has served as police, private investigators, bodyguards and mercenaries.  The wolf clan is famous among the supernatural and second sighted as tenacious and loyal.  They never hire out singly or in pairs, but always in groups of at least three or four.  The nature of their magic while mysterious is extremely potent.  They are fearless, strong, fast and resistant to all but the most powerful magics.  
 
   Standing next to Cadence, Lyric began his song.  As soon as he began singing the sound of the weres moving below stopped for a second, then began again in earnest.  A moment later, the first one appeared around the corner.  He was big and obviously very strong.  While this registered on a superficial level with Lyric, it didn't really matter.  He narrowed his focus and sent his song to wrap around the giant were as he stalked forward slowly, cautiously.  A howl of agony erupted from the poor creature as his clothing turned to silver at the command of Lyric's song.  The Singer was already thinking ahead to other songs, as the were's throat seized up and he fell to his knees, gasping for air and tearing at the clothing that had become his death.
 
   Lyric's next song was in mind and he shifted to it as two more weres came around the corner.  Flame erupted in a sheet across the hallway, peeling paint from the walls.  To Lyric's surprise and disappointment it didn't even slow down the weres approach.  They walked through the flames as if they didn't exist.  As Lyric shifted songs again he made a mental note to inform Master Storn that weres were unaffected by fire.
 
   The next song tagged on the first, ripping the silver clothing from the barely wheezing were on the floor.  The uniform stood up and approached the advancing weres.  This gave them pause.  Snarling angrily they stopped walking and glared at Lyric.  The Singer's sense of satisfaction was short lived however as his opponents unholstered their firearms and took aim at his head.  Cadence yanked him out of the way and sped down the hallway to engage the enemy.
 
   In a flash, she was before them, spinning and slicing with her wicked raptor blades.  The first wolf dropped silently, spouting blood from his newly ventilated neck.  The second was considerably louder as he managed to block her first attack and took the poisonous blow on his forearm.  He swung with the other arm as he shrieked in pain.  Cadence evaded the strike easily and inserted a curved blade between his ribs, putting a stop to his beating heart.
 
   As one, four more weres came charging around the corner and Cadence dove into them without hesitation.  Lyric prepared to assist his bodyguard when he heard the sound of breaking glass come from the office at the end of the hallway behind him.  Turning to face this new threat he saw five more weres emerge from the office.  So much for a defensible position.
 
   Acheron, now's good.
 
   With an ear-shattering shriek, Acheron appeared out of the dark that split the air in the hall.  She tore into the five weres, with a fury that was savage and shocking.  Lyric had seen her fight before but never had he seen her so vicious.  She brutally rent limbs from bodies, swinging them like baseball bats at the others, sending them flying.  The startled weres slowed their attack and those remaining looked for a way to overwhelm the demoness.  Acheron stood before them defiantly and filled the air with expletives that cut off midstream as she toppled to the ground and vanished.
 
   Lyric reeled from the sense of weakness that overwhelmed him as Acheron disappeared.   Staring at the spot she had occupied seconds ago, he reached wildly for the tie and came up with numbness.  The tie was still there but it felt dead.  Returning his attention to four more wolves approaching from the office he felt the familiar personal terror that accompanies facing one's death and seeing it smile.
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, he saw a bloody Cadence shred the last of the weres approaching from the hallway.  Turning toward him, she wiped blood from her forehead and stepped resolutely between him and the four remaining weres advancing from the office.
 
   Lyric began to hum, using a simple tune from early in his training taught clandestinely by older students to younger to give them an extra edge during some of the physically arduous exercises they were put through.  Immediately a surge of refreshing energy flooded through him and Cadence as they faced the remaining weres.  Not wanting to wait for them to press the attack, Cadence leapt at them and cut one down before they could react.  As one, the other three leapt on the small warrior, seeking to bring her down together. 
 
   Lyric surged into the fray, pulling one of the attackers off her and hurling him into the wall.  Unfazed, the were attacked the Singer viciously.  Lyric, well trained in unarmed combat, held his own with rapidly decreasing effectiveness, giving way before the fury of the were's attack.
 
   He heard a grunt, a wet pop and an angry snarl behind him.  A heavy weight hit the back of his knees and he sprawled over the werewolf Cadence had just killed.  The were he was fighting lunged forward to press the advantage when he was stopped abruptly by Cadence's boot as it broke his nose, sending him reeling backward.  The extremely lethal woman stood over Lyric with Silver raptor blades in each hand pointing at the two remaining weres.  The one with the broken nose spoke as Lyric rolled to the side and stood up.
 
   "Get back to the master and tell him we failed." 
 
   The other were took off as broken nose jumped at Cadence.  She plunged one of her blades into his throat and ripped sideways, nearly severing his head.  Lyric watched the life leave the were's eyes before he hit the ground, hoping he never became comfortable with the horror of bloody combat. 
 
   Cadence closed the eyes of her recent enemies and smiled wearily at Lyric.  The Singer nodded heavily and the two of them began the depressing and unpleasant chore of cleaning up the bodies.
 
   * * *
 
   Melody listened quietly to her general's report.  Finally some good news.  The Singer and his strange companion lived, but one of the elves in the diner had managed to banish to demoness back to hell.  According to her Mistress that was about as ideal a situation as could be.  She couldn't wait to report.  Her attention came back to the general who was still speaking. 
 
   "... as you ordered your majesty.  Even if they didn't believe in our cause, they'd give their lives for your glory.  I've sent the bulk of the forces to the coast to prepare for the western approach.  All seems to be going well."
 
   "Thank you, Rondeaux, you've made your goddess very happy. One more batch from Falspoh won't hurt. I have business to attend to; I'll meet you at the training ground in a few days." Melody favored her general with a bright smile.  "The time we've dreamt of fast approaches.  Our agent will get us into Markhato and we'll extinguish the Light.  Then the veil will fall. All because of my beloved followers. These are important times we live in, general."
 
   General Rondeaux saluted smartly and turned to leave.  Melody waved a hand over her body to return to her natural state and headed to Markhato. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19 MUTE
 
    
 
   Lacking the tools to dig a proper hole, and unwilling to give the last were an opportunity to return with reinforcements, Lyric and Cadence laid the bodies out in a careful line.   Adding some dried wood from the tree line and gas siphoned from their tank, they lit it up, Lyric prayed over it and they took off.
 
   A few miles down the road, Lyric found a side street with several cars parallel parked.  Pulling into a space between two white sedans, Lyric killed the engine, closed his eyes and began exploring the tie.  
 
   Acheron, are you there?
 
   Hello, Lover.  
 
   Acheron's exhausted thoughts floated up from the quiet darkness of their tie.
 
   Can I help?
 
   Have you found a mute yet?
 
   No.
 
   That'll help.
 
   Okay, I'll get it done.
 
   Lyric got out of the car and considered Acheron's advice about remembering the event that took him to aunt Bea's the first time.  Cadence joined him on the street and he stifled a shudder as he began to explore the painful memory.  This was gonna suck. 
 
   Humming a sorrowful tune that gave voice to the pain and anger in his heart, he remembered the first time he went to Aunt Bea's house.  
 
   In no time, he was back in front of the high school, preparing to head home.   He looked across the street, just off school property and saw the Cinteer brothers.  Once again, they refused to hassle him alone, but brought their goons with them.  He wasn't sure what made them hate him so much, but it was enough that he feared for his life.  He'd dealt with it since first grade and it got worse every year.  His stomach churned in terror as he hung around the school doors, dreading what awaited him if he left.  He tenderly touched the enormous lump behind his left ear.  Brandon had given it to him the previous day by hitting golf ball sized rocks at him with his new tennis racket.  The one that hit his head had actually almost knocked him out.  Brandon's brother Jared came over to where he lay in the dirt and said. 
 
   "Nope, not quite out yet.  Let me help, bro."  Jared pulled his foot back and kicked Lyric full in the face, breaking his nose and shredding his lips against his teeth. 
 
   His broken ribs had just healed up from their run in a few weeks earlier.  They lived to torture him.  Emma wanted to put a stop to it but Niq refused to let her
 
   "You want it to stop?" His father asked him as he prepared to set his son's nose.  Lyric nodded slightly, holding one ice pack on his mouth, another on his head and fighting down the wave of nausea that hit as his father put a thumb on either side of his son's nose and drew down firmly.  Lyric refused to pass out and endured the pain by clinging to his hatred of the Cinteer brothers.   "Then put a stop to it, dammit."
 
   As the long buried feelings surfaced, the anger came, flushing through his body and speeding up his heart.  He began walking purposefully.  He ignored Cadence, used the pain from his freshly opened wound to heighten the memory and started to run.  He could taste the fear and his throat constricted as his heart raced.  He could hear Brandon Cinteer and his brother Jared taunting him across the road.  Their usual group of cronies with them him.  Nate Puckey, Joe Stoosh, Erin Linament and Paul Shates.  
 
   He waited forever, his nose and fat lips throbbing to the rhythm of his terrified heart.  They finally got bored and headed through the weeds to Jared and Brandon's house.  He gave them a few extra minutes before he took off for home.  
 
   Lyric was the biggest kid in sixth grade, and extremely fast.  But what do you do when the guys chasing you jump out of the bushes on mopeds?
 
   There was no way he'd outrun three mopeds in foot, even with them doubled up.   His heart sank when he saw each passenger was carrying a hockey stick. 
 
   Leaving the road he tried to take advantage of the trees, but all of them had grown up playing in these woods.  The Cinteers knew them as well as he did
 
   "We're gonna kill you!"   Jared Cinteer shrieked, far closer than Lyric wanted him.
 
   Fire lanced across his back as Brandon slashed him with his hockey stick.  He ran faster, terror lending him speed.  Up ahead he saw a bunch of apple trees, he remembered some old lady lived back there.  If he could get to her house, they wouldn't dare hurt him.
 
   Lyric ran full out, as memories he'd buried overwhelmed him.  He reached the trees; he was going to make it!  He leapt for the safety of the orchard and every inch of his body screamed in pain as he hit what felt like an electrified fence and was flung back.
 
   Disoriented, he looked up from the ground, registering an unfamiliar street and Cadence running up to kneel beside him.  Looking straight ahead, he saw a beautiful garden with enormous plants.  Fruit trees bordered the property, which - from where he sat - looked to cover the length of a city block at least.  Standing at the entrance was an old man, who was staring at Lyric with an expression of disbelief.
 
   Scrambling to his feet, Lyric tried to shake off painful memories. Cautiously, he approached the open gate.  The man had recovered his poise and was smiling at Lyric.  He had a kind face with deep crow's feet and an expression that looked close to dissolving into laughter.
 
   "Quite a spill you took there, fella."  The man's voice was deep and smooth, and for some reason Lyric thought he'd probably be very good at telling fairy tales.
 
   "I'm sorry, I'm not sure what happened.  Could my friend and I come into your garden, please?"  Lyric felt foolish for making the request sound so formal, but didn't want to jeopardize his chances of healing the infection.  The mute - for Lyric was certain that's what he was - looked completely at ease and stepped aside as he replied,
 
   "If yer able."
 
   Lyric thanked the man and approached the gate with no small amount of trepidation.  As he walked through the gateposts, his tie to Acheron buzzed uncomfortably.  Taking a moment to explore it, he realized it was the black stopper reacting enthusiastically to the mute's presence.
 
   This really hurts, please hurry up.  Acheron's thoughts were fainter than ever but carried a strong sense of discomfort with them.
 
   "Never seen this before, what can I do for you, boy?"
 
   "Please sir, I have no desire to expose your secret or to harm you.  My Aunt Bea," the mute's face registered a faint look of recognition, "was like you.  I have an infection that is magical in nature.  It's what has led me to seek you out and right now it's what is making it difficult to be on your property."
 
   "So formal.  Bea taught you to respect your elders.  How is she?" The old man queried, ignoring the rest of what Lyric said.
 
   "Sad, I think.  I saw her several days ago and she was talking about leaving."
 
   The old man nodded.
 
   "Seems to be the way of it.  Darkness fallin' on the horizon we ain't equipped to deal with.  Best to get out o' the way for a while."  He stared intently at Lyric for a long moment.  "You're the first adult ever's found me.  Easy enough for the youngin's but impossible for the grownups.  I sense your demon, but she's not the magic threatening you.  You're infected with somethin dark and old.  Old as me almost.  Surprised your demon friend can hold it off, she must be pretty big stuff to do that.  Who exactly are you?"
 
   "My name is Lyric.  I'm a soul singer."
 
   "You're no soul singer, boy." The old man peered closely at Lyric's face.   "You're something altogether different.  How were you able to find me?  Singers ain't even told about us."
 
   "I remembered the first time I met aunt Bea.  I used my soul song to enhance the memory and relive the feelings that led me to her orchard.  The memories were so real it was like I was back there, back then."
 
   The mute scratched his chin while he ruminated on that.
 
   "Never heard of such a thing.  So the secret companions of the soul singers are demons?  Isn't that a conflict of interests?"
 
   "No, I'm the only one to tie a demon.  I don't want to be rude, but this infection is getting more painful the longer I stand here.  Can you please help me?"
 
   "Don't know if I should help you.  Still not really sure what you are.  Besides. I smell a cure on you, why not use that?"
 
   Lyric was mystified.
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about."
 
   Now the old man stared at him in open disbelief. 
 
   "You do something I'd always thought impossible, findin' me, that is.  You manage to escort a demon onto my property, which I know is impossible.  You know what I am, which you shouldn't know.  You do all these impossible things and you are trying to tell me you don't know the most magical item in your possession is a cure for almost anything that ails you."  He paused as though waiting for a response.  Lyric didn't have one so he continued.  "You have some of Bea's jam on you don't you?"
 
   Lyric took off his backpack and pulled out aunt Bea's jam.
 
   "This is a cure?"
 
   "Best cure for what ails ya... if you're a charge of Bea's."  The old man didn't bother disguising the doubt in his voice. 
 
   Lyric opened the jar of jam and scooped a finger full into his mouth.  The taste of Aunt Bea's jam flooded his mind with sunshine, the smell of grass, climbing trees and the sound of cicadas singing with frogs.  Immediately he felt a release, as though a weight fell from his stomach.  Acheron appeared and he realized he'd actually missed the smell of lilacs.
 
   "That sucked," the gorgeous demoness said brightly.  " 'Bout time, Lover."  Grinning she smacked Cadence on the ass.  "I even missed you, you sexy tease!" Turning to the old man she sobered up immediately.  "Hello, I'm pure evil."  Puzzlement creased her brow.  "Why did I just say that?"
 
   " 'Cause you believe it."  The old man seemed completely at ease with his guest.   "So, you're a demon, huh?"  
 
   "Demoness," Acheron corrected automatically.  A graceful sweeping motion along her body with one hand and she was suddenly covered head to toe in scuba gear.  Pulling out the mouthpiece, she asked.   "What does believing it have to do with saying it?  Why would I say it at all?"
 
   The old man didn't even blink at Acheron's wardrobe change. 
 
   "Don't know, seems to be the way of it though.  The kids I protect do the same thing.  Don't matter if it's true or not, if they believe it, it gets said.  Pretty handy for knowing when they need an ear and when they need somethin' more.  Question is, why do you think you're pure evil?  Nice suit by the way. "
 
   "Thanks, the air here hurts my skin.  I think I'm evil because I am evil," Acheron shrugged.  " Take these two, they hate me with the fire of a thousand suns.  And rightly so, I betrayed the Composer and didn't even look back.  I am pure evil.  I am hate, lust, anger, violence and greed.  I am all the worst things in the world wrapped up in a body intended to seduce both men and women.  My only worth is to Trytohn as an instrument of destruction and why the hell am I telling you this?!"  Acheron put the mouthpiece back. To Lyric's surprise, the old man reached out a hand and put it on her shoulder.  The demoness flinched, as though expecting something unpleasant. 
 
   "Let's have some lemonade while we talk."  He looked at Lyric.  "You all right, now?"
 
   Lyric nodded, confusion coupled with something in the old man's eyes held his questioning tongue in check.
 
   "You two can wait here.  You'll be safe until your friend gets back."
 
   "Oh, she's not my..." Lyric broke off his habitual attempt to correct any misunderstanding of his relationship to Acheron at the narrowing of the old man's eyes.  Instead, he simply nodded again and watched as the Mute led the demoness away.  An odd flutter resonated through their tie.  Lyric had no idea what to make of it, it felt different from anything else he'd experienced.  Always before the sensations that passed through the tie, whether good or bad, held an edge of danger.  For the first time edge was blunted.  He recalled before the vampire attack, Acheron had been trying to voice something concerning Aunt Bea.  If mutes were to protect the innocent, why did he get the impression that Acheron felt protected by the old man?  Mystified, he looked to his own protector.  
 
   Cadence had watched everything in her customarily unobtrusive way.  With enviable grace, she folded down to a cross-legged position in the grass.  Pulling a small knife from thin air near her left boot, she twirled it through her fingers.  Lyric sat next to her, watching the weapon flash in the sunlight, moving faster than his eyes could process.  He stared, mesmerized by the way the razor sharp metal passed amidst her fingers as though it were alive and moving independently of her motions, as though her fingers were simply getting out of the way so it could perform its dance. 
 
   Lyric took the opportunity to examine the garden.  It was lush, and gorgeous and fragrant and mystifying.  An apple tree grew, surrounded by a rose bush.  An enormous palm tree was beside a large Douglas fir. Mulberry bushes and butterfly bushes thrived with various species of flowering cactus.  A tremendous amount of plant life completely unfamiliar to him grew to sizes ridiculous to the ordinary man. 
 
   Lyric found the odd garden lovely and peaceful.  Taking a deep cleansing breath, he sat down cross-legged next to Cadence.  His eyes were drawn to the long sleeve on her left arm that disappeared under the short sleeve of her T-shirt.  They moved along her neck to her hair, where the violet streak she kept covered ended.
 
   His thoughts turned to the angry words of Joe, accusing him of not trying to know more about his protector.
 
   "Cadence, who are you?"
 
   The knife disappeared back to from wherever she'd summoned it.  She sighed and looked at him sadly.  He held her gaze, refusing to look away.  Finally, she shrugged.  
 
   "Where were you before you found me?"
 
   Cadence walked two fingers across an open palm. 
 
   "Walking?"
 
   She nodded. 
 
   "From where?  Where did you start walking?"
 
   She shrugged again. 
 
   "You don't know where you were?" 
 
   Nod.  
 
   Lyric tried to think of simple yes or no questions that would give him some insight into the purposes of his self-appointed bodyguard. 
 
   "The first time I met you, you saved my life.  Were you following me?"
 
   Cadence shook her head and held her hands up to her eyes as though looking through binoculars. 
 
   "You were looking for me?"
 
   This time she nodded. 
 
   "Have we met before?"
 
   She shook her head.  No.
 
   "Then why were you looking for me?"
 
   Cadence looked at him thoughtfully then pantomimed taking a deep breath in and holding it.  Then she pointed at him. 
 
   "You want me to hold my breath?"
 
   Nod.
 
   Lyric took a deep breath and held it.  Cadence watched him patiently.  His lungs were in excellent shape and he was approaching the minute mark before he felt the strain.  After two minutes, he started wanting some air.  He was about to exhale when Cadence held up both hands in a stopping motion.  Lyric continued to hold his breath.  He was starving for oxygen and about to exhale anyway but Cadence motioned to keep holding. 
 
   Finally, his body overruled his brain and the air exploded from his lungs.  He sucked in oxygen as if he was being paid to do it.  
 
   Cadence was making motions for him to stop breathing. 
 
   "I don't know what you're trying to communicate, but I have to breathe. If I don't I'll die."
 
   Cadence pointed at him excitedly and put her finger on the tip of her nose. 
 
   "Are you saying you had to look for me or you would die?"
 
   Cadence smiled sadly, then her eyes slid past his and over his shoulder.  The smile left her face and she sighed.  Smoothly she rose to her feet.  Far less gracefully, Lyric followed suit and turned to see Acheron approaching with the old man.  She had given up the wetsuit in favor of a pretty and demure sundress.  Lyric stared in shock.   He'd grown so accustomed to her scandalous wardrobe choices it was an amazing change.  She wasn't being sexy or slutty or a tease.  She was simply beautiful.  Heart wrenchingly so.  For a moment, he forgot what she was and longed to be closer to her, to know her more and just be near her.   Perhaps even to-
 
   WHAT?!  Oh HELL no!!  He shook himself mentally and gritted his teeth, irrationally angry with her for his confused and conflicting feelings.  Clenching his fists, he closed his eyes and forced himself to take deep calming breaths.  After he collected himself, he opened his eyes to see all three of them staring at him.  He suddenly realized that each of them was astute and observant enough to see his struggle.  Shame and humiliation colored his face crimson.
 
   "Well, that was interesting."  Acheron walked over to stand by Cadence instead of her normal position by Lyric.  The Singer realized that while Cadence and the old man might guess at his distress, the demoness knew exactly what he felt, and that he blamed her for it.  Nowhere to escape his shame he turned stiffly and formally to the old man. 
 
   "I am grateful for your kindness and knowledge, sir.  Without you my companion would likely be in dire straits."
 
   "Glad to know you care about your companion, boy." The old man pushed his hat back in his head and meet Lyric's eye.   "I find you petulant and off-putting, but Bea doesn't make many mistakes.  I may not trust you, but I trust her to the end.  I wish you luck and offer one parting thought to carry with you.  Learn to see things as they are, not as you assume them to be.  With what that young lady has told me about what lies ahead, you will need that skill to make the right decisions."
 
   Lyric nodded curtly, still struggling to maintain his composure.  Without another word, he left the garden through the gate to the east and headed back to his car, not waiting to see if Acheron and Cadence followed.  
 
   Unable to help himself he turned for one last look at the garden and found himself gazing upon an empty parking lot with weeds growing through the cracks in the asphalt.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   20 THE FALSE PROPHET
 
    
 
   Acheron decided it was time to hunt again. After threatening various creative tortures if Cadence didn't keep Lyric safe, she smoked out.  
 
   Upon reaching the car, they got in and immediately Cadence wrinkled her nose in disgust.  Lyric registered the smell of scared dog at the same time and looked in the rear view mirror to see the Keylac sitting in the back.
 
   "Now what?"  Lyric demanded testily
 
   "Interesting past times you have, Lyric, burning down motels, killing werewolves.  Just a few minutes ago, you disappeared completely.  There one second, then bloop! completely off the radar.  Now how did you manage that?"  The Keylac gave him a toothy smile in the rearview mirror.
 
   Lyric smiled back at the hellion, refusing to answer.  The Keylac rolled his eyes in mock exasperation.
 
   "So much for pleasant conversation, here," he passed a bottle of wine forward over Lyric's shoulder.  "Your next payment.  It needs to be delivered to a man named Rondeaux in Price, Utah."
 
   "Utah?  That's completely out of my way!" Lyric protested angrily.
 
   "Hmmmm, perhaps not as much as you think.  Regardless, your payments were promised to be small and easy, not convenient.  Besides, your car should be running better than ever!"
 
   "How are we going to find this man?" Lyric asked.
 
   "You'll need to head to Flagstaff." The Keylac studied his immaculate nails. 
 
   What a douche was all Lyric could think.  He throttled his irritation and forced himself to pay attention to the Keylac's instructions.  
 
   "...gentleman by the name of Peter Falspoh.  He is your ticket to Rondeaux. Listen to his sales pitch, pretend to be interested, cheer with the crowd, all that fun stuff.  He'll take you in a heartbeat.  The only requirement for his employer is that you are in good shape and health, and that you are gullible enough to follow him willingly out to the middle of nowhere.  He will get you to Rondeaux."  The Keylac admired himself in the mirror.
 
   "Why don't we cut out the waste of gas and time and you just tell me where Rondeaux is?"  Lyric suggested impatiently.
 
   "It doesn't work that way," the Keylac smiled easily. "Even if I wanted to tell you I can't, he's shielded from us.  Doesn't even show up on the radar."  The Keylac looked pointedly at Lyric in the mirror.   "No clue how he does it.  Pretty damn impressive..." the Hellion leaned forward between the front seats, throwing an arm around each of them and spoke softly in Lyric's ear.  "It's curious, how two unrelated humans who know nothing about each other are able to escape my detection.  You wouldn't be trying to make a side deal that might annoy my employer, would you, Lyric?"
 
   "I'm plenty involved in the deal I'm already stuck in, asshole.  Why would I take on more?"
 
   "Falspoh will get you to Rondeaux.  Tell the lovely Acheron I'm almost sorry I missed her."  The Keylac vanished in a puff of scared mutt.
 
   "Maybe from now on you can give me these assignments out in the open air!" Lyric yelled out the window.  He turned to look at Cadence. "So.... Flagstaff."
 
   She shrugged, leaned her seat back and closed her eyes.
 
   * * *
 
   Five hours of driving brought them rolling into Flagstaff Arizona.  Since Lyric was beginning to suspect the complexity and reach of the Keylac's master was a bit beyond the scope of reason, he decided to do exactly as he was told.  Pulling into the first gas station he encountered he asked the attendant about Falspoh.  The man looked at him like he was growing a third arm out of his ear and slapped a newspaper on the counter.  On the front page was a kindly looking man, with short gray hair and a sharp suit.  The headline read:  Peter Falspoh to speak tonight in Buffalo Park.  Lyric shook his head; this had officially passed creepy and was encroaching on terrifying.  Everything that had been drilled into him over the last seven years told him that no hellion, not even Trytohn himself, was omniscient, nor could they read minds and they certainly could not predict the future.  He was starting to question these accepted truths.  Paying the man for the paper and a couple candy bars, he made his way back to the car. 
 
   Cadence politely declined her candy bar, so he handed her the paper and opened his.  She examined the picture carefully while he looked up Buffalo Park on his phone's navigation app.  Once located, he pulled back out onto the road and followed his phone's directions to meet this Falspoh character.
 
   It wasn't long before they were pulling into the beautifully manicured park.  Lyric found a spot in the shade, killed the engine and accepted the paper back from Cadence.  Forcing his sleep-deprived eyes on the tiny print, he gleaned what he could about Peter Falspoh from the article.
 
   Apparently, Falspoh allowed himself to be called a prophet of the Goddess Melody.  He, of course, would never claim such a title himself, but was "uncomfortable denying spiritual truths given to others by his goddess."  Lyric couldn't believe people actually took this guy seriously.  The article practically gushed about the man, calling him the most charming combination of mother Theresa, Ghandi and Benny Hinn.  He was described as "refreshing, honest, kind, charismatic, generous and possessed of an inner power that draws others to him almost magically".  Lyric forced himself to finish the article, not learning a great deal that was useful really, other than Falspoh was calling America to arms, "not to fight men, but to wage a holy war against the enemies of mankind, violence, hate, hunger, disease, ignorance and entitlement."  The article finished up with Falspoh's exhortation for Americans to take a stand with him and his goddess and fight for their families and their future."
 
   Lyric tossed the paper in the back and reclined his seat.
 
   "We should grab what sleep we can before we meet this guy." 
 
   Cadence got out of the car and sat on the hood.  Lyric realized she intended to keep watch while he slept.  He considered protesting but fatigue had already conquered the majority of his waking mind and refused to allow him to do anything more than close his eyes and feel grateful for his protector.
 
    
 
   A hand on his shoulder called Lyric back to the world of the waking.  Sitting up he rubbed bleary eyes and looked out the windows at a swirling mass of movement in the dusky evening.  It took a moment to register what he was seeing.  A river of people was eddying around his car, all headed in the same direction. Cadence caught his eye and jerked her head to indicate they should follow.  Lyric got out of the car and stretched, watching the crowd as he did so.  It was a lively bunch, full of laughter and smiles and childlike enthusiasm.  He noticed there weren't many elderly and absolutely no children.  That seemed a bit strange to him in such a large gathering.  Cadence had come around the car to join him and they followed the flow of people.  Lyric felt an arm snake through his and looked down in surprise to see Acheron walking next to him.
 
   "Hello Lover, what did I miss?"
 
   "Keylac's next payment.  We have to meet this nutball Peter Falspoh so he will lead us to someone named Rondeaux.  We find him in Price, Utah and give him a bottle of wine."  Lyric carefully extracted his arm from hers, ignoring the twisting in his stomach that accompanied her touch.
 
   "Hmmmm, so you're now hell's assassin.  That's an interesting twist."
 
   "I'm no one's assassin, I'm simply paying off my debt."  Lyric said irritably.
 
   "Dress it however you like, Lover, but hell doesn't deliver bottles of wine unless they're poisoned."
 
   Lyric didn't answer for a moments he mulled this over.
 
   "Maybe I'll follow it to the letter and deliver it to him but then I can break it before he drinks it.  Thus, payment made but murder averted."
 
   "Afraid it doesn't work that way, Lyric."  Keylac's voice came from behind them.  Lyric stopped abruptly and rounded on the demonic messenger dog, causing an eddy in the current of humanity flowing around them.
 
   "I won't kill someone, Keylac."  Lyric said angrily.  "This violates the terms of the agreement.  Widoc said none of the payments would harm me.  Being party to the murder of an innocent would definitely harm me."
 
   The Keylac remained unruffled, though he did shoot a nervous glance toward Acheron.
 
   "Don't worry so much, Lyric.  We know far better than you do the terms and boundaries of your contract.  We'd never make you knowingly responsible for the death of an innocent.  Your moral fiber is germane to our cause and not something we'd compromise.  First off, this is not a poison, it's a slow acting concoction tailored to Rondeaux alone.   Anyone else drinking it will simply enjoy an extremely rare and expensive glass of wine.  Rondeaux, however, will eventually be stripped of an ability we find immensely irritating.  Considering this ability is mind control and he has used it to orchestrate the deaths of thousands of simple-minded saps, I believe you will consider this to be in your best interests as well.  Especially once you learn just exactly who he is.  Now, I recommend you get on with your task before your window of opportunity closes and I'm forced to deliver you to the Nefarious Seven."  
 
   "Save your threats, mongrel.  The only person scared here is you.
 
   The Keylac finally looked at Acheron directly, "by the way my lovely lady, you will want to make yourself scarce.  Both Falspoh and Rondeaux have the second sight.  If you're recognized Lyric will never get near them, which makes his life forfeit, which in turn will lead to what I understand to be a very unpleasant experience for you."
 
   Acheron took a step toward the Keylac, but he smiled and melted away into the crowd and began speaking with a woman passing by.
 
   "Jessica Fairfield, I have a little message for you..." The demon's voice faded away as they moved with the crowd.
 
   "Well, good luck cutie!" Acheron smacked him on the butt and vanished.  
 
   Lyric looked around at the people around them, concerned about the demoness' disappearing act.  Oddly, no one seemed to notice.  He began walking with Cadence again and struck up a conversation with the man walking on his other side.
 
   "What do you know about this Falspoh character?"
 
   The man looked at him with a raised eyebrow.
 
   "Prophet Falspoh is the voice of the Goddess Melody.  He has been blessing Flagstaff for the last three weeks. Where are you from?"
 
   "Just came to town today, saw the front page of the paper and decided to come out of curiosity."
 
   The man nodded.
 
   "That's good, there's nothing wrong with curiosity.  As the Prophet says:  Curiosity is a gift of the Goddess, the drive that propels mankind to greatness.  We mustn't be afraid of what lies behind the veil of ignorance, only the lost and cowardly lack the desire to tear down that veil."
 
   "Sounds like I'm in good company," Lyric smiled.
 
   "Indeed, my friend, I pray that the Goddess opens your eyes tonight.  You'd be wonderfully fulfilled in joining us in the effort to bring down the veil.  Of course," the man chuckled, "the Goddess will do all the heavy lifting.  As she has promised, the veil will fall."
 
   He clapped Lyric on the shoulder, the Singer smiled weakly as his insides turned at the phrase, and he recalled his conversation with Nit and the bodies spelling out the words.
 
   What the hell was going on?  The Keylac said Falspoh would take them to Rondeaux, but according to cult member number one, Falspoh was a prophet for Melody, the delusional psychopath that had the Soul Singers Guild calling to arms.
 
   The Keylac said that Utah wasn't necessarily out of the way.  Obviously Rondeaux and Melody were connected, but how?  Was Rondeaux the mysterious power that could kill Singers or vanish an entire town?  According to the prophecy, it would seem Melody was the deceptive song from the east.  But who or what was the desolation approaching from the west?  Rondeaux?
 
   They reached the large open space where the sea of humanity had come to a turbulent rest, people milling about, laughing, singing, and praying.  It had the feel of a very warm, friendly and slightly creepy festival.
 
   At the center the crowd, standing on top of a flatbed truck Lyric recognized the smiling face from the paper.  Falspoh was shaking hands and waving to people.  His expression was so genuinely pleasant, you'd swear he never met a person he didn't like.  Lyric grabbed Cadence's hand and they worked their way through the crowd to get closer to the prophet.
 
   "Friends, listen closely!" Lyric was surprised at how well the little man's voice carried.  "I won't waste your time with a long boring speech meant to lull you into a stupor and cloud your mind.  Goddess Melody loves you, she cares for you!  Each one of you is here in this place at this moment for a purpose.  The goddess has guided you here to open your eyes and ears so that I might reveal that purpose to you.  There is a veil of ignorance that stands between you and glorious truth.  This world our goddess has created is full of wonders and magic that you have barely imagined.  She wants to help you tear down the veil of ignorance that sloth, apathy and wicked men have erected to isolate you from the fullness of life she intended for you.  
 
   "Naturally the thought would occur to some of you 'if she's a goddess why doesn't she just remove the veil herself?'" Lyric smiled, those were exactly his thoughts.  "Understand that the Goddess Melody accepts those doubts without impatience or anger.  The fact is, were she to do it for you, you would be unprepared and overwhelmed by the wonders that await you.  Instead, just as every mother and child must struggle in the birthing process to usher new life into the world, you must put forth a difficult and sometimes painful effort to push through that veil yourself to find your greater purpose.  Glorious mysteries long to be revealed by those who prove themselves worthy in the struggle.
 
   "A fleet of buses await those of you without transportation and an address will be provided those of you who are self sufficient." He pointed over toward the trees and Lyric saw a large sign being erected with an address printed on it.  Pulling out his phone, he snapped a picture of it.  "We leave tonight and before dawn you will meet the Goddess' general, the man entrusted to be her strong right arm just as I am her voice.  So join us now and be part of the revolution! The veil will fall!"
 
   "The veil will fall! The veil will fall!" The crowd took up the chant and dissolved into wild cheering.
 
   Lyric stood quietly amidst the manic sea of sheep, his heart lurching at the manipulative power displayed by the little man.  Acheron had said it would take an army or two to bring down three Singers.  Nit had told him of the army being amassed by Melody's general.  He looked closely at the crowd, not a child, not a single person with gray hair, no one overweight.  These were vibrant, healthy men and women in the prime of their lives, whipped into a zealous frenzy by a few words. Enough time and training by someone knowledgeable in military tactics and this crowd alone would make a force to be reckoned with.  He was beginning to see why the Guild was concerned. He and Cadence started back to the car, another long drive lay ahead.
 
   “Neat trick.”  Acheron said as they got into the car.  Lyric looked at her in the rear view mirror.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Someone has demon-proofed that field you went to.  I couldn’t see or hear anything that went on.  The only reason I didn’t come looking for you is because the tie was still there, but you completely disappeared.”
 
   “Let me guess, only a handful of hellions could have pulled that off.”
 
   “Um, actually I have no idea who could have done that.  I wouldn’t have thought it possible for anyone on my side of the fence.  That leaves someone from your side or a completely unknown player.  Neither of those options is very appetizing.  So, where we headed?’
 
   “Price, Utah, to meet Rondeaux.”
 
   “Soooo, another long boring drive with you and Chatty McChatterpants up there?”
 
   Lyric gave her a sour look in the mirror.
 
   “What do you think, sweetie?”  Acheron poked Cadence on the shoulder.  “Want to ride back here with me?  We could play strip poker while Lyric pretends to not be interested!”  Cadence didn’t react to the demoness’ teasing.  Acheron flopped back into the seat and sulked.  “You guys are complete dorks.”  With that, she vanished.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Lyric said, not knowing what else to say.  Cadence shrugged her indifference and looked out the window. 
 
   * * *
 
   Seven hours later the caravan began pulling off I-70 in Utah.  Miles from nowhere, Lyric was pretty sure his GPS had fallen asleep an hour before.  As the fleet of buses left the road up ahead Lyric watched as they drove a couple hundred yards, and then one by one they shimmered and vanished.  As he approached the pull-off, he saw two women in day glow orange vests waving the line of cars off the road.  His nerves pretty wound up, he breathed deeply and forced himself to smile at the guides as he followed the line.  A sense of wrongness jangled harshly against his racing heart.  Acheron appeared in the back seat.
 
   "What the hell is go-"
 
   Her voice cut off as she abruptly vanished from the back seat with a shocked look on her face.  Lyric was torn between surprise at Acheron's departure and shock at the appearance of an enormous green valley teeming with people and buildings and vehicles and even a lake where seconds before had been empty nothingness.
 
   Acheron?
 
   Here, Lover, though I can't see you anymore and my ass is bruised from being tossed out of the car.  It's pretty wild, I can see the cars disappear right as they reach me!  Listen, I can't come with you unless you summon me via the tie.  It's the same demon proofing as at the park.  If you get into trouble, don't be brave, summon me.
 
   I think I'll manage Lyric thought at her in annoyance and broke the connection.
 
   "Acheron can't follow us, apparently this place is demon proofed."  
 
   Cadence arched an eyebrow.
 
   "I know, not a stellar record so far for hell's big bad ass.  I suppose I should be thankful for that though.  So before we crossed that barrier back there, did you feel a sense of wrongness?"
 
   Cadence furrowed her eyebrows and shook her head, then pointed at Lyric questioningly.
 
   "Yeah, I did, but now it's gone away and I feel... excited? Nervous? I don't know, all I'm sure of is I'm looking forward to getting out of this car."
 
   Cadence nodded in earnest agreement.  As they reached the bottom of the valley, Lyric parked with the rest of the new arrivals.  They got out of the car and followed the excited crowd to the large pavilion that sat grandly off the side of the parking lot.
 
   Standing erect in the center atop a picnic table was a striking man in jeans and a T-shirt.  His short hair was dark with just a touch of silver at his temples.  He was tan and fit and had an easy air of command about him. Lyric knew exactly who he was before he spoke.
 
   "Hello ladies and gentlemen, my name is Rondeaux.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   21 RONDEAUX
 
    
 
   "You will find that your time here is well spent and that the struggle ahead is the most worthwhile task you've ever engaged in." Lyric felt as though Rondeaux was talking directly to him.  "In the days ahead, as you open up your mind and heart to our cause, you will find fulfillment that only service to the Goddess Melody provides."  
 
   Bold, Lyric thought, but refreshingly direct and honest.  This man is a born leader.
 
   An elbow in his ribs caught Lyric's attention.  Cadence had both fingers in her ears and motioned for him to do the same.
 
   Lyric quickly plugged his ears, mind control, it must be in his voice.  Affecting the same plastic smile he saw on the faces around him, Lyric carefully avoided Rondeaux's words by softly humming while keeping his fingers in his ears.  Before long the crowd erupted in enthusiastic cheering.  Lyric joined them, wondering briefly what he was cheering for.  
 
   Looking around he saw a woman making her way through the press of humanity up to the table Rondeaux was using as a stage.  The military man was pointing at people and as he did fresh cheers erupted as those selected made their way forward.  Rondeaux's eyes lit on Lyric and Cadence and a brief spark of surprise flashed across his serious countenance.  His arm raised and he pointed his first two fingers at them.  Lyric grabbed Cadence's hand and led her forward as encouraging and occasionally jealous shouts accompanied them.
 
   Upon reaching the front of the crowd, Lyric saw a large ugly man with an oddly porcine face standing on the farthest edge of the pavilion's concrete floor.  He was accompanied by a strikingly beautiful woman, the two of them in earnest conversation as they observed the proceedings.  
 
   Another, younger woman met those selected by Rondeaux in front of his table and asked them to accompany her.  Their path took them right by the man and woman Lyric had noticed.
 
   "....deaux's forces will be in place in 18 days.   My strike force stands at two hundred fifty thousand men.  Rondeaux's command outnumbers them four to one.  They will be more than sufficient to overwhelm the western front.  By day nineteen we should be in occupation. That gives you plenty of time to get there and work your magic.  Do you know how you'll get in yet?"  The woman's voice was cold, devoid of feeling.
 
   "She said she'd take care of it.  She said that the idiot is already on his way and has no idea he's providing me entrance." The large man growled in a voice that put Lyric in mind of chewing glass. "You are confident you will be able to provide the needed distraction...?"  
 
   Lyric passed out of earshot as he followed the smaller group up the hill, chewing on what he just overheard.  Obviously, they were talking about the war and for some reason what had seemed a vague idea of something far away was suddenly very real to him.  A cold feeling settled in his stomach as he realized that according to what he'd just overheard the attack on Markhato was less than three weeks away.  
 
   The woman was likely Melody herself, which Lyric found surprising.  He didn’t think a goddess would spend her time among the rabble.  Who was the giant though?  Where was he going and why?  And who was the idiot they were referring too?  Too many questions and too few answers.  They approached a small building that looked like a doublewide trailer.
 
   The woman escorting them opened the door and held it, allowing them to enter the dim interior.  Lyric looked around and saw the plush furnishing and ornate decor.  It was just one large room done up like a fancy old time parlor.  He and Cadence sat in a pair of overstuffed armchairs and surveyed their new companions.  Besides the man and woman Lyric had seen come forward from the crowd there were two other men and three more women.  From a physical standpoint, nothing stood out about any of them, nor were there any common traits.  One of the men was Asian, another looked like a surfer, where the first man was a towering redhead.  The women were also a mix, two Caucasian, one African with a huge beautiful smile and a Latina who looked like she never smiled.  Lyric wondered what the common denominator was that caused them all to be selected.  As far as he could tell, Cadence and he were the only two who’d been together before the selection.
 
   “So, what are you in for?” Lyric asked the giant redhead.  The man gave him a level look before he spoke.
 
    
 
   “I’m here for the same reason you are, sir, to serve the goddess however she sees fit.  General Rondeaux made it very clear that we would be placed in positions of authority if we pass the interview process.”
 
    
 
   Lyric nodded with a plastic smile on his face.  That must be what Rondeaux was saying when he had his ears plugged.  It was an odd way to select leaders, apparently randomly from a crowd of strangers.
 
    
 
   “I hear he can tell if you’re lying just by looking at you,” the first woman said.  Lyric wasn't sure if she sounded nervous or in love.
 
    
 
   “That’s not real hard,” the Asian man snorted.  “The human body betrays deceit like a beacon if you know how to look.”
 
    
 
   “And you know how to look?”  the Latina arched an eyebrow.
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am, I’m an interrogator for the Flagstaff PD.  I’ve sat across the table from every type of slime ball there is, even the upper crust ones,” he paused to look the well-dressed white woman.  “They all lie and I always know.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds magical,” said a voice from the doorway.  They all turned to see Rondeaux had arrived silently.  Lyric wondered how long he’d been standing there.  “I’d love to see it in action Mr....?”
 
    
 
   "Polph, Gary Polph." The Asian stood up and displayed his exemplary posture.  Rondeaux smiled slightly.
 
    
 
   "At ease, Mr. Polph.  This is an informal meeting.  As all of you are aware, my name is Rondeaux.  You may call me Rondeaux for now, but after the interview process you will call me general or sir.  Please, sit down Mr. Polph.  The rest of you relax.  Because we have a strict time frame, I cannot do a great deal of handholding, reassuring or pep talking.  With your permission, I will give it to you straight.  
 
    
 
   "You are well aware there is a war about to break out between the Goddess and the despots of Markhato.  The ultimate goal is not the conquering or destruction of Markhato.  The goddess could accomplish that from the comfort of her heavenly home.  Our objective is simple.  Bring down the second veil.  Reliable sources have led us to believe that veil is the work of soul singers and is powered somehow by the Light of Markhato."
 
    
 
   Empty looks met his gaze.  He smiled as though this were expected.
 
    
 
   "Let me clarify some.  A secret society of men and women has been living among us for centuries.  Their training school is located somewhere right here in the U.S.  These monsters are called soul singers.  Very little is known about them other than they are extremely powerful and have the ability to enslave people's souls."  Lyric listened to the propaganda in stunned silence, increasingly agitated that he couldn't say anything.  Rondeaux continued his voice ringing with authority as he warmed up to a subject he very obviously felt strongly about.
 
    
 
   "What if I told you there was an incredible paradise all around you?  That the hunger, desolation, greed, hate, murder, all the ugliness of this world were a fiction constructed by these soul singers to keep the supernatural world under their boot.  As long as mankind and the supernatural are separated by the veil, they are easy to control, manipulate, bully and harass.  The Singers keep them in line with violence, terrible sorcery and fear.  
 
    
 
   "Our goddess has watched them work over the years, giving them every opportunity to turn from their evil.  She has pleaded with their leaders, she has offered them payment, safety, love and forgiveness time after time... and time after time they have spat in my goddess' face..." 
 
    
 
   Rondeaux's voice became thick with emotion and he paused to collect himself.  Lyric's heart broke for the man, and he vowed he would do whatever it took to bring down the Singers for the general and his goddess.  He took a breath and started to lean forward to identify himself and how he could help.  A sharp pain in his back simultaneously arrested his movement and removed his breath.  Cadence had done something to him and his flash of anger was immediately replaced by shame at himself, gratitude toward his companion, and fear and awe at this man's power.  He managed to nod barely and Cadence hit him again, immediately releasing him and launching him into a coughing fit as the air tried to fill his lungs sideways.
 
    
 
   Rondeaux looked at Lyric in concern.  He walked over to a serving counter and poured a glass of water, which he brought to Lyric.
 
    
 
   "Are you all right young man?"  He asked, placing a hard hand gently on his shoulder.
 
    
 
   "Yes sir, I apologize."  Lyric saved himself from further talk by drinking the ice-cold water in a few huge gulps.  Immediately brain freeze robbed him off his ability to maintain a neutral expression and he held his head while grimacing in pain.
 
    
 
   "Perhaps a little too eager, Mr..?"  
 
    
 
   "West, Zach West sir.  Sorry again."
 
    
 
   "Don't worry Mr. West, there's nothing wrong with enthusiasm.  You'll be fine."   Rondeaux clapped him solidly in the shoulder and turned his attention back to the group.
 
    
 
   "The veil acts as a barrier between you and the supernatural world.  Behind it lays mysteries and wonders that will change your life forever.
 
    
 
   "Goddess Melody's patience is at an end.  She has called together this army to march in her name to the Light of Markhato.  There we will destroy the power source and the veil will fall.  Then we will join our brothers and sisters beyond the veil and together we will throw off the yoke of the soul singers and bring them to justice for their crimes against our Goddess!"
 
    
 
   The small group of people leapt to their feet spontaneously and began cheering, "the veil will fall!  The veil will fall!"
 
    
 
   Lyric and Cadence were a beat behind, but stood up with the others.  Lyric put himself in performance mode, enthusiastic upper teeth smile, over loud voice and clear diction.  Cadence was silent but smiled warmly at the others.
 
    
 
   Lyric shot quick glances at Rondeaux who was smiling at the reaction and saw that his eyes seemed to burn with the passion of a zealot.  Either this man was an amazing actor or he completely believed in his cause.  He hoped he was an actor, historically they didn't fight nearly as hard as zealots did.  Rondeaux let them carry on for a minute before motioning for them to quiet down.
 
    
 
   "The Goddess has seen fit to bless me with the sight, is this term familiar to any of you?"
 
    
 
   The black woman raised her hand.
 
    
 
   "My grandfather was said to be able to see spirits and creatures no one else could."
 
    
 
   Rondeaux nodded.
 
    
 
   "That does sound like the sight, ma'am.  Basically, I can see not only supernatural creatures, but also anything behind the veil.  For me the veil doesn't exist, I see things as they are.  This valley is an example of the world behind the veil.  The Goddess has cut away the veil here so that I may prepare you for the struggle ahead.  Here you will see things as they are, and you will begin to understand the marvels that await all of mankind once we end the reign of the soul singers and bring down the veil altogether."
 
    
 
   Mr. Surfer Dude raised his hand.  Rondeaux nodded for him to speak.
 
    
 
   "I'm deeply honored to be one of the few you selected for the leadership vetting process.  No disrespect intended, but what made you pick us specifically?"  He certainly didn't sound as casual as he looked.
 
    
 
   "Look closely at one another.  This is your second example of life without the veil."  Lyric looked around curiously as Rondeaux spoke.  "Some things are immediately, even shockingly apparent.  Traveling from hills, stones and scrub grass into a verdant valley with a lake is a big change.  Notice as you look at one another the things you missed before.  It's like knowing someone for years and looking deeply into their eyes for the first time.  You see, not green or blue or brown, but a variety of colors, beautiful striations, and a depth hitherto unnoticed.  Look, for instance, at the eyes and ears of Mr. Polph."  
 
    
 
   Lyric looked at the man intently.  He noticed a faint white luminescence about the man's head that was most visible around his eyes and ears.  How did he miss that?  "Mr. Polph has already told us he's an interrogator for Flagstaff's finest.  The reason he's so well suited to that position is because he is supernaturally gifted in the higher senses.  He takes for granted the ability to see through deception because he's been able to his entire life.”
 
   Rondeaux walked among them as he continued.  
 
    
 
   “Because you are on the other side of the veil here, you can see what I can see.  You were not selected randomly, but intentionally.  To anyone with the sight you all stick out in a crowd because you have a touch of the supernatural world about you.  This is what makes you the best candidates for leadership.  You already have a foot beyond the veil even though you don’t know it."
 
    
 
   As the small group examined one another, Lyric saw that everyone glowed a bit.  Either in a specific place like Polph or all over with an iridescent shimmer.  How on earth did he not see this before?  For the most part the glows were white, with various colors introduced.  He wondered what that signified.  His eyes widened a bit when he looked at Cadence and saw her shine bright white with a brilliant violet streak traveling up her arm from her scar and terminating at the top of her head.  She was more luminous than he remembered from the jam.  He began to register several gasps and slowly noted that everyone's eyes were on him.  Most looked shocked or frightened, Cadence looked sad.  Looking down at himself, he saw he was split down the middle; half glowed like the sun the other half glowed black, just like Acheron when she appeared.  His heart started to pound.  
 
    
 
   I'm half monster!
 
    
 
   "I realize this is a bit shocking for some of you, so I invite you to take the day, rest, explore, think, pray to our Goddess.  We will speak tonight over dinner."  
 
    
 
   Rondeaux bowed formally and left the room.  Silence replaced him for an uncomfortably long time as everyone stood where they were, staring at each other and trying to figure out how they were going to process all of this information.  
 
    
 
   The only person who seemed at ease was Cadence.  Lyric looked at his mysterious companion.  She was a beautiful woman to begin with, but her glow and the dazzling flare of violet that wrapped around her arm and climbed her neck to her hair made her something more.  She was exotic and achingly lovely, Lyric couldn't look away from her.  He noticed she was half grinning at his inspection.  He blushed in embarrassment at his indiscreet appraisal of his guardian.
 
    
 
   Cadence smiled graciously and curtsied in acknowledgment of his clumsy gawking.  
 
    
 
   "Shall we explore?"  He offered his arm to Cadence and they left the group of people still staring at him.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric climbed the side of the valley with Cadence in tow.  His pace was steady but his thoughts were a flurry of confusion and despair.  Was the blackness that covered half his body a result of his tie with Acheron?  Or had it always been there?  They reached the lip and turned to survey the land.  The valley was huge.  Every inch was well manicured, like a park.  The lake sparkled at one end and played host to several groups of people engaged in structured fun or aquatic exercises.  People were everywhere, marching in lines, sitting in circles, playing volleyball, practicing combat exercises.  He looked for blackness akin to his own and found it in several places, though none seemed as dark as his did. 
 
    
 
   Lyric feared the conclusions he might reach were he to consider his odd glow any further.  He attempted to distract himself by counting some of the groups and doing some mental addition.  He figured there were over two thousand people on the wide-open fields, plus the impossible to guess number in the lake.
 
    
 
   "This is only a small sliver of the army."  The voice behind them made Lyric start but didn't even cause a twitch in Cadence.  She must have known Rondeaux was approaching.  "The rest of the forces are already moving into position to begin the war of the veil."
 
    
 
   "Hello sir," Lyric acknowledged the older man with careful respect.
 
    
 
   "Rondeaux will suffice for now, Mr. West.  How is it that you and..." he paused, looking at Cadence.
 
    
 
   "Cadence," Lyric supplied.  "She is unable to speak."  
 
    
 
   "I see.  How did you and Cadence meet?"  Lyric thought he detected a hungry look in Rondeaux's eye as he looked at the beautiful warrior. 
 
    
 
   "She grew up in the house across the street," Lyric was surprised and considerably nonplussed at the ease with which the lie slid past his lips.  Rondeaux's manner and face remained unchanged, but a chill entered his voice.  Too late, Lyric recalled the talk of Rondeaux's ability to see through deception.
 
    
 
   "I see.  Childhood friends often make the best traveling companions, Mr. West.  The Goddess has smiled on you in more ways than one.  I've never seen glows such as the two of you possess, I look forward to getting to know you both better this evening at dinner."  The general nodded farewell and turned to go. 
 
    
 
   "Rondeaux?"  Lyric stopped the man who turned back to him.  "I've never had the sight and am... curious about my glow.  Does it signify anything?"
 
    
 
   The soldier stared intently at Lyric for a moment before replying. 
 
    
 
   "You are concerned that the blackness represents evil."
 
    
 
   Lyric didn't answer.
 
    
 
   "The glows of the supernatural do not indicate good or evil Mr. West.  Consider a room with no windows.  If the light is on, you see plainly what the room holds.  If the light is off you see nothing.  The darkness is morally null, like so many things, it is not good or evil. Your glow is indeed unique.  I've never seen the like, but the blackness you see doesn't mean you're half-evil.  It simply means there's more to you than meets the eye and your supernatural aspect is half-plain to you, while the other half is hidden.  Perhaps you will learn what it conceals, perhaps you won't, and then again, perhaps you already know.  Blackness in the glow can only be known to you.  With the exception of the Goddess herself, no one else can know what it conceals.  Don't worry Mr. West, all will be as it should be according to the will of the Goddess."  With that, Rondeaux nodded to them then turned to vanish among the trees.
 
    
 
   "Can you see my glow?"  Lyric asked his companion.  Cadence nodded.  "Half of me resembles Acheron."  Cadence nodded again, her expression barely faltered, but Lyric saw the sadness there.  "My tie has made me half monster."  Cadence shook her head vehemently.  Reaching forward she touched his chest and gave him a ridiculously huge smile with an enthusiastic thumbs up.  Lyric laughed in spite of his fears.  "You think my heart's okay, huh?"  This time she nodded.  Lyric, unthinking, reached up and touched her gloved arm.  Instantly the warrior jerked away and cradled the scarred limb against her body.  Lyric was shocked to see tears running down her cheeks.  He thought the woman was indestructible, it was ludicrous to imagine a slight touch on a glove could cause her such agony.
 
    
 
   "Cadence, I'm so sorry!"  Lyric stepped toward her, distressed at the obvious pain he caused.  "What can I do?"
 
    
 
   Cadence held her good hand out, making it clear she wanted space.  Her face was pale and suddenly she threw up on the ground, toppled over and passed out.  Lyric stared at her small form for a moment in shock before he rushed to her side and scooped her up.
 
    
 
   ACHERON!  Lyric shouted across the tie.  An odd pulling sensation in his gut stopped his movement and Acheron slowly appeared in front of him.
 
    
 
   "Hello, Lover, what did you do to your pet?"  The demoness sounded tired. 
 
    
 
   "She has a scar on her arm.  I touched it and she threw up, then passed out.  Can you help her?"
 
    
 
   Acheron shrugged. 
 
    
 
   "No idea.  This place is warded against my kind.  If it wasn't for your call across the tie, I'd never have been able to come here.  Just staying here is taking a crazy amount of juice."  Acheron put her hand on the warrior's head and closed her eyes.  Lyric watched in silence while Acheron faded in and out of sight.  Her forehead crinkled in concentration.  She let go of Cadence's head.  "There's nothing I can do for her, but she will recover.  Get her somewhere quiet and she'll be back to her annoying self in no time.  And don't touch that scar again.  It has wreaked havoc inside her pretty little melon."  With that, Acheron vanished much quicker than she appeared. 
 
    
 
   Lyric carried his unconscious friend down the hill and came across a small clear brook in the shade of a beautiful weeping willow.  He laid her down carefully and sat with her, holding her head in his lap. 
 
    
 
   As the brook sang its happy tune Lyric snatched bits of it and fashioned an impromptu melody that he hummed as he contemplated Cadence gently stroking her hair.  
 
    
 
   He noticed that as he hummed, her brilliant violet streak seemed to pulse slightly in time to his song.  Curious, he accelerated the tempo and watched in interest as the streak matched his beat. 
 
    
 
   His wondering was interrupted by the sudden opening of Cadence's eyes. She regarded him quietly for a moment before sitting up and turning toward him.  A stern look fell across her face as she pointed at the place her scar was, then lifted his hand and slapped the top of it smartly. 
 
    
 
   Lyric got the message.  Don't touch. 
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry, Cadence, I won't forget again."  She sighed and patted his shoulder before rising fluidly to her feet.  She jerked her head toward the compound below and started off. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22 WHAMMIED
 
    
 
   The shadows began stretching in preparation for nightfall.  A young woman with a happy smile and crazy eyes interrupted Lyric's contemplation of a small group of pixies who were buzzing quickly among a stand of enormous flowers, doing whatever pixies do to flowers.
 
   "Dinner is ready," she barely waited for them to join her, dancing about like a dog needing go outside.  As they joined her, she kept skipping ahead of them then turning and loping back. 
 
   What a weirdo Lyric thought as he watched her antics.  She stopped and scratched the back of her head furiously for a moment.  Then she sniffed her fingers and looked confused.  Lyric forced down the various comments that sprang to mind, chiding himself for being unkind. 
 
   As soon as they reached the large dining room, the girl bolted out the far door full tilt.   Lyric looked at Cadence and thought the mystified expression on her face must be a match for his own.  Dismissing thoughts of the odd girl, he looked around the finely furnished dining room as they took their seats with the rest of the diners.  He nodded politely to them, recognizing everyone from the group selected by Rondeaux.  The general himself was sitting at the table on the other side, between the African and the tall red head.  Lyric wondered why the man didn't sit at the head of the table. 
 
   As Cadence prepared to sit, Rondeaux rose respectfully to his feet, followed hastily by the rest of the men at the table.  She nodded graciously to them and sat down. 
 
   Once everyone was settled and the dinner began arriving, Rondeaux queried.
 
   "How was everyone's afternoon?  Anything grab your interest?"
 
   "I encountered a small man who tried to take my wallet," educated surfer dude said.  "Luckily, one of your officers was there and caught him.  He told me the man was a dwarf.  I turned to get a closer look and the man vanished into thin air as I looked at him!"
 
   "Our dwarven brothers do tend to be extremely casual about the idea of ownership.  I'm glad one of my men was there to assist you.  It is difficult to find a dwarf if he doesn't want to be seen.  They have an innate ability to go unnoticed.  It isn't invisibility per se, more of a projected desire to be ignored.  If you truly want to see them you can, but most people don't.  One of the expected outcomes of this war is the universal acceptance of all of our supernatural brothers and sisters."
 
   Murmurs of agreement sounded around the table. 
 
   Conversation continued at various times enthusiastic, hushed, nervous as everyone related their experiences of the day while enjoying an amazing meal together.  Rondeaux was the gracious host, encouraging them to talk and giving his full attention to what they had to say. 
 
   An elbow in his side drew his attention to Cadence who discretely showed him the Keylac's wine bottle resting in her lap.  He wondered for a moment how to get it to Rondeaux without arousing suspicion.  An idea occurred to him.  Turning to the African woman on his left he quietly murmured, "the only thing this meal is missing is a good bottle of wine."  
 
   "Hmmmm, I would love a bottle of Constantia."
 
   "Constantia?"  Lyric prompted.
 
   "When I left home, my mother began taking me to Constantia valley in Cape Town every year.  A beautiful vineyard in south Africa.  I had a terrible breakup with my fiancée.  My mother counseled me with Ms. Austin’s words to try the wine, it had special “healing powers on a disappointed heart”   As time and my mother’s patient shoulder comforted me, I came to associate the sounds and smells of Constantia Valley with peace and joy.  Gentle summer breezes cooled the homes.  On quiet days you could hear the animals and insects in the distance.  The sun warmed the ground and looking out across the vineyard was like looking through flowing water as the heat waves bent the vines.”  Turning to Lyric, she flashed that enormous smile. "You know how some psychologists and therapists will ask you to go to a happy place in your mind?  That’s my Constantia.”  The whole table had stopped talking to listen to the beautifully accented voice describing her personal haven.
 
   "Constantia? I've been there.  Excellent wine."  Surfer Dude chimed in from the opposite side of the table.  A few seats down Rondeaux was smiling.
 
   "Constantia is lovely.  I have a case of 2010 Groot Constantia Gouverneurs Reserve that was a gift from Freddy Thielemans. I had the pleasure of meeting him at a rugby match when the Goddess sent me to Brussels to recruit troops.  "
 
   "You have people from Belgium?  I thought this was just Americans for some reason," angry Latina said. 
 
   Rondeaux shook his head, beckoning a server over.  "The veil is a worldwide problem and its fall will have worldwide impact.  We have soldiers from virtually every nation on the planet." To the waiting server he said, "please bring us a couple bottles of wine."  Turning his attention back to his guests.  Rondeaux, charming, articulate and charismatic related his experiences in some of the countries he'd visited on his mission from his Goddess.   While everyone's attention was focused completely on the man, Lyric barely registered Cadence's absence. Within minutes, she was back his side.  His questioning glance garnered an innocent expression and hands held wide and empty.  No more wine bottle.  The Singer watched the server return with the wine Rondeaux requested.  He noted with interest and admiration for his companion that their bottle was one of the three brought out.  Rondeaux looked over the selection and immediately grabbed the bottle Lyric and Cadence had brought.  A delighted and shocked look came over the stern countenance of the general. 
 
   "A '45 Mouton Rothschild?  Where in earth did this come from?  This isn't part of my collection."
 
   The server handed Rondeaux the small card the Keylac had provided with the bottle.  He read it aloud:  " 'For General Rondeaux, with respect and admiration, beginning with this bottle of wine, may you receive all that you deserve.' " He paused and looked around the table. "This is a very kind and extravagant gift, but I'm simply an old soldier," he said with what seemed to be genuine humility.  "I serve my Goddess for her glory, not mine.  But I also realize that Goddess Melody rewards her faithful servants and it would be offensive to scorn her generosity.  So it is with reverent elation I open this bottle and share with you the fruits of surrender to her majesty."  The general opened the bottle and personally served the table.  Lyric found he was admiring the man in spite of himself.  Rondeaux may be insane, deadly and terribly misled, but there was no sense of evil about him.  He possessed that rare strength of character that displays itself best when embracing humility.  
 
   Lyric opened his mouth and started to lean forward to stop Rondeaux from drinking his wine when Cadence laid her hand on his arm for his attention.  Looking over at her, he saw her shake her head slightly.  He realized he was once again falling under the man's spell. 
 
   Rondeaux was nothing Lyric had imagined when he pictured the military power behind Melody's planned coup.  He'd had visions of a bloodthirsty monster, senseless and violent.  The General was possessed of such poise, dignity and consideration for others that even without his mind control he was the kind of man that inspired devotion from others.  Lyric realized this made him far more dangerous than the alternative.  Keeping his mouth shut, he sat back and watched the man enjoy his wine. 
 
   "Sir," Gary Polph spoke into the silence.  "I was wondering if you could tell us more about these soul singers you'd mentioned earlier."
 
   The peaceful smile on Rondeaux's face fled before the thunder of his lowered eyebrows. 
 
   "Many years ago there were two men, brothers actually.  They lived far away from America, some place them in the upper reaches of Nepal, and some say they come from what is present day Iraq.  Still others place them in Brazil, Greenland even Russia and Ireland.  Though the Goddess chooses to maintain the mystery of their origin this much is certain, they found a way to conquer and control the souls of deceased men and women.  So many of the science fiction and fantasy tales find their root in the work of these two, the original soul singers.  Esp, telekinesis, astral projection, magic, these are just some of the legends attributed to them. 
 
   "In short, the brothers were singers the likes of which had never been heard.  Something in their singing allowed them access to mysteries better left unplumbed.  A struggle ensued between the two and they lost control of the dreadful power they wielded.  Some say the result was the sinking of Atlantis, the Deluge, the destruction of the Aztec Empire.  Regardless the setting and cast the tale is the same.  The brothers fought and their homeland paid a terrible price."
 
   Rondeaux took another sip of his wine, the clouds upon his expression yielded to gentle sadness. 
 
   "In the end, only the two remained.  One vowed never to sing again. The other left his brother to bring this power to other men for their benefit."  The soldier smiled.  "I've seen enough senseless death; I've watched the chaos behind the veil that reflects the chaos of men's wicked hearts.  The weary fighting man in me wants desperately to believe the brother who left had noble intentions.  Regardless of those intentions, the war veteran in me has seen nothing to compare with the horror possible at the hands of these soul singers.  I have battled them myself, and never have I witnessed such dreadful power.  At their song, stone becomes water, air becomes sand.  Their familiars have lost all semblance of humanity.  Some are beautiful, some are the stuff of nightmares.  They are incredibly strong, faster than thought and impervious to virtually every weapon devised by men. Each seems to be unique but all of them serve their singing masters regardless the cost to themselves or others.  The singers themselves are stronger than ordinary men.  Their unholy bond allows them to live longer and healthier lives than the rest of us."
 
   "Who can stand against such men?" The African woman asked.
 
   "Aaah, that's just it," Rondeaux smiled at her as though she were a prize pupil with the correct answer.  "They are men and women.  They are human, flesh and blood.  Their power is terrible and great, yes, but they are mortals, and they can be killed."  He drained his cup and took on a more assertive posture.  "And kill them we must.  
 
   "Recently we learned one of their members has a thirst for more than human souls.  He has reached into the darkness of the third veil and pulled an abomination from Hell itself to do his bidding.  Although the cost was heavy, I am pleased to inform you that some of my soldiers managed to send his demon back to Hell, mortally wounded by an old magic even a demon couldn't resist.  Unfortunately, the Singer is still alive out there somewhere, and very dangerous.  Though measures are being taken to nullify the threat."
 
   "What measures?"  Lyric asked before thinking.
 
   "No need to worry about that Mr. West.  Rest assured the problem is being handled.  I need you all to focus on the issue at hand.  Now if you'll all kindly freeze exactly where you are we'll get down to business."
 
   * * *
 
   The sun was flirting with the horizon when Acheron materialized in the passenger seat to him.  
 
   "Where's your pet, Lover?"
 
   Lyric smiled happily. 
 
   "Cadence has been given the honor of being selected to serve the Goddess Melody in the upcoming battle."
 
   The demoness arched an eyebrow as she carefully surveyed her Singer's glow.  All of the familiar beauty was there, but something extra now shone around his ears.  An odd silvery gray cloud seemed to cover both sides of his head.  With a sigh she realized Rondeaux had worked his whammy on Lyric, but to what purpose? 
 
   "Sounds neat, so where are we headed?" The demoness stretched seductively, watching for the telltale interest Lyric tried to deny.  Nothing.  This Rondeaux character was good. 
 
   "The best way to serve Goddess Melody is to go home and share the message of her love and peace to the Soul Singers Guild and if asked, report to them the size of the army I saw."
 
   Acheron raised both lovely brows in surprise. 
 
   "How big is the army?"
 
   "A couple thousand filthy malcontents from the fringes of society.  My guess is once the Guild knows what they're facing they won't even bother getting involved."
 
   Acheron frowned trying to make sense of Rondeaux's ploy.  Lyric was obviously under another's influence, anyone knew him would see that.  So if Rondeaux knew he was a soul singer, why would he send him back to the Guild with an obviously bogus message?  Acheron had no love for the Guild, but they were smart, especially the High Master.  There's no way this would get past them, so what was the point? 
 
   "So you're not concerned anything will happen to your pet?"
 
   Lyric laughed. 
 
   "Of course not. She kicked your ass and the goddess' army isn't likely to face anything worse than you."
 
   "Gee thanks," the demoness said sourly.  She needed to snap Lyric out of Rondeaux's thrall.  Well, let's try the direct approach.  "Lyric, you do realize you're being controlled by Rondeaux don't you?"
 
   Lyric smiled patiently. 
 
   "I completely understand what you mean.  I realize it seems strange that I'm going in the complete opposite direction from my original destination. But the guild needs to hear Melody's message.  I could call them over the phone but it won't have the same weight it would if I show up in person.  They need to understand what the situation is before they escalate it into something it doesn't need to be.  Why waste lives and resources on a threat that isn't a threat?  The Milleytes Lux is more than enough to handle what we saw in the valley."
 
   "And it doesn't bother you that Cadence is under Rondeaux's control right now?"
 
   "Rondeaux is dead, Acheron.  Besides, even if he wasn't, you've seen her fight, should I be worried?"
 
   "Yes! She's alone in the enemy camp, you should definitely be worried."
 
   Lyric scoffed.  "You and I have supernatural abilities and magic.  Between the three of us, Cadence took out the majority of the weres at the factory. She went toe to toe with a yeti and won.  Not to mention that neat trick she pulled at the campsite.  Cadence is more than able to take care of herself."
 
   Acheron regarded him silently for a moment.  
 
   "Lyric, may I have permission to explore your mind?"
 
   Lyric shot her a confused glance.
 
   "Um, why?"
 
   "Because if you give me access I can learn faster and I'd be very interested in seeing what you saw in Rondeaux's little training camp."
 
   "Go ahead."
 
   Acheron zipped through Lyric's memories of the last 24 hours and smiled smugly at how many times he thought of her.  She frowned at the pig faced giant and beautiful woman.  Legion had resurfaced faster than she expected.  The woman she knew she'd never seen, but something seemed familiar about her.  Their conversation was interesting, she wished Lyric had heard more.  She continued with the highlights reel but didn't encounter anything interesting until the dinner with Rondeaux.  
 
   She watched in surprise as the man's demeanor went from affable, charming to steely, and commanding.  He ordered everyone to remain still and tell him the truth.  Swiftly he went through an intense interrogation of each individual finally coming to Lyric.
 
   "What are you?"
 
   "I'm a soul singer."  Lyric sounded stoned. 
 
   "Why are you here?"
 
   "I'm paying off a debt."
 
   "Elaborate."
 
   "You are annoying hell.  I'm in debt and one of my payments is to poison you."
 
   If this bothered Rondeaux, he gave no indication. 
 
   "How will you accomplish this?"
 
   "Already did.  The wine you drank was poisoned."
 
   "So you willingly and knowingly poisoned everyone at this table, including yourself and your companion, to assassinate me?"
 
   "No, the poison is tailored to you and is non lethal.  It will remove your ability to control minds."
 
   "Really?  Interesting.  If I'm annoying Hell why wouldn't they just kill me?"
 
   "I refused."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "I'm not a murderer."
 
   Rondeaux considered Lyric in silence for a moment. 
 
   "What's your name?"
 
   "Lyrical Sound of the Evening, though everyone calls me Lyric."
 
   Rondeaux's eyes widened in surprise.  
 
   "And who is your companion?"
 
   "Her name is Cadence.  She's my protector."
 
   Rondeaux looked to Lyric's right where Acheron assumed Cadence was sitting.  A covetous look sparked in his eye.  
 
   "Not any more.  Lyric, you will be pleased to learn that Cadence will be my companion from now on.  I want you to drive straight back to the Guild and report to them that all you have learned of Goddess Melody is that she extends peace and love to all.  If asked about military information, you saw no more than a few hundred rag tag hoodlums from the fringes of society with rumors of a couple thousand more.  As for the man Rondeaux, I'm not him, you saw him poisoned fatally and he is no longer a concern.  Do you understand my instructions?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Good.  Don't bother packing, get in your car and drive away right now.  Don't stop for anything but gas until you get to the Guild."
 
   Lyric got up and left the room.  
 
   Acheron pulled herself out of Lyric's head and looked at her singer.  As always, even with the vacant expression in his eyes from being under the influence of the General, she was torn between wanting to love Him and wanting to twist his head off.  She wondered if the day would come when her love for him would cease to be enough to conquer the hate. 
 
   "Lover," she sighed.  "What am I going to do with you?"  She looked out the window at the sunrise, watching purple and blue hills blush at the first caress of the morning.  The familiar sadness and sense of loss threatened to pull her deeper into her madness.  
 
   Whatever sorrows plagued mankind, none could compare to enjoying all the glory that lies behind the third veil and rejecting it for shiny promises and sweet lies.  This Hell she existed in would be sweeter than all of earth's treasures if only the Voice would Sing to her here.  She looked back at her Singer, wondering again at the mystery of his song.  
 
   She'd been wandering the edge of the pit, taunting the tortured souls in the fire.  Part of her psychotic logic was that the more she acclimated herself to it, the less traumatizing it would be when she faced final judgment and joined those screaming eternally.  As she cruelly conjured a glass of cold water and drank it before her audience of the damned, the screaming stopped.   
 
   The sudden change shocked her so much she almost slipped into the bowels of the furnace.  It wasn't silence though.  A song flew through the air, simple, childlike and radiant.  The souls below her stared upward and she looked up to see a brilliant strand of light.  She'd been hunting in the Verge long enough to recognize the visible manifestation of a soul song.  Her jaw dropped at the ludicrous notion that it had just appeared in Hell all the way to the very edge of the pit itself.  Realizing the uniqueness of this event, she hurled herself at the gossamer line, expecting it to dissolve at her touch.  To her surprise, it not only held firm but also pulled her with amazing power out of Hell and across the Verge.  
 
   She clung to the line fiercely, determined to follow it to its source.  A shadow rose up from the mists of the forsaken valley just a hundred yards ahead of her.  She saw with alarm that the figure clung to her line and with rage, she raced toward it and engaged in one of the fiercest battles of her long existence.   The other fought savagely, but Acheron was one of hell's generals for very good reasons.  The battle lasted only a short while, and her opponent gave her a lovely scar that stubbornly remained beyond her natural ability to heal herself, but ultimately she was the victor.  Only to find herself standing before Lyric.  What a shock he was.  She'd seduced and destroyed men and women for millennia and never had she encountered a Soul Song the likes of his.  If there was any way, it had to be him.  Another sigh escaped her lips as she realized that if Lyric was to help her, she'd have to help him rescue his little pet.  What a pain. 
 
   "How long till you need gas?"
 
   Lyric looked at his gas gauge. 
 
   "At least an hour."
 
   Acheron settled back in the passenger seat and started planning. 
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence looked around in confusion.  Where was he?  She searched the sea of unfamiliar faces starting to feel desperate.  Everything was wrong.  She fought the strange surge of panic that threatened to take up residence in her chest.  Forcing her way roughly through the crowd, she ignored the protests and cursing that followed her.  Each second without him was painful.  Nothing else mattered.  She had to find him. A large gnome blocked her path and grinned, his already wide features seemed about to split his face. 
 
   "You seem troubled little sister," his odd croaking voice was difficult to understand.  Cadence stopped short and glared at the salamander-like elemental. Her expression was very clear but the gnome chuckled.  "Let Giderg help, he can make you forget everything that vexes you."  A long fingered hand decked with bejeweled rings lifted to touch her face.  A flash of steel and the hand was on the ground.  Giderg's expression changed from lecherous to annoyed.  "He doesn't think you should be so unfriendly, little sister."  Cadence had already put her knife back and continued searching for the only man that mattered, Giderg already forgotten. 
 
   The gnome decided he wasn't ready to be forgotten and he sank into the ground.  Moving below Cadence, he reached up and opened the ground beneath her feet.  The warrior slid into the hole, pressed tight against the slimy gnome. Giderg had already grown back his missing appendage and was using it and its mate to read Cadence's body like a brail map.  The warrior couldn't move or breathe in the quiet earth and realized she was in a bad position.  Fighting her revulsion at the gnome's groping she considered her limited options.  The gnome could move through earth as if it was water, while she remained stuck fast.  She could feel the dirt move for him though and waited for his hand to near her own.  Her lungs were beginning to feel the strain but she ignored them.  There!  His hand passed hers and she was able to move her arm parallel to his in his wake, using her sense of touch to follow his motions.  He soon slid his hand over one of her knives, which she grabbed.  That same hand worked its way down her side to her derriere, and then left her body to prepare himself for her defilement.  Perfect.  Twisting her wrist, she shoved the sharp blade exactly where he didn't want it.  His reaction was loud and severe.  His thrashing loosened the earth around her enough for her to stretch her hands upward, she felt the air and hope surged in her chest even as sparks danced in front of her eyes from oxygen deprivation.  
 
   Suddenly strong hands gripped hers and she was pulled free of the dirt.  Giderg came out behind her shrieking and rolling around on the ground, both hands covering his wound.  Cadence wondered if he could grow that back like he did his hand. 
 
   "Cadence, I was worried!"  Her rescuer smiled as he helped her to her feet.  Cadence smiled brightly back at him, at peace now that she was with him again. Rondeaux ordered Giderg executed while he put his arm around Cadence and helped her back to his tent. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23 DISCERNMENT
 
    
 
   By the time Lyric had to get gas Acheron knew exactly what she was going to do.  It was going to suck, but desperate times and all that.
 
   As soon as Lyric was out of the car Acheron punched him in the head hard enough to knock him out.  Picking him up, she tossed him over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  Walking a few hundred yards into the woods behind the gas station, she conjured up some sturdy rope and a satin gag, no need to be unkind.  Satisfied her Singer was secured she flitted back to move the car.  In a handful of minutes, she returned and looked at her Singer with affectionate loathing while she waited for him to awaken.
 
   Eventually Lyric groaned in pain and rejoined the land of the living.  Acheron looked up from the rabbit she was torturing and beamed at Lyric. 
 
   "Good morning, Sunshine!"
 
   Lyric struggled to focus on her before his eyes narrowed.  Acheron flowed to her feet.
 
   "Now I'm going to take this gag off, and I'll ask you kindly not to sing.  Of course, if this were a motion picture you'd feel inclined to sing anyway and cause all sorts of fuss.  So I'll carefully layout what you can expect to happen here.  Cause me trouble and I'll kick you in the balls.  Clear?"
 
   Lyric struggled violently against his bonds, but his demon strength seemed to be unequal to the task.  Acheron let him thrash about for a minute before pulling his gag down.  
 
   "Lover, cut it out, I spelled those ropes.  You can't break them."
 
   "What the hell is this, demon?"
 
   "Demoness," Acheron corrected automatically. "You, my Love, are under the whammy of General Rondeaux, military mind behind Melody.  I'm fixing you." 
 
   Lyric looked genuinely confused. 
 
   "Rondeaux is dead, I poisoned him myself.  Let me go you crazy bitch!"
 
   Lyric's head rocked and stars exploded behind his eyes from the force of Acheron's slap. 
 
   "Stop calling your girl names, Lyric, it's rude."
 
   "I hate you."
 
   "So I've heard.  Right now, I need you to focus on your training.  You have learned to listen and watch.  I've been inside your head.  If you would stop second-guessing yourself you'd discover your instincts are dead on... mostly.  Do you remember the Song of Discernment?"
 
   An ugly red handprint decorated Lyric's cheek, he nodded slowly.
 
   "Good, start dusting it off and consider the notion you have in that big brain of yours that not everything adds up right now.  You're going back to the last place you are wanted, to deliver an obviously bogus report at the command of a stranger.  All the while, leaving someone you've come to care for twisting in the wind.  Now, don't believe me, I don't care.  But at least get the straight scoop and sing that damn song."
 
   Lyric resisted her logic.  Something was wrong, he knew it, but he could not fathom what it was.  Her words were sensible, but all the best lies are.  Still, the discernment song came straight out of the Score.  There was no way Acheron could twist it. 
 
   Closing his eyes, Lyric called to mind the music and prepared as best as he could.  Tied to a tree wasn't exactly ideal for vocal production, but Lomong had forced endless hours of practice in the most ridiculous and uncomfortable positions.  Lyric had never appreciated that before. 
 
   The song began, ancient words that had been penned into the Score of Creation by the Composer Himself.  As the music flowed from Lyric he kept his eyes closed and turned his thoughts to the mission given him by the man who served Melody.  
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence stopped dead in her tracks and stared in shock at the handsome man at the head of the column in front of hers.  Those who followed her began to stop but she waved them on, looking around as though for the first time.  
 
   Rondeaux was leading his troops down a mountainside headed for an ocean of bodies.  Beyond them, an actual ocean.  Cadence blanched and terror threatened to destroy her sanity.  The ocean, it terrified her.  Why?  Shuddering, she forced herself to calm down and focus on the enemy. She experienced something akin to awe as she tried to grasp the number of soldiers she was looking at. Turning around she saw thousands more following in her footsteps.   There were too many. No one could stand against a force this size.
 
   Looking back down at Rondeaux, she saw him looking at her.  Even from two hundred yards away, she could feel his influence as he raised his hand and called to her. 
 
   Cadence slipped away into the rocks and quickly made her way back the direction she'd come from, putting as much distance between her and that terrifying body of water as quickly as possible. Besides, there was no way she was going to give Rondeaux an opportunity to kidnap her mind again. 
 
   Turning east, she headed for Lyric. 
 
   * * *
 
   In his memory, silver words hung in the air, floating between him and the man, glittering on a cloud that hid the man's face.  The man.  Who was the man?  The man had told him Rondeaux was dead, that Lyric had seen it happen.  But Lyric hadn't seen it, he'd just been told by those words.  Silver words that floated like dust motes caught in a sunbeam. Beautiful words, like being able to see poetry.  He wanted to believe them.  He had to believe them, but the song wouldn't let him.  As the truth began to cut through the mist, the words began to tarnish and fall.  With increasing speed, the fog let go of his head.  There weren't a few thousand rag tag bums wanting a fight.  Melody had an army.  A huge army that boasted hundreds of thousands of healthy, disciplined men and women eager to die for a cause they believed in.  The man with the words, it was Rondeaux, he saw that now.  Cadence was in danger and Lyric was driving in the opposite direction.  
 
   Still singing, Lyric opened his eyes and focused on Acheron. She watched as the lights came on in Lyric's mind.  Nodding in satisfaction she poofed his restraints out of existence.  A flutter across their tie held a trace of sadness and she looked sharply at Lyric who was staring at her intently, as though seeing something unexpected. 
 
   "There's more to you..." He said softly. 
 
   "What?"
 
   Lyric shook his head briefly, the sadness dissipated. 
 
   "Nothing. We have to go back!"
 
   "I know," Acheron sighed, then wrinkled her nose in disgust.  She turned to look behind Lyric. 
 
   "Not just yet."  A familiar voice came from behind them.  The Keylac, in his impeccable suit, stepped from the trees. He looked completely comfortable, as though nine hundred dollar suits were standard attire for tromping through the woods.  "So glad I found you here."
 
   Acheron rolled her eyes in disgust. 
 
   "What do you want, Lackey?"
 
   The Keylac smiled his perfect smile, unfazed by Acheron's dig.  Pulling an envelope from his jacket pocket, he offered it to Lyric who made no move to accept it. 
 
   "Next payment.  This needs to be delivered to the High Master of the Soul Singers Guild.  Since you’re headed that way anyway it shouldn’t be too far out of your way."  He gestured for Lyric to take the envelope.  The Singer remained unmoving.
 
   "Cadence has been taken by Rondeaux.  I have no idea where she is, or how to find her.  That is painful for me.  I would never abandon a friend like that.  You haven't kept up your end of the deal, why should I keep up mine?"
 
   The Keylac's smile never wavered, but his eyes glittered dangerously. 
 
   "Ask the lovely Acheron about the authority of a Keylac, Lyric.  I dispute your claims and submit that your own lack of appropriate caution and care allowed Cadence to be taken from you while you were forcibly ejected from the compound.  The deal stands.  You deliver this envelope to the High Master or I will drag you alive into Hell right now."
 
   Lyric started to answer but Acheron snatched the envelope from the Keylac's hand and shoved it into Lyric's.
 
   "Find your way home asshole, before I test your authority." The demoness hissed angrily. 
 
   "See to it that the High Master gets the envelope.  It's intended for him alone.  If he opens it, all will be well, if anyone besides him opens it... well, I don't know what will happen, But my guess is it will be something you'd rather avoid."  With a broad grin and a wink the Keylac vanished. 
 
   "What the hell, Acheron?  I'm not honoring a deal that bastard broke!"
 
   "Officially, the Keylac hasn't broken the deal.  I saw your visit to the compound.  You are an intelligent, capable and highly trained soul singer.   You should have been able to complete your task easily with little to no risk to yourself or Cadence.  Instead, you attended that jackass' little dinner party completely unprepared for what would happen."  
 
   "Are you taking his side?!  Wait, of course you are.  That’s stupid of me, you’re a demon.  What authority does he have?"
 
   "Demoness,” Acheron corrected.  “And I’m certainly not on his side, considering whoever he’s serving has already tried to send me to the pit.  Regardless, he does have authority.  Keylacs are protected by Trytohn himself.  They are the official couriers of Hell, so if you dispute one's commands you'd better be certain you're right.  If he considered you in breach of your contract, he'd take you and I wouldn't be able to stop him."  Acheron was headed back toward the car.  Lyric followed, trying to ignore the swing of her hips.  
 
   "So instead of going to find Cadence, I have to deliver this letter to the Master of my guild.  Going to the very place you just stopped me from going.  And why would I ever give this to the Master of my Guild?  For all I know it’s poisoned."
 
   Acheron took the envelope back and sniffed it.
 
   “No poison, Lover.”  She examined it closely.  “You can sing your discernment song again but I can’t sense anything supernatural about it, aside from the fact the paper it’s printed on is a product of hell.”
 
   The discernment song.  Lyric took the envelope and focused on his breathing.  Singing softly he watched the paper for any sign of malignancy.  The envelope flamed briefly without heat, but that was all.  Lyric ground his teeth in frustration.  What did that mean?  Would it start a fire?  Was it simply reacting that way because it came from hell and the Song came from Heaven?  The Singer looked at his companion.  Acheron met his eyes and shrugged.
 
   “It could be something awful or it could just be a letter.  Maybe someone really wants the High Master's banana bread recipe.  I don’t know.  What I do know is the Soul Singers Guild has been around a long time and survived repeated attacks from Trytohn himself.  So even if it’s something awful it isn’t likely to bring your precious Guild crashing to the ground.”
 
   Lyric felt the pressure of his uncertain future threatening to crush him.  He wished Emma was available to talk to, and offer her quiet wisdom.  Well, as Niq used to tell him, sometimes you reach the end of talking and just need to “do”, and leave the talking to others.  Making a decision he hated he looked again to Acheron.
 
   "Can you find Cadence while I deliver this letter?"
 
   Acheron nodded. 
 
   "I can find her, but if she's within the same demon warding the compound was I won't be able to reach her.  This means no rescue by me without punching a very large, very noticeable hole in the wards.  Considering the fun times we've had so far I've got to think you want to stay under the radar as much as possible."
 
   "True enough, but if you can at least find her, we'll know where she is and I can work out a rescue."
 
   "I'll find her, but you need to stop pussyfooting around.  You are better trained than almost anyone else on the planet is to deal with whatever you might encounter.  If I go find your pet, you'll be completely unprotected.  Stay alert and try not to be stupid."
 
   Lyric realized if Acheron hadn't made him sing and break Rondeaux's hold over him, he'd be betraying his Guild and Cadence would be lost.  He knew that the demon wouldn't do anything to help him unless it involved helping herself, but it didn't change the fact she'd put a stop to a disaster in the making.  It was difficult, but he forced the words past his pride. 
 
   "Thank you, Acheron."
 
   Acheron flashed that dazzling smile that made his stomach flip over. 
 
   "Anything for you, Lover."  She vanished in a flash of lilac scented darkness. 
 
   Lyric struggled with the unwanted feelings the demon stirred in him. Demoness, he corrected himself.  Then couldn't help but smile wryly as he made his way to the car. 
 
   As Lyric drove toward the address given him by the Keylac he considered the events unfolding around him.  He had three payments left to Hell, had valuable information concerning the war that needed to make its way past the rumor mill and straight to the Master of his Guild, or at least Master Lomong.  He needed to find a way to rescue Cadence from Rondeaux's thrall and he still had the mystery of his town's disappearance along with Joe's prophecy to deal with, which apparently had to be fulfilled within the year given him by the Guild. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24 FREAKIN' FAIRIES
 
    
 
   The demoness hurtled across the country, reaching Rondeaux's training ground in a matter of minutes.  It was so much faster traveling without having to wait for her Singer.  She slowed down as she reached the location.  Easing up to the perimeter, she felt for the wall of force that kept her out and encountered... nothing.   Frowning she strode forward with hands outstretched well past where the demon proofing should have kept her out.  Swirling out of sight, she ignored the burning discomfort of her spirit form, entered the valley and raced from one end to the other, searching for any sign of life.  The grass was there, the lake, the buildings, but not a single human being.  
 
   Floating to the roof of the large pavilion, she materialized and extended her senses to their limits.  Her ears picked up the sounds of industrious insects, grass breathing and traffic several miles away.  Closing her eyes, she tilted her face to the breeze, searching among the scents for Cadence.  Nothing.  
 
   Damn she hated doing this.  Hated that mute little bitch, though she had to respect her abilities.  She hated that she had to find her, especially since she knew the longer Cadence traveled with them, the more likely it was Lyric would find out who she was.  Acheron wasn't sure what she would do in that case.  
 
   Her strongest inclination was to kill the woman and be done with it.  Unfortunately, Lyric was growing more aware of Acheron and less fearful of the tie.  For the most part that was to her advantage, but it made misleading to him close to impossible.  So, for the time being her strongest inclinations would have to be subjugated by reason.
 
   Oh well, she would find Cadence and get her back to Lyric.  That in itself would do wonders for her cause.
 
   Acheron swirled back to vapor and shot upwards to survey the area.  She saw the tracks from all the buses leading back to the road.  The tracks all seemed to turn east.  She considered where Rondeaux might be headed as she drifted back to the ground.
 
   Taking solid form, she walked toward the road.  Walking was slow, but it was also therapeutic and helped her think.  As she contemplated where she should look next an awareness tickled the edge of her brain.  Instantly she vanished and shot upward only to be forced back to solidity and thrown to the ground.  Back on her feet in an instant she looked around for her attacker and saw only air.  Swirling back to spirit form again she was immediately made solid and thrown to the ground.  This time she heard a laugh.
 
   “Do you think this is a very good idea?” The demoness questioned the air, keeping control of her temper.  “If you have any idea who I am you must know this can’t end well for you.  If you don’t know who I am then you should understand that this will be your last day on earth.”
 
   Another tinkling laugh sounded behind her ear and suddenly she was flying through the air.  Acheron twisted gracefully and landed on her feet.  Obviously, her attacker was invisible, even to her demon sight.  That made her one of the Fair Folk.  That would explain the laughter, those crazy bastards found everything funny.  
 
   The famous story of Sterje the Todii told of how he was captured by Ogres when trying to impregnate one to create a halfling Todii and Ogre.  Unfortunately, being less than bright, his attempt was made on a male Ogre, the chieftain of his particular tribe.  The extremely racist Ogres would never sully their lineage with anything not an Ogre.  The fury Sterje called down upon himself became legend.  The various tortures visited upon him by the wrath of the Ogre tribe lasted for three months, and Sterje laughed through the entire ordeal until he was drawn and quartered.  If you hear the story from one of the Fair Folk, they swear Sterje’s head continued laughing after it was separated from the rest of his body and the Ogres were so freaked out about it they threw it into the sea.  It’s said that you can hear Sterje laughing along the shore as his head is rolled in with the tide.
 
   Acheron knew exactly how to deal with Fair Folk.  Every single one of the horny bastards would give his left arm for a few seconds with a demoness like her.  Gracefully Acheron twirled to her feet, exchanging her jeans and T-shirt for the leather ensemble she favored.  Swinging her hips and putting on her most dazzling smile, she spoke to the air.
 
   “I hear the only thing better than a night with a Fair Folk lad is a night with a Fair Folk lass.  Why are you hiding from me sweetie?  We could be having a good time!”
 
   A hazy outline formed in front of her and coalesced into a voluptuous fairy woman with a mischievous grin and a body like an amusement park.  Two more outlines formed and became well built Fair Folk men.  The three of them grinned at the demoness hungrily.
 
   “The coup de gras is both, my lovely” said one of the men, his clear blue eyes sparkling happily.  He stepped forward as though to embrace her.  Acheron smiled wickedly and as soon as he was within reach, she wrapped an arm around his neck, spun over his back and twisted his head completely off his shoulders.  She landed back on her feet still holding his head in her arm as his body slumped to the ground behind her.  The two remaining fairies stared at her in stunned silence.  Acheron kissed the dead fairy on the cheek then drop kicked his head into the distance.
 
   “Let’s not stop now; I’m looking forward to this.”  Acheron stepped toward the two Fair Folk who immediately faded from view.  A powerful blow hit the side of her head, but she was expecting it.  As soon as contact was made, she grabbed the wrist of her attacker and squeezed it until it crunched.  A grunt sounded nearby and the demoness spun a kick in its direction.  The grunt became a shriek and the second male fairy materialized as her stiletto boot heel found his left eye.  He was pulled backward violently and the girl fairy materialized as well, yanking her partner away from Acheron.  “You two are screwed, aren’t you?”  Acheron sauntered toward them as they continued backing away.  “Why are you here?”
 
   “None of your business, Demoness.”  The girl shoved the man behind her.  “You’re going to be very sorry you killed Bulerto.”
 
   “Not likely, you have no magic that can harm me and even when you go invisible I know how to handle you.”  She gestured to the man behind the girl holding his eye socket.  "You know what I am, but do you know who I am?"  The fairy woman met her eyes defiantly.   
 
   "I don't care who you are.  Soon enough you'll be dead."
 
   Acheron's smile widened.  
 
   "I believe your people call me Thosmere Rift."
 
   The fairy paled at the name.
 
   "Oh, you've heard of me, good!  I haven't visited the Fair Folk Kingdom in..." Acheron made a show of doing some mental arithmetic.   "Gosh, it's been more than a hundred years!  It's nice to know I'm remembered.”  Acheron walked toward the fairy, who to her credit, held her ground.  Getting close enough the fairy could feel her breath on her face Acheron spoke softly.  “You’re quite lovely, and I don’t care much to destroy lovely things.  You may choose to remain stubborn and die horribly or you may choose to tell me what I want to know.  Why are you here?”
 
   “We were ordered to stay and slow down anyone who might come looking for Rondeaux or his new soldier.”
 
   “Okay, so now where have they gone?”
 
   “West, toward California.”
 
   Acheron considered the tracks she saw heading east.
 
   “Are you willing to stake your friend’s other eye on that information?”
 
   The fairy swallowed and looked over at her remaining partner who was curled up on the ground, pitifully moaning and holding his destroyed eye socket while his other wrist lay at an unnatural angle.  Acheron, to make her point stepped over him and rested one boot heel on his cheek just below his good eye.
 
   “They went East,” the fairy said hurriedly.  “I don’t know where they’re ending up.  Rondeaux said we’d find them easily enough if we head East."
 
   The demoness playfully ground her heel lightly into the male fairies cheek as he froze in terror.
 
   “Are you sure this time?”
 
   “Yes, Yes I’m sure.  Leave him alone!”
 
   Acheron stepped away from the damaged fairy and back to the girl.  
 
   “Why is it important to slow me down?  He's surrounded by his army, who does he expect to come looking for him?"
 
   "We don't know," the fairy woman squeaked, trying to force words out past the lump of terror Acheron put in her throat.   "Please don't kill us!"  The poor fairy was close to hysterical.  Acheron smiled and put her arms around the pretty fairy’s waist.  Pulling the trembling woman forward she held her close, stroking her silky hair and running her hands down her body, whispering comforting nonsense into her ear and waiting patiently.  Fairies were narcissistic nymphos that would jump anyone who made them feel good.  Acheron's grin widened as she felt the woman's trembles cease and turn to the beginnings of arousal.  The demoness gave the fairy a few more minutes of holding her perfect body.  As soon as the fairies arousal turned from hesitant to excited, Acheron's roaming hands found the joints where the woman's gossamer wings grew from her shoulder blades.
 
   "I'm not going to kill you, beautiful, but you'll wish I had."
 
   The fairy shrieked in agony as the demoness mercilessly ripped the wings from her body.  The pain was too much and the lovely creature passed out.  Acheron tossed the wings in the dirt and crouched down next to the male fairy whimpering on the ground.
 
   “What’s your name, my pretty?”
 
   “Logi Condeve.”
 
   "Logi, what happens when a fairy loses its wings?”
 
   “We become outcasts and can no longer be seen by our own kind.  We lose our magic and any possibility of hearing the Song of Creation.  Slowly we go mad.”
 
   “Spread the word, Logi Condeve, Thosmere Rift is alive and well and has declared war against every one of you I come across.  You should have turned and ran the moment you knew what I was.  The truce I made with your king is over.  You and all of your brethren will spend the rest of your lives being very afraid.  Tell the story, tell it to everyone, then come back to me.”
 
   Acheron leaned forward and kissed the fairy’s cheek, her mouth flaring violet flames upon contact and leaving her perfect lips branded on his face.  The fairy cried out in pain and the demoness smiled.  It was so much simpler to handle things when her Singer wasn’t around to cloud her judgment.  
 
   “You bear my brand, Logi, and belong to me from now on.  Go and do as I’ve said.”
 
   Unable to resist the compulsion of Acheron’s command the fairy forced himself to his feet and started walking toward the Fair Folk Kingdom.  Acheron watched him go in satisfaction.  It’d been a long time since she’d bothered making a slave; she’d forgotten how much fun it could be.  So, East.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric parked his car up the road and approached the Guild on foot.  Looking around the city he again marveled at how normal life was outside the walls of the Singer's Guild.  An entire population shared living space with the most secret of societies, completely unaware of the constant battles the Soul Singers Guild engaged in to protect them from the forces of evil.  The majority of the world’s mysteries could be solved in the fabled secret library of the High Master.  Every soul singer knew that you’d never find mention of the Guild in any books, at least not any that could be read by normal people.  However, an old and tenacious rumor stated that the Guild's master had a secret library where he chronicled the goings on of the soul singers and their exploits.  
 
   Lyric approached the large, nondescript grey walls that covered an entire city block and housed an elite training school that specialized in producing virtuoso musicians.  Its name was the Music School and it was almost as much of a secret as the Guild, though one in plain sight.  The Music School didn’t have a school crest, fielded no athletic teams and didn’t compete on any level in any discipline.  Yet the truly excellent students of Eastman, U of M, Julliard and the Curtis Institute all learned of the Music School one way or another and vied for acceptance into its fabled halls.  The truth was the Music School was an excellent school.  Because the instructors were all soul singers and Masters, none but the truly exceptional could pass the audition process.  By the time your studies were finished, not only could you find employment anywhere based purely on the skills and abilities pounded into you, but the average graduate excelled well beyond their peers in whatever field they chose, even if it wasn’t music.
 
    
 
   The Singer watched as people rushed up and down the sidewalk in front of the building, never pausing, never noticing.  Never realizing that those who toiled on the other side of the wall defended them repeatedly from death, enslavement and hell on earth.  Wondering what he would encounter, Lyric approached the entrance; the setting sun threw his shadow ahead of him onto the gate. 
 
   
* * *
 
   Rondeaux watched as thousands of ships sailed out to sea preparing to approach Markhato from the water.  The ocean always called his memories back home. 
 
   He'd had the second sight his entire life, and grew up on the Oregon coast with a reputation for being just a bit crazy.  His father, a naturally violent man, had drilled the concepts of honesty and integrity into him from infancy.  As far as he knew, his mother didn't exist.  Therefore, he became the child with the wild imagination and invisible friends, well beyond the age others left theirs behind.
 
    
 
   Eventually he learned discretion and life leveled out.  He joined the military young to escape his tyrannical father and discovered his gift allowed him to see the invisible side of war.  Winning engagement after engagement, he shot up through the ranks. Until the day he saw a dragon heading for a small town in enemy territory.  
 
    
 
   His unit was supposed to extract enemy soldiers from the town and dispose of them. His superiors didn't care much about collateral damage.  Rondeaux knew if he left it alone, the dragon would destroy every man, woman and child, including the enemy soldiers.  He could walk away and accept another victory. 
 
    
 
   Instead, he led his men straight into the dragon's path and they turned it away.  Not because they beat it, but because the deaths of his own men temporarily satisfied its need for bloodshed.
 
    
 
   Rondeaux alone walked back to base.  He could have lied and made it out to be an ambush.  With tears pouring down his cheeks, the soldier told the truth. 
 
    
 
   Starting the day a highly decorated war veteran, Rondeaux finished it disgraced, discharged and declared "mentally ill".
 
    
 
   A beautiful woman met him the next day and took him to meet his goddess.  She'd been watching him and now called him to service. 
 
    
 
   Shaking his head free of the haze of memories, general Rondeaux watched his army, his army, board ship and prepare for the most important engagement in human history. 
 
    
 
   He still rankled at the release of the demon singer, but his goddess had made her wishes clear.  He didn't care for subterfuge in battle but understood its necessity.  He even left some of his lesser-desired personnel to lead the demon back east if she showed up. 
 
    
 
   He was bothered most about Cadence's disappearance.  Especially since he learned Giderg had escaped custody and deserted. He found himself hoping the wine was working. He never cared for his ability anyway. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   25 FALLEN
 
    
 
   Lyric’s best friend Philip stood at the inner gate of the giant courtyard that surrounded the Guild.  Upon seeing Lyric, he cried out in joy and ran to embrace his friend, ignoring the embarrassed looks of the guards standing at the gate.
 
   “Lyric!  You’re alive!  I’d heard you were dead!  Thanks be to the Composer!”  Philip’s sturdy arms held Lyric at arm's length to look him over, as if to verify it really was his friend.  Then he pulled him back into the hug while Lyric tried to breathe.
 
    
 
   “Alive, my friend,” the Singer confirmed, clasping his own arms around his friend.  The pinpricks at the back of his eyes turned to shameless tears as he rejoiced in the comfort of being in a place he loved with a friend he could trust.  
 
    
 
   Eventually the embrace approached that line shied away from by all men and the two friends released one another to regard each other, grinning like idiots.
 
    
 
   “Why are you pulling guard duty?”  Lyric asked, hurriedly wiping away the tears from his cheeks.   “Singers in their seventh measure don’t have guard duty.”
 
    
 
   Philip was standing in his characteristic beefy arms crossed over his beefy chest pose and looked down at his own chest.  Lyric followed the direction of his gaze and saw the pendant of the Blue Eye hanging where his Singer pendant had been and gasped. 
 
    
 
   “Philip, you’re a Discerner!  I don’t know how I should feel.  Is this a happy development or a disappointment?”  
 
    
 
   “Absolutely thrilled, Lyric.  I am pleased to be of service to the Voice in protection of those who protect the Score of Creation.”
 
    
 
   “So you didn’t tie?”
 
    
 
   Philip’s eyes lost a bit of their glow.
 
    
 
   “No.  I sang strong and believe I could have, but after losing you…”
 
    
 
   “You pulled back.”  Lyric finished.  His friend was an excellent Singer and more than capable of tying to a Verger.  After losing his sister to a demon a few years ago, and then apparently losing his best friend to another demon, he could see why Philip would shy away from the tie.  Though no one had ever tied a demon before, the precedent had now been set and Lyric knew there was nothing on earth that could convince Philip that was a risk worth taking, no matter how small.  “I’m sorry my friend.”
 
    
 
   Philip’s smile returned. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t be.  My discernment scores have gone through the roof since the casting.  Chab thinks it’s because I’m no longer double-minded and now I can concentrate on being useful.”
 
    
 
   "Of course he does."  Chab was a notorious elitist in the Guild.  He was constantly exhorting singers to be open to other forms of service.   "Listen, Philip, I need to talk to the High Master as quickly as possible.  Is he in the Guild today?"
 
    
 
   "I think so.  Even if he isn't he'll be back soon.  I can't wait to tell everyone you're free of the demon."
 
    
 
   "Demoness," Lyric corrected.  Putting his hands on his friend's shoulders, he stopped him and turned to face him.  "Philip, I'm not free of her.  We're still tied.
 
    
 
   The smile froze on Philip's face. 
 
    
 
   "What?  It's not here though.  Where is it?" Philip began looking around in a panic.  "Why did you come back if you're still tied to that thing, Lyric?!"  Philip the Discerner rounded on his long time friend, all traces of the joy at their reunion had fled from his demeanor.  Lyric was taken aback at the abrupt and drastic change.  "What gives you the right to put this Guild in danger?  Where is the demon?"
 
    
 
   "She's not here, I have her searching for a friend of mine.  I'm sorry, Philip, I haven't managed to break the tie yet.  I'm here to get information to the Guild Master concerning Melody and the war as well as deliver this letter to him."
 
    
 
   "You have her search..." Philip sputtered in outrage. "Of all the tone deaf... You treat it as if...  What's in the letter?"   He finally managed. 
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry my friend, this envelope can only be opened safely by the High Master himself.  It really is imperative I see him right away."
 
    
 
   "How did you come by this information, Lyric?" Philip's eyes accusatory.  "A gift from your new friend?   Or the one you haven't 'managed' to break free of?  Or is it that you haven't tried?"
 
    
 
   Lyric stared at his friend in stunned disbelief. 
 
    
 
   "Philip, you can't mean that.  You know better than anyone how I feel about Hellions."
 
    
 
   "Hellions?!" Philip's face reddened.  "Don't you mean demons, Lyric?"  He shouted in Lyric's face, his rage radiating like heat.  "Gone for months, no word from you, rumors you had died a hundred different ways!  Now here you are, none the worse for wear calling demons by their own titles for themselves, sending one on an errand for you and claiming knowledge for the High Master you're arrogant enough to think he doesn't already have!  What should I think, Demon Singer?"
 
    
 
   Lyric didn't remember striking his friend, but there was the proof.  Philip was ten yards away, lying on the ground with an amazing goose egg already decorating his jaw.  Suddenly rough hands grasped his arms and forced them behind his back.  He didn't resist as he worriedly watched his friend stand up, praying to the Voice he was okay. 
 
    
 
   "Hold him," Philip said coldly.  Stepping forward he looked Lyric in the eye.  "I should not have called you that.  I apologize and ask your forgiveness..."
 
    
 
   "Granted."  Lyric said immediately. Philip nodded and continued. 
 
    
 
   "I retract nothing else.  This is how it appears to me.  And for me appearances are important."  He tapped his pendant. 
 
    
 
   "Do it!" Lyric said.  "Use your song and discern my nature and intent.  See for yourself."
 
    
 
   "I pray I find what I hope and not what I fear."
 
    
 
   Philip's smooth baritone began the discernment song.  Lyric felt an odd twinge in his tie, a feeling of warning filled him.  Something was wrong.  He'd been sincere in his suggestion, certain Philip would find him the same friend he'd known for the last seven years.  All at once he wasn't so sure.  Anxiety began to eat at him as he remembered what he'd seen of himself in Rondeaux's valley.  The black half that caused him so much concern and the General so little.   He wondered what the song would reveal.  He kept still and watched his friend.   Philip was well into the song and his eyes had that glassy faraway look that belongs to those who see things you can't.  Lyric used to make fun of Philip when they were learning the song together because whenever he sang it, his eyes had a tendency to be attracted to one another.  Lyric saw this was no longer the case.  He studied his friend and tried to place what had changed about him besides the obvious. 
 
    
 
   Philip was tall and well muscled.  He'd been chubby when they started together but the Guild had a tendency to work that out of you.  He stood erect with excellent posture.  His face was open and relaxed, as it should be when using proper technique.  None of this was new though, Lyric had watched Philip sing hundreds of times.  He listened as Philip entered the last part of the song and realized what it was.  Philip was confident.  He was completely at ease in his role as Discerner, responsible for the safety of the Guild. Lyric was conflicted inside.  Part of him rejoiced at seeing his friend assume the mantle of such a weighty responsibility with such ease and comfort.  Another part was angry that his friend didn't trust him anymore.  Regardless of Lyric's own feelings, though, he could be glad for one thing.   Philip had found his part in the Score. 
 
    
 
   The song ended and Philip gestured for the guards to release Lyric.  They did so immediately, but remained at attention on either side of the Singer. 
 
    
 
   Philip stared at Lyric for a long time before speaking. 
 
    
 
   "I've only been at this for a month, but nothing has surprised me until now." he started slowly, as though carefully considering his words.  "I find no darkness in you, Lyric."  Lyric thought this was good news and wondered why his friend looked so sober.  His heart sank as Philip continued.  "Nor can I find any light in you.  It's as if you are gray.  I sense tremendous power coming from you and from the place you're tied.  Power I wouldn't think any man could wield without burning up.  That in itself is unique and frankly, frightening.  However, for the first time I cannot discern the nature of that power or the objective of it.  Part of you doesn't even seem human."  Sadness stole across Philip's expressive face.  "What has happened to you my friend?"
 
    
 
   "Too many things, Philip.  There's no one else I'd rather tell the story to than you.  But I must get to Ervin.  The war isn't coming, Philip, it's here.  Less than three weeks away."
 
    
 
   "Impossible, the woman hasn't the strength of numbers to attack Markhato.  It would be suicide."
 
    
 
   "That's just it!" Lyric said.  "She doesn't have the numbers, but her general does!  I need to give my report to the Master and deliver this message."  He held up the envelope given to him by the Keylac.  Philip deftly plucked it from his hand.  "Don't!" Lyric grabbed for the envelope but Philip held it away from him, opening it up. 
 
    
 
   Everything went nuts. 
 
    
 
   The envelope exploded in a huge green ball of flame that sent Lyric, Philip and the guards flying like paper dolls in a strong wind.  
 
    
 
   Instantly, Lyric was back on his feet, his insides cold as ice.  He had no idea what happened but it couldn't possibly end well. 
 
    
 
   Philip was just as quickly back up, the guards took a moment longer.  Philip turned to face Lyric, his face registering shock, then worry and finally rage.  Lyric had seen that look on Philip's face once before.  The night they found the men who sold his sister to the demon.  
 
    
 
   Lyric remembered that awful night all too clearly. He remembered the smell of rot and sulfur.  He remembered a rough tag in his shirt that bothered his neck.  He remembered the fire, the cold wind and the look on Philip's face as he exacted retribution on the men responsible for his little sister's death. Eight men died violently that night.  Now Philip was staring at Lyric with that same look on his face.  Lyric felt panic threaten, he didn't want to hurt his friend.  He felt an answering twist in his tie to Acheron.  Then he ignored everything but the fight in front of him. 
 
    
 
   Philip was an inch taller than Lyric but half again as wide.  The Singer didn't want to display his demon-enhanced strength and cause even more of a rift between them.  He thought quickly and sang a brief phrase that yanked his friend over his head and hurled him across the courtyard. 
 
    
 
   Philip was a trained singer, though.  He may not possess Lyric's natural ability, but he made up for it by drilling and practicing and forcing his mind and body to recall various useful pieces.  Lyric knew he out muscled Philip vocally, but combat song was about more than just strength. 
 
    
 
   Philip sighed out a calm line that slowed his momentum and brought him lightly to his feet.  Turning on Lyric, he approached, hyperventilating to flood his body with oxygen and enable longer phrases.
 
    
 
   "Philip, don't, I don't want to fight you."
 
    
 
   Philip ignored Lyrics protests and began his combat song. 
 
    
 
   Sparks of blue rose from the ground and coalesced into a brilliant ball of cobalt fire.  With a well-rehearsed motion, Philip sent the ball spinning toward Lyric expanding as it went. 
 
    
 
   Lyric had already grabbed the theme of Philip's combat song.  Humming smoothly, with a beautiful cascading vocal line Lyric made a motion with his arm as though wiping a window.  A clear sheet of water followed his motion and intercepted the fireball. 
 
    
 
   Green light flared behind him and something came hurtling through the gates.  Lyric recognized who it was instantly. 
 
    
 
   "Kill no one!" He shouted as Acheron tore into the contingent of guards preparing to rush Lyric.  The demoness snarled and somersaulted away as the guards restored their balance and prepared to rush her. 
 
    
 
   Acheron grinned wickedly and motioned them forward.  Her smile turned to a look of shock as a huge yellow troll popped into existence in front of her and backhanded her across the courtyard. 
 
    
 
   Lyric could only be aware peripherally of what was happening to the demoness as he focused on countering Philip's next attack.  A keening wail called forth a volley of shrieking arrows with eagle heads.  Lyric closed his eyes and countered, a rapid motif that sent lightning singing into the deadly barrage, burning to ash each missile. 
 
    
 
   Yellow troll?  That was Keith Normvy's shape shifting Verger, Johaus.  That meant short tempered, extremely accomplished, Song Master Normvy was here and about to hand out ass whoopins.  It also meant that if it was Normvy and his Verger in the bayou, things were getting out of hand quickly.  The Singer sang a minor counterpoint against Philip's theme and focused on his tie with Acheron.  The familiar discord jangled harshly in his mind's ear.  Forcing himself to ignore it, he tapped into the seemingly limitless torrent of Acheron's power.  The demoness, engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the Verger responded to Lyric's draw by vanishing in her puff of dark and reappearing at Lyric's side. 
 
    
 
   "Do it, Lover.  Use me."
 
    
 
   "I don't know the measure yet."  Lyric ground out listening as Philip changed his song. 
 
    
 
   "Doesn't matter, this is practice."
 
    
 
   "Doesn't feel like practice," the soul singer prepared himself. 
 
    
 
   The time for doubt was past.  Lyric shoved aside all his feelings, feelings of disgust, of betrayal, of anger, disappointment and shame and laid hold of the tie with his song and brandished Acheron as a weapon. 
 
    
 
   As drilled by his Demoness, the Singer focused solely on the tie and began his battle song.  His vision became disoriented as he saw through both his eyes and Acheron's together.  Closing his own eyes, he poured the power of his song into the demoness.  Seeing through her eyes gave him the benefit of the sight.  He was again amazed at the detail with which he could see and the glows of the men in the courtyard rallying to attack both Demoness and Singer.  Philip was glowing a beautiful azure that was actually reflected in the glows nearest him.  The biggest surprise was Normvy.  A gaunt, blustering, but unimpressive man he looked like a magnesium flare. 
 
    
 
   FOCUS! 
 
    
 
   Acheron's thought reminded him of the very real peril he faced. 
 
    
 
   Casting his arms out he sang a dark minor line from Mistress Holts' book that caused a thick fog to fall on the soldiers, but more than fog it stuck to them and slowed them down.  From the mist, the ponderous form of the Verger trundled forward, easily walking through the airborne sludge.  The newly revved up Acheron smiled and launched herself at him.  Just as she reached him, Normvy's clear tenor sounded out of the fog.  His Verger caught the demoness in midair and smashed her, face first into the cement.  The shock forced Lyric out of her head.  He almost fell, disoriented and nauseous.  Not ready yet.  Acheron disappeared in a flash and reappeared atop the troll's head preparing to rip it from his shoulders. 
 
    
 
   "No!" Lyric cried and used his song to send the demoness flying again. 
 
    
 
   "Asshole!" She screamed as she disappeared in the fog.  
 
    
 
   Lyric saw he was being surrounded by the slow moving guards and Philip was concentrating on a song to renew his attack. 
 
    
 
   Lyric sang his repellant song from the diner and cleared the area with the exception of Philip.  He listened to Philip's complicated song and couldn't help but admire what he'd constructed.  The tune was two themes put together, one focused on the attack he was preparing, while the interwoven theme was for defense, nullifying the effects of Lyric's tune. 
 
   Lyric tried to predict what to expect from the primary melody Philip sang.  They had years of experience sparring with one another, so Lyric knew his friend tended to be unimaginative and predictable.   His favorite form of attack was sheer crushing pressure that forced his opponents to yield.  
 
    
 
   Lyric prepared his counter measure, watching the area around him for the telltale signs of the approaching attack.  At that point, Philip would be forced to concentrate solely on his attack and let his defense drop. There it was, a faint blue glow surrounded the singer and began contracting.  A sharp phrase from Lyric caused the earth beneath Philip to shoot up several feet, catapulting his friend back into the fog.  Lyric prayed he didn't get hurt when he landed. 
 
    
 
   Suddenly Lyric's world turned sideways as he was picked up by one enormous yellow hand.  Normvy's Verger had taken advantage of Lyric's distraction to get behind him.  Wicked yellow eyes stared balefully at his face and the giant mouth grinned as the troll raised its opposite fist, preparing to smash Lyric's head into jelly.  Lyric tried to sing but the troll's grip tightened and constricted his chest, not allowing him to breathe.  He couldn't even cry out when he felt his ribs break. 
 
    
 
   An unholy shriek shattered the air as Acheron slammed into the Verger.  The giant troll lost its grip and dropped Lyric in a heap as it reeled from the ferocity of the demoness' attack. Lyric tried to inhale and sing but fire lanced through his chest and almost made him pass out.   He watched in a daze as Acheron, beautiful still, even in her rage, ripped the troll's arm from its body and used it to beat the yellow monster backward. 
 
    
 
   Lyric rolled to his knees and prepared to stand when a knifepoint was pressed against his throat.  He looked up into the cold eyes of Keith Normvy.  The Master Singer spoke softly. 
 
    
 
   "You will die, Demon Singer, and the veil will fall."  Traitor!   Lyric howled inside, unable to speak still.   Furious, the singer looked for a solution while he waited for the kill stroke.  Normvy's face took on a startled expression, right before he collapsed in a heap.  Philip stood behind him still holding the shield he'd used to render the man unconscious.  Reaching down he helped Lyric up. The remaining guards surrounded them, humming a theme Lyric recognized as a holding song. 
 
    
 
   "Lyric, you will accompany me to the holding cells to await the counsel's judgment."
 
    
 
   "No, he won't."  Acheron came strolling through the circle of men with the troll's yellow arm over her shoulder like a club.  "He will accompany me away from here.  You won't stop him because you know you can't take me.  You have nowhere near the juice of this dickhead, who you might be interested to know is a traitor," she threw the troll's arm across Normvy's back.  "And besides, you love Lyric as much as the rest of us.  Step aside."
 
    
 
   Philip took a breath and prepared to blast the demoness.   Acheron smiled. 
 
    
 
   "Before you make that mistake, ask me how many Singers I've killed.  I have no problem adding you to the tally.”  Taking Lyric by the arm, she escorted him toward the gate.  
 
    
 
   “Don’t go, Lyric.”  Philip called after them.  “Let me help you, the Master must be able to do something.”
 
    
 
   Lyric shook his head at his friend, still unable to speak.  His heart broke at the sorrow on Philip’s face.
 
    
 
   “Then I have no choice.  Lyrical Sound of the Evening, as the Discerner responsible for this gate and the safety of the Soul Singers Guild and in light of your situation and the events of this afternoon, I must declare you to be fallen, an enemy of this guild and beyond salvation.  The Guild will take the appropriate steps to ensure you cease to be a danger to the Score.  I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   Hot tears flowed freely down Lyric’s cheeks as he allowed himself to be led out of the gates of the place he loved most and up the street.  Acheron walked slowly, allowing him the dignity of leaving under his own power, but supporting the majority of his weight.  If she were ever capable of compassion, this would have been the time for it.  The closest she came was to say to Lyric quietly.
 
    
 
   “The next time I meet the Singer tied to that Troll he is going to die.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   26 REUNITED
 
    
 
   "You're being a little bitch," Acheron scolded Lyric as they lay next to each other in the grass outside the back of the motel. 
 
   Lyric wearily flipped the demoness off.  He'd refused to let her try to heal his broken ribs.  He refused to go to a hospital to be examined.  He refused to try to sing a healing song on himself.  Since tying to Acheron, Lyric's world had spiraled out of control.  He was done with things happening to him.  He was determined to regain control of his life. Now that the Guild had declared him fallen he had no constraints except his own.  That was both freeing and terrifying. 
 
   "Seriously, this is asinine.  Your pet is still missing.  Your Guild has declared you enemy number one.  Moreover, we still need to make it to Markhato.  Instead of getting on with it, you're pouting because your little friends are being mean to you. You need to conquer some of your issues and either let me fix your ribs, or do it yourself."
 
   If it didn't feel like fire, he would have sighed.  He couldn't breathe without pain.  He couldn't sing more than short phrases at a time.  Every time he moved his body he could feel the bones grinding.  Best to start his new found freedom small. 
 
   Okay, Acheron.  What is it going to cost to fix me? 
 
   Nothing, stupid.  How is it possible we've been through the last few months together and you still don't get the fact that your well-being is my well-being?  Just hold still. 
 
   Acheron rolled over and looked carefully at his body.  A piece of leather materialized in her hand and she shoved it in his mouth. 
 
   "Bite down, this is gonna suck."
 
   Lyric braced himself but was completely unprepared for the agony that washed through his chest and abdomen.   The demoness plunged her hand into his belly up under his rib cage and forced the bones back into position.  Lyric tried to writhe away from the pain but Acheron held him still with one arm across his chest and both legs wrapped around his like a vise.  He screamed into the leather gag as she rooted around inside him.  After what must have been less than a minute but felt like hours, she removed her hand and let go of him.  Lyric lay still in an exhausted heap.  Acheron kissed him on the spot her hand had entered and started working her way down. 
 
   Lyric threw himself to the side and forced himself to his feet.  Obviously some taboos remained.
 
   "What the hell!?"
 
   The demoness smiled wickedly as she stood up as well. 
 
   "I figured I'd get you up or I'd get you up.  Either way I win. Though I was hoping it would go the other way." She pouted prettily.
 
   Lyric stood frozen, staring at the demoness.  He thought his body might very well rip apart as he struggled with the waves of desire that screamed at him to give in.  It was so much easier to resist when the attraction was physical.  After the events of the last several weeks he found his hatred for Acheron waning.  He was beginning to question his blind faith to the Guild.  His leg twitched as he almost took the step necessary to close the distance between them.  Closing his eyes, he prayed and turned away from her, forcing his feet against their will to walk away. 
 
   Acheron grinned and followed.  She wondered when he finally gave in whether she'd satisfy his desire, or rebuff him as he had her so many times. Probably, whichever was cruelest at the moment she decided.
 
   Inside the motel room, Lyric got out of a shower that was much colder than he'd have liked, but at least his mind was clearer.   Immediately there was a knock at the door that threatened to splinter the wood.  
 
   Acheron sniffed the air and said. 
 
   "You're going to want to answer that, I think."
 
   Giving the demoness a confused look, he headed for the door.  Throwing back the bolt and the chain Lyric barely turned the knob before the door flew open and Cadence was bursting in and wrapping her arms around Lyric in a firm embrace.  The Singer stepped back in shock, but happily returned the hug. 
 
   "Cadence I've been so worried, where were you?"
 
   The warrior stepped away from Lyric and approached Acheron.  
 
   "Welcome back sexy," the demoness greeted Cadence.  The smaller woman grabbed a hold of Acheron's head and pulled her close so they were eye to eye.  The demoness put her hands around the woman's waist with an expectant grin that immediately vanished.  They stood like that for close to a minute in complete silence.  Lyric watched in confusion.  He tried to hear Acheron's thoughts through the tie, but picked up nothing other than she was there.  The discord that tended to distract and annoy him was all he could hear.  The harder he concentrated the louder it seemed to get.  Finally, he gave up and waited. 
 
   Cadence dropped her hands from Acheron's head and turning back to Lyric. She held him by the shoulders and looked him up and down.  Her fingertips lightly touched the place his ribs had been broken and a dark look came over her face.  She looked over her shoulder at Acheron accusingly.  The demoness held up her hands. 
 
   "Don't look at me. He's the one who thought it'd be a good idea to fight that giant troll again.  He's lucky to be alive."
 
   Cadence wearily shook her head.  Patting Lyric's cheek, she dropped her pack on the floor and disappeared into the bathroom.   In a moment, they heard the shower start.  Lyric looked expectantly at Acheron. 
 
   "You can hear Cadence, can't you?  That's how you knew her name."
 
   "Of course I can.  I can hear anyone who's shouting their thoughts.   That little bitch is noisy. "
 
   "What did she tell you?"
 
   "She stopped counting.  Rondeaux has over a million trained soldiers moving north and south of the California coastline.   There are two fleets of sailing ships that will pick them up and carry them to the western shore, behind Markhato.  While Melody advances with another quarter million soldiers from the east, Rondeaux will bring his army in from the west and take Markhato from behind."
 
   "I wasn't able to get to the High Master to warn him.  Nobody knows, they still think Melody is the main threat."
 
   "I think that's the point.  She a distraction."
 
   "How did Cadence get away from Rondeaux?"
 
   "When you sang your discernment song to come out of Rondeaux's influence she heard it."
 
   Lyric stared at Acheron.
 
   "What is she?"
 
   "She's deadly and she's loyal to you.  She isn't human.  She may have been once, though I'm not certain of that, but she isn't now."
 
   "How did she find us?"
 
   Acheron didn't answer for a long moment, finally she said, 
 
   "She can hear your soul song." The demoness looked like it was painful to say that.  "She's been looking for you since she escaped Rondeaux."  
 
   "Acheron, is Cadence a Verger?"
 
   "I honestly can't tell you that, Lover."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "Because she doesn't know."
 
   "What is she?"
 
   "She doesn't know."
 
   "You do."
 
   "I have a suspicion."
 
   "Tell me."
 
   "No."
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "I see no benefit to it."
 
   "It would benefit me."
 
   "I'm not certain of that.  Regardless, it doesn't matter because in this particular case, my Lover, it's not about you."
 
   "Stop calling me that."
 
   "No."
 
   Lyric turned away from the demoness as the water stopped.  Looking toward the bathroom, he had a thought. 
 
   "Acheron, I can communicate with Cadence through you."
 
   "Yes, you can, but only if I agree, which I don't.  I'm not a telephone.  I'm going hunting, Lover.  Bye."  The demoness smoked out before Lyric could protest.  He tried yelling at her over the tie, but she ignored him.  Frustrated, he pulled himself back to the motel room.  Cadence was dressed in jeans and T-shirt with the familiar long glove on her left arm. 
 
   "You can talk to Acheron."
 
   Cadence nodded. 
 
   "Why didn't you before now?"
 
   Cadence put a hand to her head and winced as though in pain. 
 
   "It hurts?"
 
   His pretty bodyguard nodded. 
 
   "Cadence, are you a Verger?"
 
   Cadence looked at him mystified. 
 
   "I don't know how else you could hear my song from hundreds of miles away."
 
   Her expression didn't change. 
 
   "Do you know what a Verger is?"
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   "Vergers are the souls of those who didn't hear the Voice during life."  Lyric kept a careful watch on her expression, looking for any spark of recognition.   "They are not allowed into heaven because the only way there is through the Voice.  They don't belong in Hell, because they never had the opportunity to choose.  They are placed in what we call the Verge.  It's a kind of waiting place, a purgatory that is on the verge of Hell.  Souls who exist on the Verge are not confined by the restrictions of mortal flesh.  They develop abilities and powers from their proximity to the gate of death and their own natural predilections.  No one really knows why, it's one of the mysteries of creation the Composer chooses to keep a mystery.  
 
   "Soul singers, like me, sing a special song called the Soul Song.  Each one is unique, each one is untranslatable, and each one is that individual Singer's echo of the Voice of Creation who sang the Score of the Composer into existence.  According to what we have of the Score, the Soul Song is only understood by the Song who is one with the Composer and the Voice.  Mankind was made in the image of the Composer, soul singers are given an echo of His Voice, it manifests in our Soul Song, which is literally His Song inside of us.  This echo allows us to cast into the Verge and tie to the Soul of a Verger.  I can't help but wonder if you are from the Verge."
 
   Cadence shrugged her shoulders.  
 
   "Acheron says you aren't human.  The Prophet Man says you are special.  I have watched you do things I wouldn't think possible for any human.  I believe you honestly mean to protect me, but why?  Who am I to you?  There is no reason for you to be so attached to me.  Unless you're a Verger and I'm supposed to be your Singer..."
 
   Cadence didn't respond in any way. 
 
   "Where'd that scar come from?"
 
   Immediately tears sprang to her eyes and she looked away from him. 
 
   "Why does the mere mention of it cause you tears?"
 
   Still not looking him, the woman shrugged.  
 
   "How do you fight the way you do?"
 
   That elicited a response.  Cadence turned and looked him in the eye proudly and her body went rigid as though snapping to attention.  Her right arm drew up to her chest, parallel to the floor her hand over her heart in a fist.  Her mouth moved as though shouting, though of course no sound came out. 
 
   "Uh, what was that?"
 
   Cadence blinked and looked at him, then down at herself as though confused.  She shook her head wearily and sat on the edge of one of the beds. 
 
   Lyric considered the woman in confusion and wonder for a moment before saying. 
 
   "I'm glad you're okay, Cadence, and I'm glad you're back.  You look exhausted, get some sleep; we're heading for Markhato in the morning."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   27 MARKHATO
 
    
 
   Markhato - the city of the Light.  
 
   Markhato was founded by the Soul Singers Guild fourteen hundred years ago.  The legend in the Guild is that the fabled secret founder of the Soul Singers Guild climbed what's now known as the Tower of Markhato and cast his Soul Song into what was at the time a long dormant volcano.  The purpose was to open another door to the Verge so he could start a second school.  Instead, the power of his song melded with the power in the earth and a spectacular fountain of light shot a hundred yards into the air and has existed there behind the veil ever since.  From a distance it appears brilliant white, but seen up close it is a riot of colors.  No one knows what exactly happened, but it snubs its nose at the laws physics and reality.  You can stand on the rim of the tower and feel a slight warm breeze, but if you stick your hand into the light, it will be burnt to ash. 
 
   Because if its enormity, supernaturals and humans with the second sight have both been drawn to it ever since.  What started as a collection of pilgrims in tents became a shantytown, then a village, then a town and so on.  Eventually the Fairy King cast his magic over it, removing all traces of iron, thus making it an official second sight community.  Now Markhato is the city on the hill, constantly building up the side of the volcano in a corkscrew fashion.  It is the busiest crossroads of the second sight community as well as the home of the largest second sight army in the world, the unbeaten legion, the Milleytes Lux. 
 
   Noting the vacuum in leadership in the ever-expanding city, the Soul Singers Guild carefully selected four wise families to serve the city as leaders. They trained them to govern with a system of checks and balances.  Three Song Prophets are also assigned to live in Markhato and advise the families.  Thus began the reign of the Four Kings of Markhato.  And Markhato flourished. 
 
   Dwarves used their engineering prowess to tunnel into the Tower and use it as a source of power and heat for the city.  This makes Markhato one of the only second sight cities to have power and first world amenities completely separate from the unsighted world's resources.  While working, rumor has it the dwarves also discovered something wondrous inside the mountain.  That's just a rumor though. 
 
   The ruling families in Markhato occasionally change as the Guild exercises discernment and influence for each generation to ensure the wisest heads are upon the thrones.
 
   Overall, Markhato is a city of beauty, peace and celebration of the mysteries of the Song.  Warded against spirit creatures of ugly intent and protected from mankind's weapons of war by the Fairy King, it is a safe place.  Regardless of what storms assail the sighted and unsighted worlds alike, Markhato is always looked to for its steady forward movement.  
 
   "Markhato, the City of the Light."  Lyric announced as they tooled down the road. 
 
   "I hate this place." Acheron muttered. 
 
   Lyric stopped at the gate in the large wall at the bottom end of the corkscrew path leading up the kings' home.  As expected, he parked his vehicle and led Cadence to the centaur cabbies that pulled wagons up the mountain.  He noticed in mild surprise Acheron had disappeared.  Shrugging to himself, he paid their fare and headed for the palace.   As they approached, he marveled at its beauty and artisanship.
 
   Dwarves," Acheron said in a bored tone.  They're responsible for the majority of the architecture in the city.
 
   Where'd you go?
 
   This isn't Sta Catoe, there are wardings all over.  Hellions are unwelcome but just barely tolerated.  Demons aren't just unwelcome, they aren't allowed.   I had to be very sneaky to get past the gate.  In a city where everyone has the second sight I wouldn't be very welcome.  In fact, some of your Guild members live here just to handle my kind.  So, if you don't mind, my Love, I'm going to make myself scarce for a while.  I think I'll go hunting.
 
   Just maybe no yetis?  Lyric replied hopefully. 
 
   No, Lover, Acheron laughed that tinkling laughter that tightened the knot in Lyric's back. I think today I'll see if I can find a Dragon.
 
   Lyric figured it was a testament to their time together that this didn't even make him blink. 
 
   Approaching the palace the two of them were astonished at its beauty.  Ancient and timeless it looked as though it had weathered a thousand years with grace and dignity and was prepared to face a thousand more.  The entire building was fashioned out of rough, dark gray stone.   It had pearl inlays and what appeared to be some form of writing that Lyric didn't recognize. An odd and beautiful look. 
 
   Their wagon pulled under an immense portico and deposited them.  Making their way in through the main entrance Lyric and Cadence found themselves confronted with a tall man whose formal tuxedo failed to conceal the enormous muscles beneath. 
 
   "The gate sent word of your arrival Master Lyric.  The Kings look forward to greeting you in the war room after you've seen to your chambers and the disposition of your servant."  His smooth voice carried with it the experience of a thousand such greetings.  
 
   Outwardly, Lyric didn't flinch at the title Master, but everything within him screamed TRAP!  Suddenly he felt tired.  He was tired of fighting, tired of lethal surprises, tired of not knowing where he would be in the next hour, let alone the next day.  He sighed inwardly and recalled Lomong's teaching: "If you're handed a part to play, play it to the hilt."  
 
   Ice coated his words as he responded. 
 
   "She isn't my servant, she is my companion and equal.  It is impolite to make assumptions about someone you've never met."
 
   The large man didn’t even twitch.
 
   “I apologize for my insult, ma’am, no offense was intended.”  Cadence smiled brightly and inclined her head in acknowledgment.
 
   The giant turned and moving with a grace that belied his immense size led them to the foot of a large sweeping staircase.  As they made their way up Lyric took in his surroundings with a bored expression, though inwardly he was struck by the extravagant beauty surrounding him.  Cadence manufactured an expression to match Lyric's, but in truth, he knew she was carefully making note of terrain and potential threats.  
 
   They came to the end of a long hallway and the giant opened two adjacent doors. 
 
   "Your rooms, sir and milady."  He bowed deeply and retreated back down the hall without another word
 
   Lyric nodded to Cadence as she entered her room and opened his door, to find Acheron slung across a chair kicking one boot in a very bored manner. 
 
   "What are you doing here?  I thought you were going to go hunting."
 
   "I did," Acheron said lazily.  "My appetite is satisfied.
 
   "Dragon?"
 
   "Of a sort.  When do you get to see Grandpa?"
 
   "Funny thing," Lyric said stashing his pack in a closet.  "The guy at the door greeted me by name and used the title Master.  In a little bit I will be meeting the four Kings in the war room."
 
   "Sounds like a trap to me."  Acheron yawned.  "Want me to scout it out for you?"
 
   "I thought you didn't want to be here." Lyric frowned examining the garment bag lying on the bed.  Opening it, he saw a black suit with a note that indicated it should fit and please wear it to the meeting in the war room.
 
   "I don't, but this is where you are and so here I must stay."
 
   Lyric hung the suit on the bathroom door as he answered. 
 
   "Well, though I appreciate the offer. I figure it is a trap and there's not much to be done about it anyway.  I came to warn the kings, I need to at least try."
 
   "Ok, well, when you're done being stupid, call and I'll come save you."  The demoness smoked out. 
 
   Taking a quick, hot shower Lyric wondered what he should expect.  Mistress Holt's songs were safely locked in his head.  Those along with his repertoire and innate ability for improvisation lent him a great deal of confidence.  He was the most accomplished Singer of any of his peers.  Add to that his own battle experience and the fact that his companions were some of the most lethal beings he’d ever encountered and both were determined to protect him no matter what.  He supposed there really wasn’t much to fear here.
 
   A knock on the door heralded the arrival of the huge butler.  Lyric saw Cadence a little behind him to the left. 
 
   “The kings await you in the war room, sir.  If you are prepared I’ll lead you there now.”  Lyric inclined his head and gestured for the man to lead the way.  As he fell into step beside Cadence, he stole a sidelong glance and realized she must have had an outfit laid out as well.  Her floor length gown was discreet and a lovely shade of violet.  Long velvet gloves graced both arms and beautiful silver heels gave her an extra few inches.  Her blonde tresses were swept back on one side and a large, gorgeous purple orchid held it pinned back with a silver comb.  She noticed Lyric staring and smiled at him.
 
   Lyric sighed inwardly.  Two of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen and one was the bane of his existence and the other was a lethal mystery that indicated no interest in him whatsoever.  The stress of their lives over the last few months kept him focused and distracted sufficiently, in spite of Acheron’s relentless advances.  There were those times Acheron almost had him, like in the town after his meltdown, or after she healed his ribs and he almost gave in to her.  Those times were hard and if it weren't for his training and commitment to his calling, he’d never be able to refuse her.  Moments like these, though, where the danger wasn’t immediate or mortal, and there was nothing to distract him were torture.  Cadence was beautiful and unlike Acheron seemed… good.  In another life, he would pursue her with a single-minded determination and make her his own.  He sighed again, this time out loud and Cadence looked at him in concern.  He smiled and shook his head, focusing on following the butler.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric wondered what made this room a war room.  Essentially, it appeared to be a conference room.  There was a long table surrounded by comfortable chairs filled with men and women who looked impressed with how important they were.  A huge whiteboard was on the wall and a motorized projector screen dominated one end of the room.  Four men sat together at the head of the table and Lyric picked out David Westfall immediately.  He had his daughter’s laughing eyes and easy smile.  Currently he was engaged in conversation with the man to his left, a tall blonde man with wide shoulders who looked like he belonged on a Wheaties box.  The two men to his right were less physically impressive.   The one beside Lyric's grandfather had a black beard and jovial air about him.  The last man had an unfortunate combover, mustache and sour expression.  Lyric wondered if the sour expression was a result of the combover.
 
   As the butler escorted them to the table, he politely cleared his throat.  Everyone looked up and Westfall's eyes locked onto Lyric's with startled recognition.  His lips formed one silent word, but Lyric saw it. 
 
   Emma
 
   "From the Soul Singers Guild, Master Lyric and his companion."  The butler pulled out their chairs, seated Cadence and removed himself from the room. 
 
   Lyric looked around at the silent table and found himself surprised and immediately on high alert.  Adrenaline started pumping through his veins and Acheron's voice floated across the tie.  What the hell is going on? Do you need me? 
 
   NO!  Lyric shouted back with his eyes on Master Singer Johnson Chab, whose portly countenance was all the more noticeable when sitting beside Master Singer Soldeck Fishne.
 
   "Master Singer Lyric, welcome to the war room. Do tell, who's your friend?"  Chab's beady eyes displayed no surprise whatsoever.  Fishne hadn't moved. 
 
   "Her name is Cadence, she is unable to talk.  She protects me, though I don't know a great deal about her."  Lyric answered carefully. 
 
   "How conveniently unfortunate, I would think your Verger is more than able to bridge that communication gap." Chab made a show of looking around.  "Where is your other companion, I remember her being quite lovely."  The smile on Chab's stupid, fat face was decidedly unfriendly. 
 
   "She's otherwise occupied, sir, but I'll let her know you asked about her."  Chab blanched at that and Fishne finally spoke. 
 
   "Enough with the games, Johnson.  To business please.  Your majesties, this is the Fallen Singer we've been telling you about."
 
   A stir around the table disturbed the absolute quiet that had been hanging in the air upon their arrival.  Another surge of adrenaline punched Lyric in the veins. 
 
   Seriously, I'm about to come get you. 
 
   Shut up, Acheron! 
 
   "Mr. Lyric, your identity is known to us, as are your recent activities at the Soul Singers Guild."  Combover spoke.  Lyric was immediately annoyed by the sound of his voice.  "Mr. Chab and Mr. Fishne are here to keep you under control, help us discern your purpose and ultimately see the direction of your future."
 
   Lyric's heart sank.  Fishne was a strict legalist who had no concept of extenuating circumstances.  Chab was a rat bastard that had been out for blood since Lyric had fought and beaten his son two years ago in a sparring match gone horribly wrong.  Chab's son was expelled from the Guild the day he was released from the hospital. 
 
   "May I speak, sir?"  Lyric addressed his grandfather, but combover replied. 
 
   "That's the point of your presence here."
 
   "I have reliable information concerning the impending attack on Markhato."  No one spoke, so Lyric continued.  "The crazy woman, Melody, has convinced her army she's a goddess and you are the enemy."
 
   "A few thousand rabble rousers to give our troops something to do for a day or so.  Who cares if they believe she's an egg salad?  It makes no difference."  Combover sounded unimpressed. 
 
   "Voice Master Lomong cares, so does the High Master.  The Soul Singers Guild teaches there is no deadlier foe than the man protecting his family.  Second only to that is the man who believes in what he's fighting for.  You're facing both.   Melody's prophet spreads fear like a disease.  She uses it to steel her army against the 'tyranny of the kings of Markhato'.  Her army isn't some fringe element of society.  It is comprised of talented, intelligent supernaturals and humans who believe you are heartless despots who oppress them and threaten the future of their children.  To them, you are the threat, and their families are at risk.
 
   "Beyond that though, whatever you face from the east with Melody, it in no way compares with what's approaching you from the west.  Melody's General, Rondeaux has over a million soldiers of the same nature preparing to annihilate you from behind while she distracts you from the front." 
 
   "This idea is ludicrous, Lyric." Chab's wobbly face expressed his disdain.  "Where would these soldiers come from?  An army that size would be hard to miss.  We've had spies inside Melody's cult for over two years.  Our information comes from experienced, trusted agents who have no hidden agendas and have not spent the last several months under the corruptive influence of a demon."
 
   "Demoness.  Your spies have been compromised, Master Chab.  Melody's general has the ability to control minds and memories.  If it wasn't for Acheron, I'd still be under his control, and so would Cadence for that matter.  He elicits absolute obedience.  His front man is a fake healer named Peter Falspoh.  He does the soft sell to get them listening and wondering.  Rondeaux meets them and starts his work, shaping minds, bending wills like clay.  Even without mind control, he's incredibly charismatic.  His soldiers will consider it a privilege to die for him.  And Markhato will be lost.  You have to listen to me."
 
   "We have listened." Lyric turned at the resonant sound of his grandfather's voice.  "We have listened carefully and openly to a young man tied to a demon, responsible for the severe injury of one of his teachers and who seems to be leaving a trail of chaos in his wake."  Though he had never before met David Westfall, Lyric recognized the look on his face.   His mother had the look before she said something she knew he wouldn't like.  "The people who know you best are either..." the man stopped taking and looked down for a moment before continuing.  "They are either missing, dead or have declared you Fallen from Grace and a danger to the world. 
 
   "Markhato is not defenseless.  Besides the Milleytes Lux, there are protections against spirit creatures.   Even your demon can't enter without our knowledge and permission.  And yes, we know she snuck past the front gate.  We let her. 
 
   "As for you, your sentence is death.  Because you are the son of my daughter, that sentence will be served in the dungeons of Markhato, where you will exist until the Composer ends your part."
 
   Lyric went numb.  
 
   Chab protested loudly. 
 
   "Your majesty, I appreciate your zeal in taking care of this matter but I strongly recommend you let master Fishne and me take Lyric back to the Guild to face our justice."
 
   David Westfall turned a cold look on Chab. 
 
   "Do you have an issue with my decree, Master Singer Chab?"
 
   "No, your majesty, we simply like handling our own messes.  It would be much safer for you and your home if we were to take him with us."
 
   "My order stands, Master Chab.  If your master would like to take issue with it he's welcome to visit anytime."
 
   The icy tone of Westfall's voice was clear.  Chab inclined his head and kept his silence. 
 
   Lyric didn't even notice the men who took him and Cadence from the room, down several flights of stairs into a large room where a group of guards stripped them both down and put them in plain cotton pants and shirts.   
 
   Cadence was not allowed to keep a glove, so her black scar was visible.  It was hard not to stare.  
 
   They were taken to a cell and locked in together with another man.  
 
   "Hello," he greeted them warmly.  "My name is Fugue.  Welcome to the ass end of Markhato."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   28 FUGUE AND CEYLAN
 
    
 
   Lyric examined Fugue.  He looked easy to miss.  They seemed to be the same age, though Fugue was a few inches shorter than Lyric with sandy blonde hair.  He was handsome without being strikingly so, and had a pleasant smile.  Perhaps the strangest thing about him was how comfortable he seemed to be, as if locked in a cell at the bottom of a mountain was no different from lounging on a couch watching football. 
 
   "Lyric." The Singer identified himself. 
 
   Fugue's demeanor changed as he stood up excitedly and approached with hand outstretched.   Pumping Lyric's hand enthusiastically, he said. 
 
   "Damn, son, you're the Demon Singer!  It's an honor," he beamed with delight.  Crow's feet caused Lyric to adjust his estimation of the man's age.  Withdrawing his hand, he eyed Fugue warily. 
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   Fugue looked perplexed. 
 
   "Aren't you the soul singer who tied a demon instead of a Verger?"
 
   "Who are you?" Lyric asked coolly. 
 
   "Qui Fugerit, friends call me Fugue.  Soldier of fortune, swordsman, and cursed with the second sight but no magic of my own.  In fact, magic tends to bounce off me for some reason.  Mostly I hire out as a bodyguard for caravans.  For the last few weeks I've been incarcerated here."  Fugue chatted easily as though they were old friends.  "Not as pleasant as my first stay in Markhato, but a hell of a lot better than mucking out centaur motels.  I just came across the Pacific with a group of zombies looking for work.  Rumor has it, Markhato is looking for cheap labor to reinforce the city against the impending invasion.   Between you and me, I think they're looking for cannon fodder.   Anyway, there was a whole crew of Polynesian undead wanting to get away from the islands-"
 
   "Why did you call me the Demon Singer?"  Lyric cut in, noting in his peripheral vision that Cadence was staring intently at Fugue. 
 
   "Sorry, is it supposed to be a secret?" Fugue smiled easily.  "I hope not, the whole city is abuzz with stories of the Demon Singer, and how he's coming to Markhato to pave the way for Melody and her army.  Between you, me and the rats, half the city wants her to win."
 
   "I suppose you're part of that half?" Lyric said acerbically.
 
   "Not me," Fugue threw his hands up as though to ward off stray accusations.  "I'm part of the crowd who thinks you're one of the good guys.  I heard tell of a troop of goblins that were killed by the Demon Singer out east.  A number of werewolves were killed out in a factory.  He could have killed a whole lot of people in Boston at some kind of school, but forced his demon not to kill anyone.  Rumor has it, one of the Guardians has even fought on his behalf.  The Demon Singer is a hero to a lot of people.  They think you're the one who will stop Melody."
 
   "I never said I was the Demon Singer." Lyric pointed out.  "And if you're one of the good guys why are you in here?"
 
   "I applied to the Milleytes Lux.  The captain who interviewed me said I glow weird and so I'm an unnecessary risk and one that is easily remedied.  So they stuck me here to keep me safely out of the way."
 
   "He's right, you do glow weird."  Acheron's voice caused Lyric to jump involuntarily.  This was hilarious to Acheron.  Fugue smiled.
 
   "You are the Demon Singer!"
 
   "What the hell is a demon singer?  I'm just a Singer."  Lyric said flatly.  Fugue shrugged. 
 
   "Have it your way.  A lot of people are excited about what your arrival in Markhato means.  Truth is I don't know what a demon singer is. But the way your pretty friend showed up just now looked pretty demonic to me."  He leered at Acheron who responded with a wink. "I'd say being the Demon Singer isn't all that bad if that's your demon."
 
   "Um, look around," Lyric gestured to their cell.  "I'm in a real, honest to goodness dungeon in the United States of America in the twenty first century.  I'd say my arrival doesn't mean much, regardless of who you think I am."
 
   Lover, this guy is impossible. 
 
   What do you mean? 
 
   He doesn't glow weird; he's completely invisible to my demon sight. 
 
   That was interesting. 
 
   "Who were you before you were a bodyguard for zombies?"  Lyric asked. 
 
   "Oh, this and that.  I've smelted silver in Peru, fished for mermaids in the Antarctic, trained soldiers in Germany, I even worked in a bank once."
 
   "I'm sorry, did you say you fished for mermaids?"  Lyric frowned.  "Why would you do that?"
 
   "Because I got paid."  Fugue met Lyric's gaze without a flicker of guilt.  "I'm not wealthy enough to have scruples.  I'll do whatever pays to feed myself."
 
   Lyric didn't respond.  He'd met all sorts in his travels and the fact was Fugue was far from the worst he'd encountered. At least he was honest. 
 
   They all turned at the sound of soft footsteps.  Lyric suddenly believed in love at first sight. 
 
   A beautiful young woman stood at the door of the cell with a food-laden tray.  She stopped and frowned as though confused. 
 
   "Aaah, Ceylan my lovely, have you come to spirit me away from it all?"  Fugue asked lightly. 
 
   "I thought you only had two guests, Fugue."
 
   Acheron smoked through the bars to stand beside the girl.  Ceylan jumped back in surprise, almost losing her tray. 
 
   "I'm just visiting, but you're hot.  Wanna party?"  The demoness turned her megawatt smile in the girl and it bounced off ineffectively.
 
   "If you don't belong in there you should probably leave." Ceylan said flatly.  "Hellions don't do too well in Markhato."
 
   "Your wish and all that," Acheron curtsied prettily and smoked out. 
 
   "She's... lovely." Ceylan seemed to struggle with finding a diplomatic descriptive. 
 
   "Yes, she's a whore," Lyric finally spoke; shaking off the stupor the pretty girl's arrival had sent him into.  "Your name is Ceylan?"
 
   "Yes sir," the woman's excellent posture and gracious manner set her apart from what one might typically expect of a jailor.
 
   "Ceylan, no offense but you don’t seem like a prison attendant."
 
   The woman smiled kindly at Lyric and his heart beat harder. 
 
   "I strive to be completely present, wherever I am.  And as your religion has taught me, my place is to serve the Composer.  I accomplish that best by serving others."
 
   "You know of my religion?" The soul singer struggled to keep up his end of the conversation without sounding like a complete idiot. 
 
   "I've been fortunate to be instructed in all major religions and most of the lesser known.  Your own has captured me.  Singer Talbot has taught me much about your beliefs.  It is the only religion I've found where a person's position in the afterlife is secured not by what they do, but in Whom they believe.  It's beautiful, and remarkably freeing. So I've embraced the Song of Creation and serve him with all that is in me."  The raven-haired beauty continued down the hallway to deliver food to other cells. 
 
   Her words made good sense and served to increase the odd aching in his heart at her beauty.  It defied logic.  Both Acheron and Cadence were more pleasing to the eye, but something about this woman instantly resonated deep inside the singer. Two instants changed his life.  The first was his reaction to seeing her and realizing that love at first sight was a real thing. The second instant closely followed the first and was, perhaps, the more important of the two.  It was the instant he realized he would love her with a ferocity that immediately and permanently diminished every other priority in his world. 
 
   Still feeling shocked at the severity of his reaction he looked at Fugue next to him who was watching him closely.  Clapping his hand on Lyric's shoulder, he smiled sympathetically. 
 
   "You too, huh?"
 
   "Who is she?"
 
   "Ceylan Branigan, daughter of King Thomas Branigan and princess of Markhato.  Rumor has it she's only half-human.  Thomas got drunk one night and had an affair with a wild fairy.  Twelve years later Ceylan shows up on the castle doorstep asking to see her father.  Thomas was so smitten with her that he's raised her as his own."
 
   This confusing revelation was interrupted by a tremendous crash.  The dungeon shook and guards went running by. 
 
   Lyric watched Ceylan flee up the hall, his heart threatening to rip in half at her absence.    He knew exactly what was happening.   Meeting Cadence's eyes, she nodded grimly at the Singer.  Acheron swirled into existence between them, smiling happily as she announced. 
 
   "Markhato is under attack."
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   29 WAR
 
    
 
   Lyric focused on their door and sang a short phrase.  The door rattled violently but held.  Acheron laughed. 
 
   "It's time to get over your issues my reluctant Lover, this cell is Singer proofed.  But you're special.  So stop being a pansy and use me.  You're not doing anyone any good in here."
 
   Lyric kept his focus on the door and decided Acheron was right.  Drawing on their tie, Lyric sang the song again and carefully directed the flood of power.  This time the heavy iron door blew out completely and took out a large portion of the facing wall.  Fugue stared at Lyric in amazement, then crowed.
 
   "Ha! You are the Demon Singer! Let's go kill some things!"  With that, he ran out of the door and disappeared into the cloud of dust caused by Lyric's song. 
 
   Lyric and his companions made their way out of the cell and climbed the stairs.  Upon reaching the first landing, they encountered three of the Milleytes Lux.  As one, the soldiers drew their swords.  Before they could attack, Cadence was among them, spinning, kicking and hurting. 
 
   These weren't goblins, mindless brutes or silver sensitive werewolves.  These were members of the legendary Milleytes Lux, the Army of Light, defenders of Markhato.  The unbeaten legion.  Cadence managed to relieve two of them of long knives before they recovered from their surprise.  But recover they did.  Cadence's knives met steel as the soldiers parried her attacks.  The battle was brief and furious, until Lyric managed to shout over the din. 
 
   "We're on your side, you morons!"  The soldiers were distracted long enough for Cadence to dance under their guard, disarm two of them, and lock blades with the third.  "Don't you have invaders to protect the city from?"
 
   The soldiers were unmoved and unresponsive.  The two unarmed men prepared to fight barehanded while the third threw Cadence back and dropped into a guard position. 
 
   Acheron smoked out and reappeared behind them, smacking two heads together and kicking the third in the back, sending him flying into a wall.  All three fell unconscious to the ground. 
 
   Lyric, Acheron and Cadence continued up the stairs.  Approaching the large door at the top of the stairs Lyric reached for the tie, ignored Acheron's exaltation as he tapped into her power and sent it hurtling into the enormous iron barrier.  The door blew out so hard Lyric felt the draft from thirty steps away.  A handful of surprised looking green faces peered down at them from around what remained of the doorframe. 
 
   "Gremlins."  Lyric growled.  The little green bastards shrieked psychotically and launched themselves down the steps at the trio.  Not in the mood, Lyric sang a song from Mistress Holt's book.  From the lyrics of the piece, he assumed it would make them too heavy to move.  He was shocked and more than a little nonplussed, to see them all squish to goo on the stone stairs. 
 
   Acheron laughed through the tie.  Too much juice, Lover, if you don't want them dead you need to reign it in a little. 
 
   Continuing up the steps, they walked gingerly on the wet stone.  Lyric steeled himself against the urge to vomit.  They carried on through the grisly mess and made their way through the hole where the door used to be. 
 
   They found themselves on the lower battlements of Markhato Castle.  A large stone apron lay before them.  To the left a mass of bodies both human and supernatural were locked in close combat.  To the right the way was clear.  Lyric assumed that was the direction they'd need to go to get to the upper levels, but first help was needed here.  
 
   "C'mon, Lover, we gots things to be killin' "
 
   "They're not evil, they're misled.  I don’t want to kill them."
 
   "Um, most of them are plenty evil, believe me.  And misled or not, they intend to kill you and all your friends."
 
   Lyric looked at Cadence who was still holding the knives she’d taken from the soldiers.  The mute bodyguard motioned toward the battle that was edging closer to them.
 
   Shaking his head in frustration Lyric closed his eyes and called to mind another song from Allison Holt.  This one was under the protection category.  As he sang an odd feeling of being immersed in water covered his body.  He was able to breathe fine, so hoping it was working he covered the three of them and leapt into the fray. 
 
   Cadence became a whirling dervish of death as she cut down everything not in the red and black uniforms of the Milleytes Lux.  Acheron jumped in barehanded as usual.  Her beautiful face was smiling and laughing as she tore her enemies in half. 
 
   Lyric looked away from her, not wanting to see the joy on her face caused by all the carnage.  He waded into the melee, shattered the knee of a large goblin brute and confiscated his battle-axe as he fell.  Hefting the large weapon, he felt a pressure against his back and turned to see an elf holding a knife and staring at its bent tip in confusion. Realizing the protection song was working, Lyric brought up the back of the axe and clubbed his attacker into unconsciousness.  
 
   He had no time to ponder the nature of Holt's protection song as he was set on by three more huge goblins.  Refusing to take their lives, Lyric beat them down with the flat side of his axe head and the large ballast ball at the end of the handle. 
 
   To the side, a member of the Milleytes Lux was on his back, fending off the advances of two more elves.  Dropping the axe handle atop his foot, Lyric grabbed both elves by their shirt collars and calling on his demon strength, he hurled them into the goblins surrounding Cadence.  
 
   Kicking his weapon back up into his hand, he looked around for any immediate threats.  The battle had ended for now.  The remaining enemies were dead, unconscious or held captive by the soldiers. The odd sensation of being covered by water suddenly dissipated, leaving him tingling head to toe.  Shaking it off, he leaned down and helped the soldier to his feet. 
 
   "Thank you, sir, may I have your name?"  The older man examined Lyric and his companions closely.
 
   "I'm no one, I'm just trying to help."  Lyric noted that the man was older than he was by quite a bit.
 
   "No offense to you, but a member of the Standard would not travel with 'no one'." The soldier's eyes flicked briefly to Cadence, who was testing the balance of a sword scavenged from the fallen.  "Nevertheless, I will respect your privacy and not press the issue-" he stopped abruptly, his eyes fixed on Lyric's Singer pendant as it swung from his neck while bending down to check the pulse of a fallen elf.  Suddenly he snapped to attention. 
 
   "Colonel Avery, sir, at your service."
 
   Lyric had dealt with the Milleytes Lux in the past and he'd always been mystified at the effect soul singers had on the unbeaten legion.  Lomong had explained once that Singers were more legend than real.  The only thing that could be safely said is that they were extremely deadly and served the Composer to protect the Score of Creation.  Highly trained soldiers like the Milleytes Lux found that worthy of immediate respect.  
 
   "At ease, Colonel, just point me in the right direction."
 
   Avery pointed to the south side of the battlements. 
 
   "Head that way and climb the steps.  Just keep going, the wall corkscrews up the mountain."
 
   Lyric nodded preparing to leave and turned to ask.  
 
   "What did you mean by ‘member of the Standard’?”
 
   “Your companion,” Avery gestured to Cadence.  “I’ve been around a while, Singer.  The only humans I’ve ever seen fight like that are members of the Standard.  Don’t worry, I won’t reveal you to anyone.  The Composer be praised that you are here to help us.  Now if you’ll excuse me, my men need to secure this area and your abilities are better used upstairs.”  The Colonel saluted smartly and turned to his task.
 
   Acheron and Cadence waited with different degrees of patience for Lyric to join them.  Acheron was covered in various colors of blood.  Cadence was disheveled, but none the worse for wear.  Lyric looked away from Acheron, the bliss on her face coupled with the grisly evidence of her recent fight was so far removed from how he’d begun to see her, it was a jarring reminder of her true nature.  He led the way up the southern battlement around the side of the mountain with the city below and to the left.  Looking down to the right he saw the Milleytes Lux in force engaged in combat with the attackers a good distance from the city wall.  He wondered what happened to the West to allow the enemy to breach the defenses but immediately realized it must be Rondeaux’s work.  Lyric needed to get upstairs as fast as possible.  A sudden dark blaze to his left and a wash of heat caused him to turn and see Acheron clean and flawless as the day they met.  It did little to wash his mind of the memory of her covered in blood.
 
   “We need to get upstairs, fast.”  He said.  Acheron shrugged.
 
   “Let’s fly.”
 
   “I can’t fly, Acheron, neither can Cadence.”  The demoness chuckled.
 
   “I wouldn’t put it past her.  Regardless, I’m certain there’s some pretty tune you can come up with that would allow me to carry you.”
 
   Lyric looked at her doubtfully.
 
   “That doesn’t seem like the best idea.  Singer’s limit songs on themselves for good reasons.  Anything I try would be unstable at best, I’d rather not have it crap out a hundred feet in the air.”
 
   Acheron looked above them at the upper battlements.
 
   “That’s where we need to go?”
 
   “At least that far,” Lyric agreed.
 
   “Okay, I have another solution, but you probably won’t like it.”
 
   “Wha-?” Lyric’s attempted question was cut off as Acheron seized him by an arm and leg and hurled him upward like a sack of flour.  He cleared the battlement by twenty feet at least and had just enough time to dread the landing before he crashed to the stone.  Rolling over in pain, he saw the small, lithe figure of Cadence appear over the edge and land a few feet from him.  She managed to land in a roll that propelled her to her feet.  Then Acheron was standing directly above him, a spiked boot on either side of his head as she smiled down at him.
 
   “You suck,” he coughed as he sat up slowly.
 
   “You’re welcome,” the demoness said, bumping a hip against his head as she walked past him toward the soldiers advancing on them with weapons drawn.  Cadence was immediately beside her and they stood shoulder to shoulder between the soldiers and their Singer.
 
   “Stop!”  Lyric shouted, forcing himself to his feet.  “We’re here to help.  Colonel Avery sent us.”
 
   “Hold,” another soldier shouldered his way through the troops.  “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m a soul singer, I’m here to aid in the defense of Markhato against Melody and Rondeaux.”
 
   “ ‘Bout damn time,” the man looked at Lyric’s pendant but didn’t show the immediate respect Avery had.  “Please don’t tell me you’re all they sent, what are you twelve?  Where are the rest of you?  Why haven’t you answered our calls?  And who the hell is Rondeaux?”
 
   “I’m straight out of the field, sir, I can’t speak for my Guild but I’m here.  Rondeaux is the threat.  Melody’s attack on the east is a diversion, Rondeaux has more than a million soldiers mustered and attacking from the West.  Where do you want me, sir?”
 
   “Easy on the attitude, boy.  My name is General Brad Tagshout.”  The older man rubbed his jaw, “more than a million, huh?  Why haven’t we seen them then?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Lyric said wearily, “but I assure you they’re there.  Avery has already engaged them on the lower battlements.  We just came from assisting him.” 
 
   “None of you look too awful, for having just survived a battle with over a million men.”
 
   Lyric’s patience was evaporating rapidly.  Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to ignore the man’s needling.
 
   “Hope you fare as well, sir.  Since you seem to have everything under control I’ll bid you good luck.”  Lyric turned to walk away, deciding he’d head for the West side and do what he could there.  A rough hand fell heavily on his shoulder and the general whipped him back around, livid.  Lyric grabbed the man’s wrist as Tagshout tried to grasp the front of his shirt.  Slowly he began to squeeze, looking the man in the eye.  “I am more than you can handle, general.  I will give my life to save this city, but I will not do it under your command.”  He could feel the bones bending under his grip.  To his credit, Tagshout didn’t even whimper.  “I’m going to the West side of the battlements to engage the enemy and do what I’ve been trained to do.  You can step out of my way or be thrown out of my way.”  Lyric stopped tightening, but held the general’s wrist fast.  The older man tried pulling away but had no chance against Lyric’s demon-augmented strength.  “I suggest you maintain what dignity you can, sir, and simply allow me to pass.”  Lyric released his wrist.  Tagshout stood staring at him, shaking in rage.  Lyric saw it coming well before it arrived.  Catching the general’s other fist as the man tried to punch him he clipped him under the jaw with his own fist and watched the man crumple.  The soldier’s who’d been watching warily prepared to rush Lyric but the Singer yanked his pendant from his neck and held it up for them to see.
 
   “I’m here to help you!” he shouted so they could all hear.  “You might be tempted to avenge your general’s honor, but don’t.  He’s an asshole.  You obviously know what this is, which means you have some idea of who and what I am.  Would you rather have me fighting for you or against you?”
 
   The soldiers made a path and Lyric and his companions passed unmolested.  Turning back, he caught the arm of one of the soldiers and pulled him close.
 
   “Markhato is being attacked from both the east and the west.  The general did not seem to be aware of that, but I promise you it’s happening.  Tell whoever you need to tell so that the enemy doesn’t come strolling in the back while you’re covering the front.”  The soldier nodded and took off at a run.
 
   Lyric, Cadence and Acheron made their way back around the west side of the mountain and looked out at nothing but thousands and thousands of trees.  
 
   “Acheron?”
 
   “I’ll go look.”
 
   Acheron smoked out and Cadence and Lyric stood watch.  A few minutes passed and Acheron reappeared.
 
   “They’re out there.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “No idea, but they’re using the same demon-proofing as in the valley and it goes for miles.  But here's the best part,” Lyric met Acheron's eyes.  "It's moving toward us."
 
   The sound of booted feet running turned them to see a contingent of grim faced soldiers heading for them.  Stopping ten yards short if the two the front man saluted and shouted.
 
   “General Noale Sabre, requesting permission to approach.”
 
   Lyric nodded curtly, watching the older man approach. 
 
   “Permission to speak freely, sir.”  The general continued shouting even though he was three feet away.
 
   “Granted.”
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing, boy?”
 
   “Saving Markhato.”
 
   “Not good enough.  You are Lyric of the Soul Singers Guild.  Better known around here as the Demon Singer.  Less than an hour ago, you were a prisoner in the dungeons below.  You have killed several of the enemy, but also injured several of our men.  Your loyalties are in question, as you’ve been declared fallen by your own Guild.  A Guild that we have been out of contact with for two days now.  We have a full frontal assault occurring on our eastern side and no evidence of any activity here in the west.  All the evidence points to you being full of shit.”  The general paused, looking for a reaction.  Lyric continued to stare at him impassively.  “Rumor also has it that you are the son of the Emerald Light of Markhato.”  Lyric’s jaw clenched at mention of his mother, whose fate was still a question mark to him.  Sabre’s tone softened.  “I knew Emma before she ran away with that asshole, Niq.  I can’t imagine for a second any son of hers being a traitor.  So please, give me something to believe.”
 
   “SIR!!”
 
   They all turned to see a soldier pointing at the secondary battlements.  Appearing out of thin air, wave upon wave of humans, goblins, vampires, elves, trolls, ogres and sundry other creatures overwhelmed Avery's men in seconds and swarmed over and along the walls making their way unchallenged to the foot of the primary battlements.
 
   "How's that?" Acheron asked. 
 
   General Sabre assessed the situation and began barking orders, sending runners for reinforcements and setting his remaining soldiers to defend their position he turned back to Lyric. 
 
   "I'm convinced.  Do your thing Demon Singer."
 
   "Don't call me that," Lyric muttered quietly as he approached the edge.  Looking at the ceaseless torrent of attackers appearing on the secondary battlements he asked Acheron.  "You said you can punch a hole in that barrier?"  The demoness nodded.  "Let's start with that."
 
   "Sing me a song, Lover, I'll need some juice."
 
   Lyric considered what might be effective and quickly settled on a song of strength, sending it through the tie.  Acheron's eyes blazed with an unholy light and she threw both hands out toward the barrier.  Violet tinged black fire flew from her hands to smash into the invisible curtain.  An odd bowing occurred where the fire struck as though it was pushing into a huge balloon.  The barrier held and Acheron's eyes narrowed.  Lyric was watching the demoness, and could almost see the effort she put in even though it was all in their tie.  He could feel the power of his song surging into the demoness as Acheron drilled into the barrier with her demon fire.  Their efforts were rewarded with a teeth-rattling boom as the barrier split wide and disappeared.  Suddenly the large siege platforms set up against the secondary battlements were in plain view.  The flood of attackers no longer appeared from thin air, instead now they clambered up the siege towers.  
 
   Lyric saw with dismay that the enemy stretched as far as the eye could see.  The enormous number of attackers already on the wall was just the tip of the iceberg. 
 
   Calling to mind the flattening song from earlier Lyric directed it at the siege towers and watched as they crumpled, taking enemy soldiers with them. 
 
   The general grunted approval and gestured to the enemy troops who'd already made it over and were advancing like a well-armed flood. 
 
   "Can you do that to them?"
 
   Lyric shook his head.
 
   "It's too general, I'd kill your men as well. Beside, every time I sing a song it loses its potency.  I need to come up with something else."
 
   "Well, make it snappy, help isn't likely to arrive before they do."  He pointed to the base of the wall they stood atop and Lyric saw elves and gremlins already scaling the stones.  "And what you see here is all I have.  There is no one protecting the several miles of wall in either direction."
 
   Lyric regarded the advancing soldiers with the fanatical gleam in their eyes.  This was going to be a blood bath.  These creatures under Rondeaux's thrall wouldn't give up.  The Milleytes Lux wouldn't show mercy and apparently, the Soul Singers Guild was not coming to help. 
 
   "Do something Singer!" Sabre shouted, joining his men in knocking elves and gremlins off the wall as more and more of the enemy came on. 
 
   Stillness settled over Lyric.  He backed away from the heat of the battle and took an appropriate stance.  Acheron whirled around to face him as she felt his intention through the tie.  A beautiful smile lit her face as she nodded in anticipation.
 
   “Dig deep, son.”  Lomong spoke those words to Lyric immediately before his casting.  He’d been secretly terrified that he would prove inadequate to the task.  The words of his teacher and mentor echoed in his head.  Ignoring the chaos surrounding him Lyric began to sing his battle song.
 
   The moment his mouth opened the power began to flow.  Usually Lyric drew power from Acheron, but this time he fed it to her.  This was the strength of the soul singer.  They could take power from their Verger or they could give it to them.   No one since the Soul Singers Guild had been founded even approached the raw power in Lyrical Sound of the Evening’s Soul Song.  A Singer’s soul song consists of many variations, and even multiple themes.  Lyric’s battle song was fierce on its own and had already made him a legend in the Guild, even among the Masters.  Now he would join the force of his battle song with the power of one of hell’s mightiest demons.  The combined strength of Singer and Verger is said to be able to shake the hills.  Lyric intended to shake the mountain.
 
    
 
   Acheron smoked out, but not entirely.  A form of her, translucent, lovely, and incredibly deadly hurtled along the battlements, seeking the enemy and killing them.  There was no pausing, no second-guessing, no mercy, just death delivered in a cloud of black and the scent of lilacs.  Lyric’s eyes remained closed as he focused on guiding Acheron with his will and putting the proper amount of respect back into the enemy.  As they sped along the wall, every enemy they encountered was sent flying through the air, all the way back over the secondary battlements to crash among their comrades seeking to scale the barrier.  
 
    
 
   In a matter of minutes, one side of the battlements had been cleared.  Lyric turned them around, raced back to his body, and passed it to repeat the process on the other side.  He saw Cadence was standing with her back against him, guarding him from all sides.  
 
    
 
   It was odd; as they passed his body he was able to hear his voice with Acheron’s ears.  It was eerie.  He’d never heard a song like the one he was singing.  He didn’t even recognize it.  A part of him was troubled by this, but Acheron shouted it down.
 
    
 
   NO!  Focus!  Don’t lose control!!
 
    
 
   She was right.  He shoved the niggling doubt aside and ignored the screech of the discord in their tie.  Focus.  They cleaned out the other side of the battlements as they had the first.  Lyric knew that some of the enemy had made their way upward already, but was confident the Milleytes Lux would be able to handle them.  He had a point to make.  Flying with Acheron over the gap between the battlements, they hovered above the enemy still trying to climb the wall.  Lyric looked with demon eyes at the sprawling mass of life below him.  He was amazed at the wide variety of supernatural glows he could see.  Time for a message.
 
    
 
   “Stop!”  His voice thundered across the foot of the mountain for miles in each direction so that every living thing could hear him.  “You serve a false goddess who has sent you on a suicide mission that serves no purpose other than your pointless deaths.  You lay siege to the city of Light, the place of peace that serves the Composer of the Score of Creation.  Wake up from the stupor and stop this attack or the wrath of the guardians of this city will fall upon you.”
 
    
 
   Angry shouts and hurled weapons greeted his words.  Not surprised, Lyric grimly steeled himself for what was to come.
 
    
 
   Laying hold of the tie, he drew and drew and drew on it, to the point he could feel Acheron becoming alarmed.  But he was in control and knew exactly what he was doing.  May the Voice forgive me.
 
    
 
   Blinding heat and light that was completely inside him and Acheron, feeding itself and growing threatened to break free.  Aiming carefully he let it.
 
   * * *
 
   Rondeaux had heard the voice in the sky.  He was unconcerned as his Goddess was more than able to handle invisible voices.  He remained unconcerned until he saw an enormous purple and black ball of fire descend on his troops three miles away.  
 
    
 
   His control over the minds of his soldiers demanded a return.  He could make them do as he pleased all the way to their deaths, but each death caused him pain.  Something had raked across his forces and rendered so many of them dead so quickly it caused him to gasp and he was forced to sit down, holding his head for fear of it splitting apart.
 
    
 
   Though he recovered quickly, he was still reeling from the blow when this fireball made a crater a half mile wide in the middle of his troops.  The shock from all those deaths at once knocked him completely out.
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric opened his eyes.  His voice was tired, his body was tired and his heart was tired.  Acheron appeared beside him and slid down the wall at the same time he did.
 
    
 
   “Why,” he croaked, “am I so tired?”
 
    
 
   The demoness was panting, and covered in sweat.  
 
    
 
   “You are a nuke in a world of pea shooters, Lover.”  She reminded him with a smile.  “Now everyone else knows it too.  Problem is, our power isn’t limitless and you gave an awful lot of yourself before you began to draw so heavy on me.  Basically, we need a big dinner and a nap.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think they’ll leave?”  He turned his head to look at Cadence who slid down the wall on his other side.
 
    
 
   She shrugged and tapped her temple.
 
    
 
   “It depends on if Rondeaux still has control?”  He guessed.  She nodded.
 
    
 
   “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”
 
    
 
   “Singer!”  General Sabre was striding toward Lyric.  The soul singer got wearily to his feet and put out a hand to help Cadence, which to his surprise she accepted.  He looked at her closely and saw she looked haggard.
 
    
 
   “Are you wounded?”  He asked in alarm.  She smiled slightly and shook her head, gesturing for him to pay attention to the general.  Unwillingly, Lyric turned to Sabre.  “What can I do for you, general?”
 
    
 
   “Seems like you’ve already done it,” the man replied with something close to a smile.  “Your presence has been requested in the war room.  I have a large contingent of the Milleytes Lux heading over here to defend the western walls.”
 
    
 
   Lyric nodded wearily, and followed a soldier to the war room.  Hoping this meeting would go better than the last one.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   30 ALOFTH HING’ED THEW
 
    
 
    “Master Singer, Lyric.  We owe you a debt of gratitude.  Had you not intervened things could have gone very badly for Markhato.”  The black bearded king greeted him with far more cheer than was reasonable.
 
   “Your highness flatters me with a title I have not earned, sir.”  Lyric sat without waiting to be invited.  “I’m simply a soul singer who’s completed his seventh measure and is training for the eighth.  I am not the equal of Master’s Fishne and Chab.”
 
    
 
   Combover frowned at the mention of their names.
 
    
 
   “Those two worthy gentlemen have taken their leave, ostensibly to secure support from your Guild in our time of need.  No one has heard nor seen from anyone from the Singer’s Guild since they left.”
 
    
 
   Lyric wondered what was going on at the Guild.
 
    
 
   “Lyric,” his grandfather spoke and Lyric heard the echo of his mother’s voice.  “We want to thank you for what you’ve done to protect our city.  I don’t know the details of what has occurred between you and your Guild but we have reached the conclusion that while you may not meet their standards, you’ve more than exceeded ours.”
 
    
 
   Lyric flushed, not certain how to feel.  Loyalty to his Guild was so firmly ingrained in him he couldn’t ignore the slight in the man’s voice.  On the other hand, this was the father of his beloved mother, and so must deserve his respect if for no other reason than that.
 
    
 
   He was spared the pressure of answering by the arrival of an out of breath messenger.  The King’s all looked displeased and the enormous butler was preparing to remove the man but he blurted out.
 
    
 
   “General Sabre sent me, sir, he says the Milleytes Lux cannot hold the city!  Monsters are approaching from the east and there are more soldiers than trees in the west.  He says…”  the messenger paused and blushed furiously. “General Sabre says: ‘If the Singer doesn’t get his ass to the wall and do something we’ll all be able to discuss how the situation might have been handled differently while we’re roasting on spits in hell.’ - Sirs.”
 
    
 
   Lyric didn’t wait to hear what the Kings decided, he made his way from the war room with Cadence on his heels and Acheron somewhere ahead.  They burst out of the top tower of the palace where the rotunda allowed them a view of the eastern face of the mountain.  
 
    
 
   “What the hell are those?” he asked, ignoring the arrival of the Kings and various advisors behind them.  
 
    
 
   “Experiments.”  Acheron replied.  “Someone’s been playing and I’d guess it’s the same innovative genius that put together your crocodile-woman.”
 
    
 
   They looked down on giants.  The longer Lyric stared at them the more he understood the horror of what he was seeing.  Whoever created these monsters had combined the size and tusks of enormous elephants with the general shape of men.  The result was twenty-foot behemoths that were bearing down on the city in strides at least fifteen feet in length.  There were easily a hundred of them and Lyric didn't think the walls of the city would pose much of a challenge to them. 
 
    
 
   Looking to Acheron he asked,
 
    
 
   "Alofth Hing’ed Thew?"
 
    
 
   Acheron grabbed Lyric by the back of the head and kissed him.  
 
    
 
   "Don't die, Lover."  She winked at Cadence and smoked out. 
 
    
 
   Lyric watched the approaching monstrosities and saw the first one fall. One of his legs was suddenly detached and crashing into the next one's face.  Turning to the kings and servants he smiled wryly at their gaping expressions. 
 
    
 
   "I guarantee there's more than what you see out there coming.  Acheron will give them pause and allow your soldiers an opportunity to prepare a defense for this side of Markhato."  Addressing the messenger he said, "take us to the west side the quickest way you know."
 
    
 
   The young man bowed to the kings before sprinting out the door.  Lyric ignored them entirely as he followed. 
 
   * * *
 
   "Sir, you should rest.  You're exhausted and obviously suffering."  Rondeaux's salacious assistant looked at her general with worry.  Rondeaux smiled at Janessa.  He'd always liked her.  She was efficient, hard working and completely loyal.  Truth be told, she could be a bit melancholy at times, but everyone had their quirks.  He'd rescued ‘Nessa a few years ago from some of his men who thought it fitting that a man in uniform use a helpless woman for sport.  He'd had each of them and their bunkmates executed that day and hired her as his assistant that evening.
 
    
 
   Never once had Rondeaux had to use his gift on ‘Nessa. His entire inner circle had pledged their lives to him and he didn't use his gift on any of them.  He’d begun the mind controlled drafting of soldiers at the behest of his goddess.  He’d never felt the need to force loyalty before.  He feared he was being impious for thinking it, but he felt like it was an abuse of power.  He knew the cost would be heavy, by investing himself into so many others, human and nonhuman alike, but no cost was too great for the glory of Goddess Melody.  Pulling himself back from his musings, he focused on Janessa.
 
    
 
   “I will be fine, Miss Sery.  Please send the word out to the troops, I’ll be addressing them shortly.”
 
    
 
   Janessa Seri looked helplessly at the love of her life and nodded her acquiescence, quietly leaving the tent.
 
    
 
   Rondeaux drank his coffee, so hot it burned all the way to his stomach.  He was taking longer than usual to recover from the blast he took at the death of his men.  Not too surprising, considering the number he lost.  Rising stiffly to his feet, he straightened his spine and forced a genuine looking smile across his face.  It was time to brace his soldiers against an unknown and suddenly fearsome enemy.  Though they’d been warned of the violence and death they would face in service to their goddess, the vast majority of them had never seen war on any real level.  The "soldier on" speech would be good.  They still had the numbers.  They still had the dream.  They had the strength of believing in their cause.  Above all, they had the assurance of Goddess Melody that the war belonged to them.  Confident, poised, unstoppable, that's the kind of leader they needed now.  Time to deliver. 
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence touched Lyric's arm and directed his attention to the trees of to their left.  Since Acheron blew up their hiding place, the enemy didn't bother trying to mask their movements.   The front rows of trees remained intact, while acres behind them fell in a matter of hours. 
 
    
 
   "Weapons, machines, tools, whatever they need, they're taking and making."  Sabre stood on Lyric's other side, elbows resting on the stone.  “Any decent military force will be able to make siege machines and weapons from natural resources.  Which just makes them more of a pain in the ass when they reach our walls.”  Lyric pointed to the commotion in their left Cadence had noticed.  Sabre nodded.  "Bastards are scouting weak spots.  No worries, my men already have them covered."
 
    
 
   As if on cue, there was a distant twang and the movement stopped.  One of the culprits stumbled out of the trees, sprouting an arrow from his chest.  Another twang sounded and a handful of arrows joined the first.  The man fell and didn't get back up. 
 
    
 
   “Acheron is slowing down the elephant men on the east side, but she’s exhausted.  She won’t be able to handle all of them alone.  I’m not as strong without her and Cadence and I are both spent from the first fight.  Tell me about your men.”
 
    
 
   “They will fight to the end, but the Milleytes Lux has never stood against a million enemies.  At full capacity with the support of this city’s three soul singers, I’d be less than optimistic.  As it is, we lost one of our brightest commanders in that surprise attack along with his entire command.  That’s a blow to morale as well as numbers.  And no offense, we all saw what you did, but you’re only one singer. Besides, the secret is out that you’re the Demon Singer.  A handful of my men are okay with that, the rest think you belong on the other side of the battle line.”
 
    
 
   “And what about you, General Sabre?  Where do you think I should stand?”  Lyric asked flatly.
 
    
 
   “Don’t get your panties in a twist over me, boy.  I think you’re young and probably a bit crazy.  But this war would be over already if it weren’t for you.  I don’t know about the whole demon thing, but I don’t much care.  As long as you’re not against me, I figure you’re for me.”
 
    
 
   Lyric nodded.
 
    
 
   “You’re not wrong.  I am a bit crazy.  Cadence,” he turned to his protector.  “I’d like to do something stupid, care to join me?”  Cadence drew her knives and gestured for him to lead the way.  “General, warn your men.  The fighting may begin soon and if it does, it will be fierce.”  Turning with Cadence, he ran to the edge of the battlements and jumped.
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron was pacing herself, not killing the elephant men outright, but crippling them as fast as possible.  She was picking up a familiar scent and it did not make her happy.  It also meant she needed to keep some strength in reserve.  She found it interesting that the creatures she was ripping apart screamed much higher than she would have expected.  She supposed Lyric would be appalled if he saw what she was doing to what were once human beings, but all’s fair…
 
    
 
   Suddenly the demoness was flying through the air, but not in a direction she’d intended.  A large gaping wound in her side was causing her physical body some discomfort.  She’d heal of course, but healing took time and energy.  Something stopped her sideways motion and she realized it was a hand.  A very large hand.  A hand that began squeezing.  She tried smoking out and discovered she couldn’t.  The hand continued to tighten and the elephant man who’d caught her was bringing her face awfully close to a pointy tusk.  Yanking a hand free she ignored the spasm from the hole in her side and grabbed the end of the tusk.  This bastard was even bigger than the others.  Looking over her shoulder, she saw a handful of the elephant men had already passed by and were approaching the city wall.  Oh well, she’d done what she could.  Turning her attention back to survival the demoness called on her waning strength and snapped three feet off the end of the tusk.  The hand continued to squeeze and none of her magic was working.  She tried flaring her demon fire but it wasn’t nearly as potent as usual and the pain in her side was hurting something awful.  What the hell was going on?  Focusing her strength, she drove the tusk into the hand.  A high-pitched shriek greeted her strike and the hand opened far enough for her to jump out and fall heavily to the ground.  She immediately tried to smoke out, but it didn't work.  
 
    
 
   This is just annoying.   She thought as she twirled to her feet.  The giant was trying to step on her.  Idiot.  She side stepped the clumsy crushing foot and ripped off his big toe.  The same high-pitched scream came from this monster over its mutilated foot.  The elephant man came crashing down to one knee, Acheron took advantage of this posture to run up the creature's other leg and leap at its face.  She shot wide on purpose, digging a hand into the outside corner of his left eye, grasping the edge of his eye socket.  Allowing momentum to swing her body in a tight circle around the back of his head, she dug her boot heels into his back, exerted tremendous force and heard a satisfyingly wet popping sound as she snapped the elephant man's neck.  
 
    
 
   The huge beast seemed to fall forever as the demoness rode him into the dirt.  She tried to roll gracefully off as the body landed and ended up skidding in a heap as exhaustion and her wound treated her poorly. 
 
    
 
   Exploring her corporeal form she realized the power Lyric sucked out of her earlier had a far more significant impact on her than she'd thought.  She needed rest and time to heal.  She winced as she touched the hole in her side and summoned a brief and small burst of flame to cauterize the wound. 
 
    
 
   Another shriek sounded close and startled her into a sitting position before she realized it had come from her. 
 
    
 
   A quiet footfall reached her ear.  Looking behind her, she saw Logi Condeve standing silently, bearing her brand on his cheek and a black eye patch.  She chuckled. 
 
    
 
   "Good timing, Logi.  I'm going to need some juice."  The fairy stepped closer and stared impassively at her with his good eye.  "The good news is, because you're a fairy, odds are you'll survive.  The bad news is this kiss is going to suck unlike anything you've experienced."  The enslaved fairy dropped heavily to his knees at her side and sighed wearily. 
 
    
 
   Acheron pulled him close and pressed her mouth against his.  Immediately she sensed his desire spike even though he must know what was coming.  She grinned and began relentlessly sucking out his life force.  The agony of having your spirit ripped from you in small pieces is a unique and horrifying experience.  Every human she'd done it to died in the process.  Fairies were made entirely of spirit.  They formed corporeal bodies by pulling together air and fragrance to a solid form.  They were also delicious.  Acheron enjoyed Logi's torment as she fed to restore some of her strength. 
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   31 SURPRISE
 
    
 
   Lyric sang a brief phrase that allowed Cadence and him to land lightly on their feet a few hundred feet from the tree line.  He strode confidently and openly toward the trees. He wanted them to see him coming.  He wanted them to see he was unafraid and completely in control. 
 
   Listening closely to the song of creation he hummed along with it, developing a variation on a familiar theme he'd concocted after his experience in the diner.  As before, anyone who approached was repelled violently, but his rewrite also caused any deadly missiles hurled at them to turn into brightly colored Gerber daisies.  He kept the Song low key, saving his voice and strength for what may lie ahead.  
 
    
 
   It took little time for the enemy to see their efforts to kill or even slow the Singer and his companion to be pointless.  Before long, Lyric and Cadence were striding into the enemy camp, completely surrounded, but unmolested.  Without hesitation, he headed for a small simple black tent.  Rondeaux was standing in front of it, muscular arms crossed comfortably. 
 
    
 
   "A pleasure to see you again, Mr. something.  And Cadence," his eyes flashed with a hungry gleam as he regarded Lyric's silent protector, "you didn't say goodbye."
 
    
 
   Cadence smiled as she flipped him off.  Rondeaux didn't even blink as he turned his attention back to the Singer. 
 
    
 
   "General Rondeaux, I'm here to offer you an opportunity to surrender and save innocent lives."  Lyric paid close attention to the sounds around him as he spoke.  Something was off.  There was a sourness in the air that had become all too familiar.   
 
    
 
   Rondeaux cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    
 
   "How generous.  I appreciate the offer but must respectfully decline.  I'm here to accomplish a purpose and see no reason to adjust my course.  I'm certain you agree."
 
    
 
   Lyric had been preparing himself since Acheron brought him out of Rondeaux's thrall the last time.  He'd begun fashioning an experimental shield to protect him from Rondeaux's influence.  He sang it into being and strengthened it daily, striving to make it self-sustaining.  It didn't last long, but he'd managed to build its lifetime to an hour after he stopped singing.  He started the Song when he leapt from the wall.  After his walk into the enemy camp, he had about forty-five minutes left.  He was grateful because the Keylac's wine didn't seem to be very effective.  He could feel Rondeaux pushing on his shield.  He smiled at the general. 
 
    
 
   "I was impressed by a sense of decency I picked up from you when we met the first time, General.  Why the thirst for blood and senseless death?  You can't win, you must know that."
 
    
 
   A brief frown flashed across Rondeaux's face.  It appeared he could sense Lyric's resistance to his thrall. 
 
    
 
   "Sir, I've been a soldier since I was a boy.  I've discovered that when one man tells another that he can't win, often he's speaking aloud his own fears.  Allow me to make you a counter offer.  Surrender to me now and I will see to it your kings are treated with respect, and your people left unmolested."
 
    
 
   Lyric smiled slightly as he felt the pressure on his shield increase.  You wouldn't know it to look at him, but Rondeaux was sweating. 
 
    
 
   The Singer began to reply, but froze as the sour feeling in the air intensified.  Mentally scrambling to prepare for what he feared was to come he focused on Rondeaux.  The general's face exhibited something akin to concern.  He seemed about to speak again when Lyric finally responded. 
 
    
 
   "I must respectfully decline.  I have a purpose as well, and it goes beyond petty politics or crazy zealots.  If you refuse to surrender, I see no reason to continue this conversation.  I'll see you in battle."
 
    
 
   "I'll look for you," Rondeaux smiled. 
 
    
 
   Lyric nodded and turned to make his way out of the camp.  The sourness intensified as he neared the edge of the encampment.  Several yards ahead, he saw a shimmer in the air.  As soon as he noticed it, the shimmer split apart and Keith Normvy stepped out of it with his enormous yellow troll. 
 
   * * *
 
   "Let's kill him, sir, now while he's not expecting it."
 
    
 
   Rondeaux's lieutenant exhibited the excitement of youth and the dignity of a slug. 
 
    
 
   "Mr. Lot, we don't attack our enemy's backs like cowards.  We face them as men, giving them the opportunity to defend themselves.  Let the Singer pass, and pray the goddess shows us favor when we face him in honorable combat."
 
    
 
   Connor Lot shut his mouth, seething at the missed opportunity.  Skulking away, he beckoned to some of his men. 
 
   * * *
 
   "Master Normvy, what an unexpected surprise."
 
    
 
   The older man glowered at Lyric, waiting for him to approach.  Lyric stopped within a few feet of Normvy and prepared himself.  
 
    
 
   "Your demon can't save you from me, boy."  Stepping closer to Lyric, he jabbed a finger in the younger singer's chest.  "Prepare for your final lesson."
 
    
 
   "The demoness Acheron isn't here, Master.  I fear I must face you alone."  Lyric's concentration was broken by Cadence punching his shoulder.  His volunteer bodyguard stepped around him and placed herself between him and Normvy and his troll. 
 
   "Allowing a woman to fight your battles for you, Lyric?"  Normvy jeered.  "I've never taken you for a coward."
 
    
 
   A flash of steel and Cadence was on the attack.   Unfortunately, Normvy was absent.  Lyric looked around for the telltale shimmer, cursing himself for forgetting the man favored misdirection in battle. 
 
    
 
   The huge yellow troll moved much faster than he should have, and engaged Cadence in his Singer's place.  The small woman dodged its blows easily and sliced at it with her knives.  The brute showed no sign it even felt the gashes she opened on its yellow skin.  It relentlessly pressed forward, seeking to crush her.  Lyric couldn't help feeling nervous for his companion, but there was a homicidal Master Singer nearby who demanded his attention. 
 
    
 
   Lyric closed his eyes, listening to creation, trying to discern Normvy's whereabouts.  The sourness intensified to his left and he opened his eyes just in time to see several fire bolts flying straight at his face.  With no time to counter he simply allowed his knees to buckle and the bolts passed over his head.  The smell of burnt hair told him how close he came to dying. 
 
    
 
   Rolling to his feet, Lyric assumed his attack posture and flew into the choreographed movements drilled into him by Master Storn.  His body locked into the rhythm of the song already on his lips, he went on the offense and sang a fire song.  Huge gouts of flame leapt from his hands and feet, covering the area from which Normvy had struck.  The Master Singer stepped out of the inferno unharmed, a wicked smile on his face. 
 
    
 
   "Foolish to fight fire with fire boy."
 
    
 
   Normvy began singing quietly and Lyric felt the sourness return. All at once, he realized what it was and hope blossomed inside of him.  His mind raced as he carefully wove his song into the music of Creation.  Satisfied his foundation was secure, he shouted to Normvy. 
 
    
 
   "You're out of tune with the Score Keith!"   The older man shrugged his indifference and kept singing, building up his attack.  "Which means I can do this!"
 
    
 
   Lyric sang out a brief credenza and a large hole opened beneath Normvy's feet.  Gravity shoved him in the hole and Lyric released his will, allowing the ground to close back up around Normvy. 
 
    
 
   Lyric stopped abruptly, not quite able to believe it was over so soon, nor so easily.  He stared at the patch of earth, waiting for his former instructor to reappear.  
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   Still uneasy, but unable to sense the sourness of Normvy's song, he turned his attention to Cadence.  The troll was gone, his protector had a slight limp, but otherwise appeared unharmed.   She waited for him at the edge of the trees, her eyes locked on the group of men from Rondeaux's camp who had been attracted to the brief fight.  
 
    
 
   Lyric turned his attention on the spectators and faced them squarely.  Something in his expression must have hinted at what might happen if they were foolish enough to attack.  Quickly they dispersed and Lyric turned to walk with Cadence back to the castle. 
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron left Logi Condeve in a crumpled heap, shuddering in agony and bliss.  She had restored a lot of strength and healed fairly well, but still felt weak and sore.  She needed to get back to Lyric. The familiar scent returned and Acheron tensed. 
 
    
 
   "Hello little sister." Lisian spoke from behind her. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   32 REVELATION
 
    
 
   "Lisian, come to surrender?" Acheron asked lightly. 
 
   "No sweetie, I've come to give you an opportunity.  Help me kill your Singer and I'll break your tie so you aren't dragged to Judgment."  Lisian offered a hand to her sister.  Acheron accepted the help up and hugged Lisian. 
 
   "I'd love to, but I actually have a different plan.  I'd take you with me but I don't think you're really cut out for it.  Give my regards to Trytohn though."
 
   "Acheron, I will soon be the queen of hell. Trytohn will be no threat to any of us anymore when I'm done."  Acheron's shock must have showed because Lisian laughed. "I have plans too, little sister, and you can be part of them."
 
   "Lisian, all of us together cannot stand against Trytohn."
 
   "I can," Lisian's confidence was unnerving. "I'm offering you the opportunity."
 
   "I respectfully decline," Acheron stretched and cracked her neck preparing for the fight to come. Lisian smiled. 
 
   "Not today dear, I have somewhere to be. We'll have our moment later." Lisian smoked out. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric, Cadence and Acheron sat together in Lyric's room.  The Milleytes Lux was deployed in full force repelling the invaders.  Lyric knew it was a numbers game.  Eventually the unbeaten legion would grow tired and slip up.  He was determined to be ready to step into the gap. 
 
   "It's time to dig in, Acheron.  All of my training and battle experience over the last few years have barely gotten me through the last few weeks.  And if it wasn't for you and Cadence, I'd be dead anyway.  I need to learn the eighth measure."
 
   Acheron didn't react as he spoke.  He waited patiently, trying to make sense of the signals coming from their tie. There was the normal mix of rage and lust and hatred, but the current of sadness that was normally muted now overpowered everything else.  Finally, the demoness turned to face him, her perfect features revealing none of the torrent of emotion he felt surging inside. 
 
   "Yes, my Lover, the time is now.  Give me the book."
 
   Lyric handed her the book of the eighth measure that he'd examined fruitlessly at length.  Cadence quietly left the room. 
 
   Opening it, Acheron began reading, a single finger tapping out a steady beat. Lyric easily discerned the time signature as twelve eight.  He waited patiently, wondering how an entire book amounted to a single measure.  On the other hand, it had taken him months to learn the seventh measure. 
 
   Eventually Acheron closed the book and looked sadly at Lyric.  Without comment she opened her mouth and sang a simple melody on a neutral syllable.
 
   The soul singer blinked in confusion. 
 
   "That can't be it."  He protested.  Acheron shrugged. 
 
   "The eighth measure is different for each Singer.  That one is yours."  She paused, then spoke again, choosing her words carefully.  "The power we've toyed with so far should give you an idea of what is possible for us.  That power flowing through this measure and into your soul song will unlock everything we can do.  It will also reveal to you secrets that I'm unable to speak of."  Lyric's heart began pounding as the demoness' eyes welled up with genuine tears.  The flood of sorrow coming from their tie took his breath away.  He felt physically sick at the overwhelming emotion.  Acheron continued.  "You will learn and experience things you should never have to know.  And I can't tell you how sorry I am for that."
 
   Lyric didn't know how to respond to Acheron's words so he sat in silence considering the best way to proceed.  The demoness spoke again, her voice steady and strong.  
 
   "You are ready for this, Lyric, you proved that on the battlements.  You had complete control over me, the only thing you lacked was the measure."  The sadness coming across their tie mellowed a bit, tempered by a quiet calm and sense of resignation. "When you're ready, sing the measure and then your discernment song.  Time will likely slow down for you, but the whole process won't take more than a few minutes.  The understanding of it will take considerably longer."
 
   Lyric paused to pray for strength and guidance then sang the melody Acheron demonstrated.  Immediately the discord he'd become familiar with turned into a shriek that felt like it was ripping apart his head.  The spot in his stomach that he associated with the tie burned as though he'd been stabbed by a fire poker.  Brain reeling and nerve endings screaming Lyric noticed the ceiling had been painted a lovely shade of green before his senses shut down and he lapsed into unconsciousness. 
 
    
 
   Lyric came to lying on the couch of his room.  Not sure which hurt more, his head or his stomach, he sat up gingerly.  Acheron sat in the easy chair nearby watching him with a closed off expression.  He accessed the tie and immediately felt the burning again.  He shut down, but not before a whimper of pain reached his ears.  Looking around he saw Cadence lying asleep on his bed.  He realized she was the source of the whimper. Everything clicked and his suspicions seemed ludicrously accurate.  Looking at Acheron, he said, 
 
   "I thought we couldn't lie to each other."
 
   "We can't."
 
   "You said you didn't know if Cadence was a Verger."
 
   "I said I honestly couldn't tell you."
 
   "Why couldn't you tell me?"
 
   "I still can't."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "The day you cast into Hell I encountered another on your soul tie.  Your pet, although she looked nothing like she does now.  We fought each other and I won.  The thing is she fought like a demon, all strength and skill and death.  I've battled thousands of enemies and never encountered the likes of her.  I'm still not convinced she's a Verger.  I honestly don't know what she is."
 
   Lyric took this in thoughtfully. 
 
   "So I'm tied to her as well?"
 
   Acheron nodded.
 
   "So you can't lie, but you don't have to tell the truth?"
 
   "I'm a demoness, Lyric, if there's a loophole not only will I find it I will exploit it. I have been completely honest.  I have my suspicions of what she is but I don't know and I see no benefit in telling you what they are."
 
   "The benefit is earning my trust."
 
   Acheron laughed. 
 
   "That's one of the great things about humans, your ability to deceive yourselves. I know better my pretty Singer, you will not trust me."
 
   Lyric looked over at Cadence. 
 
   "What's wrong with her?"
 
   Acheron sighed. 
 
   "Remember how I told you the fallen carry hell with us?"  Lyric nodded.  "The reason you've never experienced it in our Soul tie is because I've been shunting it off to her.  Every time you draw power from me, it pulls more of hell’s torment with it.  You're not meant to experience that so I've protected you from it."
 
   "She's not meant to experience it either!"  Lyric shouted furiously.
 
   "I told you she's not human.  Your pet can take a tremendous amount of punishment.  She almost passed out at Errol's house, and then again on the battlements.  It looks like the eighth measure opened the floodgates and she got a dose of my complete reality."
 
   Lyric stared at Acheron in horror. 
 
   "You are a monster!"
 
   "Yes.  Though I did not expect this to happen.  I assumed you would discern the truth, not open her to my torment."
 
   "I hate you."
 
   "I know. You always have.  Remember though, the tie operates both ways.  I can feel your hate, but it's no worse than what you've always felt for me.  On the other hand, you're sending something else across now and it's very clear.  You're grateful that I've protected you from the Hell fire, even though your pet pays the price."
 
   Lyric recognized the truth in the demoness' words.  Wrestling with his anger he quietly told her. 
 
   "I want you to leave, Acheron.  Don't come back until I call for you."
 
   "I'll go for now," the demoness stood up. "But pull your shit together, Lyric.  Markhato can fall for all I care, but your hurt feelings aren't going to stop all those who are looking to put your head on a stick.  You came here for a reason; perhaps you will find your answer.  Perhaps not.  But time right now is not your friend."  A swirl of lilac scented black fire and Lyric was alone with Cadence. 
 
   Standing slowly he waited for the wave of dizziness to pass, then made his way to her side.  Looking at her sleeping form you'd never know she was a mysterious warrior from another plane able to go toe to toe with one of hell's generals.
 
   Gingerly he knelt next to her, closed his eyes and breathed a heartfelt prayer begging the Singer to heal his companion.  An hour passed. Two.  More. Lyric prayed on his knees the entire time. 
 
   * * *
 
   Warmth and light bathed his face. Déjà vu struck him as he opened his eyes to a smiling face kneeling at the opposite side of the bed.
 
   "Genesis."
 
   The shining head shook. 
 
   "I am Revelation.  Your prayers have been heard, Lyric."  The huge angel gently touched Cadence's brow with a single enormous finger.  A spark passed from him to the sleeping woman.  The spark multiplied and spread, traveling across her body from head to toe leaving a glow behind, except for her scar and violet streak.  When the sparks touched them they danced and grew but didn't cross the line. 
 
   Once the woman was aglow, the angel removed his finger. 
 
   "What about the scar?"
 
   "I haven't been given the authority to heal that.  It may happen, in fact the odds are good, but ultimately it's not up to me." Revelation smiled kindly.  "I've been sent to help guide you."
 
   "You'll tell me how to sever the Soul tie?"
 
   "Your opportunity to do that will come in time.  For now, you are tied to the fallen one and to the giant for a reason."
 
   "Giant?  What giant?  And what reason?"
 
   Revelation looked pointedly at Cadence who slumbered on peacefully.  
 
   Lyric stared at his companion, wondering what she was that an angel would refer to her as a giant. Then something clicked. 
 
   A prayer for a giant will be answered.  That day betrayal will destroy a family and heartbreak will lead to healing.  A Singer’s grief will split the mark, allowing Verger shackles to free the Soldier.  
 
   "Joe's prophecy," he whispered.  Looking back at the angel, he saw Revelation was nodding as though reading his mind.  "Cadence is a giant?"
 
   "She is a Nephilim.  Her father is actually a friend of mine, her mother was quite lovely for a human.  Cadence was one of the few Nephilim that didn't abuse her gifts.  In fact, she founded a business that specialized in protecting important people.  Michael himself trained her."  Lyric stared at the angel trying to process this flood of information.  Revelation smiled again.  "The Verge exists because of people like Cadence.  Grace isn't for her, but neither is hell. The Composer created the Verge for that woman laying there." Revelation paused to let his words sink in.  "She's the original Verger."
 
   Lyric wondered briefly at what point he'd stop being surprised by the insane turns his life was taking.   Revelation waited patiently for the Singer to process. 
 
    
 
   "You said I'm tied to Acheron and Cadence for a reason.  What is it?"
 
    
 
   "I can't reveal everything now, Lyric.  You must make your own choices.  Anything I tell you concerning the future will taint your free will.  I've told you enough for you to carry on from here, everything else you need to know is in the prophecy from Joe."
 
    
 
   "Speaking of the prophecy, what about the traitor?"
 
    
 
   "That Revelation is coming soon and I'm sorry, we all are.  We'd intervene, but free will belongs to her as well.  We must let this one play out."
 
    
 
   The angel stood and Lyric feared his head would hit the ceiling, but the room seemed to expand to accommodate him. 
 
    
 
   "Can I sing the eighth measure without hurting Cadence?"
 
    
 
   Revelation nodded. 
 
    
 
   "I've put a wall between Cadence and the hellfire, that's part of the healing you prayed for."  The angel's expression spoke of regret.  "There is nothing protecting you from it though.  I've pushed it back as far as I could, but anytime you sing the eighth measure it will burn you.  The pain will seem unbearable, but the Voice will strengthen you to endure."
 
    
 
   "Why not remove the fire altogether?"
 
    
 
   "It is to serve as a countermeasure to your pride.  This ensures you will never use the eighth measure without good reason.  It also ensures you will rely on the Singer and operate in his strength, not your own."
 
    
 
   "Can Markhato be saved?"
 
    
 
   "Not until you deal with the Fallen One."
 
    
 
   "Why does that matter?"
 
    
 
   "Because without all three of you, Markhato will fall."
 
    
 
   Then he was gone. 
 
    
 
   Lyric blinked and looked around in confusion.  Apparently that was all the revelation he was to receive today. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   33 TRAITOR
 
    
 
   Lyric turned back to Cadence to see her awake and looking at him.  He smiled at her while simultaneously wondering what she saw and what she knew.  Her expression grew perplexed as she felt her left wrist with her right hand.  Carefully she removed her long glove and both she and Lyric looked in wonder at her scar.  She still bore the handprint, but it was no longer black and twisted.  Her skin was smooth and healthy, it just happened to have a violet handprint on it. 
 
   She touched it gingerly then smiled as there was apparently no discomfort.  Holding it out she indicated Lyric should touch it too.   Carefully he touched the smooth skin.  Immediately Cadence fell over on the bed.  Lyric came close to panic when the warrior sat back up shaking with silent laughter. 
 
    
 
   "Really? I'm losing my mind and you've got jokes?"  Lyric couldn't help smiling.  "I'm glad your arm is better.  Were you awake at all for our visitor?"
 
    
 
   Cadence shook her head. 
 
    
 
   "I met someone who knows who you are; he's a friend of your father.  Have you ever heard of Nephilim?"  
 
    
 
   Cadence shook her head again. 
 
    
 
   "That's what you are.  Your father was an angel and your mother was a human.  Most of your kind were giants.  Regardless of size though they were men and women who did amazing things."  Lyric watched for a spark of recognition but the warrior simply maintained her curious look while she listened.  "Anything ringing a bell?" Head shake.  "You are the original Verger.  You must be immensely powerful.  You fought Acheron in the Verge when you both tied to my soul song. She said she's never fought anyone like you." Shrug. Lyric's smile faltered. "The pain you've been experiencing.  It's from the tie between Acheron and us.  An angel named Revelation healed you so it won't hurt anymore."  Lyric impulsively grabbed Cadence's hands.  "I'm sorry, Cadence.  I'm sorry for everything you've been through on my behalf and I'm sorry for all the pain I've caused you.  I wish I could..." words failed the humbled Singer. 
 
    
 
   Cadence gently placed three fingers on his lips to stop him.  Tears in her own eyes she pulled him close and hugged him tight.  
 
    
 
   The tension melted out of Lyric as he allowed himself to be comforted by this strange and amazing woman. 
 
    
 
   A brisk knock on the door heralded the arrival of the giant butler. 
 
    
 
   "Pardon me, sir, King Branigan has requested you meet him in the western observation tower as soon as possible."
 
    
 
   Lyric and Cadence followed him down the corridor. 
 
    
 
   "Acheron!"
 
    
 
   The demoness appeared in a swirl of smoke and fell into step beside them. 
 
    
 
   "Markhato will fall if the three of us don't work together.  Cadence, I want you to reinforce the Eastern side.  Acheron, find Ceylan and protect her. Nothing is to happen to her."
 
    
 
   "Send your bodyguard," the demoness said irritably.   "You're going to need me."
 
    
 
   Lyric rounded on her, preparing to unload his rage and frustration.  Instead, he remembered the advice of Joe, the old Mute and Revelation. 
 
    
 
   "I have treated you poorly, Acheron, and ask you forgive me."
 
    
 
   The demoness was stunned, she felt sincerity flowing gently across the tie. It burned so sweetly. 
 
    
 
   "We're fine, Lyric, I don't judge."
 
    
 
   "I need you to protect Ceylan.  I cannot function while worrying about her safety."
 
    
 
   "You don't even know her.  Your feelings aren't real, she's half fairy."
 
    
 
   "So I heard, but they're real to me." Lyric fought the shortness of breath that threatened at the thought of anything happening the princess.   "You're the only one I can count on to keep her safe.  I need you to do this.  Please."
 
    
 
   Acheron looked ready to protest, then she just rolled her eyes and smoked out.  Cadence headed down the corridor leading to the eastern battlements.  Lyric reached steps of the tower and took them two at a time.  Upon entering the tower he discovered king Branigan already there. 
 
    
 
   "You sent for me, sir."
 
    
 
   Branigan regarded him for a moment before speaking. 
 
    
 
   "You are dangerous, Demon Singer.  My daughter told me how you destroyed your cell." His jovial face was drawn in worry. "The question on everyone's minds is, are you more dangerous to us or to our enemies?"
 
    
 
   "I don't have words to convince you, majesty, so I will be content to act and let you decide for yourself."
 
    
 
   Branigan nodded, looking down at the sea of bodies that surrounded the city. 
 
    
 
   "I grew up in this city and I take for granted its wonders.  Yet this one remains.  The idea that a million soldiers could gather like this and not be noticed by the rest of the world is ludicrous to me.  I understand that it is because of the veil, but if the rest of the world can't see what we see." He turned back to Lyric. "It makes me wonder what we can't see."
 
    
 
   Lyric wondered where this was going. 
 
    
 
   "Your grandfather is the best man I know.  His love for your mother has inspired me to be a better father. I fear my daughter has too much of her mother in her.  I have turned a blind eye to alarming events that I can no longer ignore."
 
    
 
   "Majesty?"
 
    
 
   "Westfall tells me you are a hero in a Guild that is full of heroes. He says you have a reputation for integrity.  He knew those two Singers sent to retrieve you were trouble and we all know how dangerous soul singers are.  He had to get you away from them without raising suspicion.  Otherwise, he'd never have locked you up. He trusts you."  Lyric blinked in surprise.  He knew precious little about his grandfather, but everything he'd been told indicated the man either didn't know or care about Lyric's existence.  Branigan handed him a piece of paper that had been scribbled all over.  Lyric examined it as Branigan continued.  "You are now the only Singer here and I trust David Westfall more than anyone else I've ever met."  He gestured to the paper Lyric held. "I had my daughter's room searched an hour ago.  That is the top sheet of a notebook from her desk."
 
    
 
   Lyric was looking at a map that detailed a tunnel that led from far beyond the outer walls of the city to a basement in the palace.  The implication was obvious and heartbreaking. 
 
    
 
   "Ceylan is the traitor."
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence reached the eastern battlements and immediately saw General Sabre.  The man radiated calm in the midst of the fighting.  All the way down the battlements in both directions, the enemy was scaling the wall and beyond pushed back by the Milleytes Lux. 
 
    
 
   The small warrior approached the general to make herself known. Sabre nodded a brief greeting and continued barking orders at his men. 
 
    
 
   "They're made of flesh and bone just like you, men, cut them down."
 
    
 
   The general turned to Cadence. 
 
    
 
   "Where's the singer?"
 
    
 
   Cadence gestured back to the west.  
 
    
 
   "I saw you fight.  You're a member of the Standard aren't you?"  Cadence was mystified by the man's words, though it seemed like the Standard should mean something. Sabre took her silence for affirmation. "It's a well stated truth, cut off the head of the snake and the body dies.  These soldiers are zealots, right?   They believe this Melody person is a god or some such nonsense.  I've found a man who has a plan that'll probably get him killed, but might just shorten this fight and save some lives on both sides.  None of my soldiers are trained for covert ops.  I'm sending him behind enemy lines to retrieve her head.  I'd like his chances better if a member of the Standard accompanied him. Will you go?"
 
    
 
   Cadence nodded. 
 
    
 
   "Excellent, he's down the wall a ways getting ready.  Name's Fugue.  Go with him."
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron found Ceylan in the kitchens preparing food to take to the soldiers.  The girl saw her at the same time and intercepted her at the doorway
 
    
 
   "What are you doing here?"  She asked coldly. 
 
    
 
   "My Singer has asked me to protect you."  Acheron didn't have to try hard to sound bored. 
 
    
 
   "Thank you for the kind offer, I don't need protection though.  The Milleytes Lux has never been beaten."
 
    
 
   "Yet," Acheron said.  "They've never faced an enemy like this either.  I don't much care whether you like it or not.  It's me and you baby girl."
 
    
 
   Ceylan didn't respond, instead focusing on the task at hand.
 
    
 
   Acheron felt a twinge along the tie and focused on Lyric's thoughts as they came across. 
 
    
 
   Someone is using Ceylan to gain entry to the castle through a basement beneath one of the kitchens.  Guards are already looking for her. Protect her until I get there. 
 
    
 
   Are you serious?  Acheron shot back the little bitch is a traitor and you're coming to the rescue? 
 
    
 
   Yes, keep her safe. 
 
    
 
   Acheron looked at Ceylan who was staring at her. 
 
    
 
   "I assume you're fairy half is buzzing a warning at you right now," she hopped on the counter where Ceylan was working.  "Anything you want to tell me?"
 
    
 
   The girl looked like she was ready to cry when suddenly her demeanor changed completely. 
 
    
 
   "Get your ass off my vegetables you skank."
 
    
 
   "Ooo, she has a backbone."
 
    
 
   "It's too late, demon-"
 
    
 
   "Demoness."
 
    
 
   "My men are already on the way to the war room, preparing to take Markhato down from within.  They're all going to die.  My father, the other kings, the soldiers and their families.  Everyone will be purged, men, women and children.  Even your precious Singer.  And don't think I can't.  My mistress helped me kill three singers at once just a few weeks ago.  One won't be a problem, especially after we've severed your tie."  Ceylan was all confidence and hate.  Acheron found her much more attractive this way. 
 
    
 
   "Your mistress sounds fascinating, when can I meet her?"  Lyric, stay away, Ceylan is Melody.
 
    
 
   What?!
 
    
 
   "No dice, bitch."  Ceylan pulled a knife from her skirt.  Acheron decided she was going to be more surprised when the knife being used to threaten her wasn't a banishing blade. "You're on your way back to hell for a while."
 
    
 
   "Cute knife, where'd Lisian go?"
 
    
 
   Acheron I'm almost there.
 
    
 
   Stay away dammit! 
 
    
 
   "How dare you foul my mistress' name with your whore mouth?"  Ceylan thrust the blade at Acheron who smoked out and reappeared behind her. 
 
    
 
   "I'm a whore?  You obviously don't know Lisian." 
 
    
 
   Ceylan whirled, brandishing the knife like a crazy person. 
 
    
 
   Acheron, don't hurt her!
 
    
 
   "So you're the big badass Melody that has everyone in a tizzy." Acheron deftly plucked the blade from the woman's hand.  "How old are you, twelve?"
 
    
 
   Melody reached out and clamped her hand on Acheron's shoulder. 
 
    
 
   "Get on your knees, demon."
 
    
 
   Acheron sighed in exasperation. 
 
    
 
   "Demoness, dammit.  Why can't anyone get that right?"  She noticed Melody’s face turning red and a vein threatening to pop in her neck.  "Oh wait.  Are you trying to shift me?  Oh that's adorable.  Who do you think taught Lisian that trick?  You really are just a sad piece of shit aren't you?"
 
    
 
   Melody gasped and released Acheron, holding her wrist as though her hand hurt. 
 
    
 
   "It doesn't matter," she snarled, "my mistress will see to you as soon as I kill your Singer."
 
    
 
   Lyric burst into the kitchen shouting. 
 
    
 
   "Ceylan, wait! This isn't you!"
 
    
 
   Melody's smile was predatory as she produced another blade.  Acheron found herself surprised this wasn't a banishing blade.  Melody leapt at the singer and Acheron smoked out to reappear between them. Grabbing the woman's arm, she shoved the blade into the false goddess' heart and twisted. Melody fell to the floor and Lyric rushed to catch her, already singing his healing song.  Too late.  Melody was dead. 
 
    
 
   Acheron pulled the strange blade from Melody's body to examine it.  A surge of rage along their tie brought her attention to Lyric.  The Singer's face was twisted in fury.  Acheron was familiar with that look. When he opened his mouth, she was a split second too late realizing his intention. 
 
    
 
   Time slowed as she watched an angry violet lash span the gap between them, sang into being by his wrath.  A variation of the song of transference he used on her when they first met. He poured into it all of his grief, shame, hate, anger.  Agony coursed through her body as the whip split her open from her left shoulder to her right hip.  The demoness was shocked at the amount of pain she was in.  She smoked out. 
 
   * * *
 
   "You don't say much, do you?"
 
    
 
   Fugue's conversational tone was somewhat at odds with the casual brutality he displayed breaking the neck of his soldier.  Cadence carefully put her soldier to sleep and grabbed his jacket.  They'd drawn the two away from the action so they could steal their coats, which Fugue insisted had an insignia that identified them as part of Rondeaux's army.  
 
    
 
   Donning the new outerwear, they moved toward the back of the army. 
 
    
 
   "Where are you going?" A voice stopped them both.  "Cadence? Is that you? I thought you were gone!"  They stopped and turned to face Gary Polph.  Fugue looked at Cadence and raised his eyebrows questioningly.  Cadence smiled at Gary and shook her head gesturing to Fugue to answer questions. 
 
    
 
   "Hello sir, my name is Qui Fugerit, we were summoned by Goddess Melody."
 
    
 
   Polph laughed.
 
    
 
   "Are you serious?  Qui Fugerit? That's supposed to be your name?"
 
    
 
   Fugue bristled. 
 
    
 
   "Is there something wrong with my name sir?"
 
    
 
   "Not a thing, Fugerit.  It's a great name for a soldier.  C'mon, I'll escort you to the Goddess Melody."  Polph led them further away from the fighting.  Cadence did not feel good about this turn of events.  
 
    
 
   They approached a large tent and waited patiently while Polph went inside.  Soon he reappeared, accompanied by a large werewolf, and behind them followed a short, pretty woman with a lovely alto voice. 
 
    
 
   "Hello," she smiled. "My name is Melody." 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric slowly stood, looking down at the dead woman on the floor.  The logical part of his brain waited for the half fairy's influence to wear off even while his heart screamed.  As he waited, he watched Ceylan's face change and his heart seemed to stop beating altogether.  He was looking at Mistress Allison Holt. 
 
   * * *
 
   "I'm sure you're here to do something foolish, like try to kill me.  Don't bother, this is my Verger," she gestured to the huge wolf.  "His name is Luper, and he would be very sad if you hurt me. Besides, the war is almost over.  By now, my sister has opened Markhato's secret entrance and our soldiers are on their way to kill our father as well as the other three kings.  There's really not much for you to do.  Would you like some tea?" She gestured back to her tent. 
 
    
 
   Fugue smiled coldly. 
 
    
 
   "I guess you haven't met the demon singer, I'm pretty sure the war is still going strong."
 
    
 
   Melody laughed merrily.
 
    
 
   "Silly man, I'm one of the Singer's council.  I helped send the demon singer out into the world.  I even gave him a gift that's been slowly putting him under my influence."  She placed a hand on Cadence's shoulder and the woman fell to her knees, agony on her face.  "I provided the spell that even now is bringing down the walls in the Soul Singers Guild. I win."
 
    
 
   "I just saw the demon singer kill a mile of your soldiers yesterday.  If that's an example of your influence I'd love to see more."
 
    
 
   "Violence, hate, murder.  They all go against Lyric's character." She looked down at Cadence, her expression perplexed.  She pushed harder and the woman writhed in pain.   "Protection though, that's exactly his bit.  Far better to plant the seed of love and fan it into flame with this lovely face." A gesture and her face transformed. 
 
    
 
   "Ceylan." Fugue said. 
 
    
 
   "Allison, actually.  Ceylan is my sister."  She looked at Cadence again.  "Why won't you change?"  Putting her other hand on Cadence's other shoulder she continued talking "We're half fairy you know, so stirring up love is simple, I've just given it a bit of a boost for Lyric's benefit."
 
    
 
   Fugue looked at Cadence whose tear stained face took on a dangerous look.  Meeting Fugue's eye she nodded imperceptibly. Leaping at Gary Polph, Fugue spun him around to absorb the sword aimed at his back. Polph grunted as the blade entered his body and Fugue shoved him to the side, wrenching the weapon from the guard's hand.  
 
   Cadence, meanwhile, grabbed Allison's wrists and drove her forehead into the woman's face. Allison fell back, trailing blood as Cadence jumped the werewolf before it could attack her.  Rolling across the beast's back, she slid one of her silver raptor blades between its ribs.  The creature howled in pain and Melody cried out, falling to the ground with a hand to her side. 
 
    
 
   The guards rushed them and the battle was joined. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   34 TOO LATE
 
    
 
   Lyric flew up the stairs, his mind clear and his heart breaking.  Desperately he felt the tie, ignoring the burning and seeking Acheron. All he found was sobbing. 
 
   Acheron! Please be OK!  
 
    
 
   Desperation spurred him on faster.  Acheron was not answering.  Rounding a corner, he plowed into a handful of soldiers.  He barely registered the fact that they weren't Milleytes Lux before he started killing them.  In seconds he was up the next flight of steps. He didn't even bother singing.  Acheron still lived and he still had her strength. Everyone foolish enough to try to engage him was left broken behind him.  Once Ceylan died, Allison Holt's secret themes wore off and Lyric was left with the stark truth of what he'd done.  Regardless of who Acheron was, she didn't deserve what he'd done.  Grief-stricken, sobbing and berserk with self-loathing, Lyric was a terrifying sight, hurtling through the castle to the war room. Men fell like wheat before him, and the Demon Singer ran on. 
 
   * * *
 
   Acheron returned to corporeal form in the trees outside the city walls.  The gash in her body wouldn't heal.  She fell to her knees and called out to Logi.  She needed strength. 
 
    
 
   "Who is Logi?" A beautiful tenor voice spoke in the trees.  The demoness chuckled at her luck. 
 
    
 
   "No one, you'll do just fine.  What's your name again?"
 
    
 
   "Keith Normvy," the Master Singer stepped out of the shadows and approached cautiously.  "I never caught your name."
 
    
 
   Acheron stood, ignoring the waves of pain caused by her movements. 
 
    
 
   "I have many names, Keith.  But you can call me death."
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence and Fugue fought back to back.  The small warrior watched in annoyance as Allison jumped on Luper's back and they sped away.  Obviously, Vergers don't share the silver allergy weres have. 
 
    
 
   The bodies were piling up quickly, none of the soldiers came close to her skill.  Fugue held his own very well, but the sheer number of opponents was going to be their end.  
 
    
 
   Cadence scowled at the impossibility of their situation.  She didn't have time to die, she needed to kill that bitch that made her kneel.  She didn't know why it mattered, but she knew she'd never knelt before.  The small warrior decided she was not going to die until Allison did. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric reached the door of the war room to find several dead bodies littering the corridor. Among them, an enormous bear dressed in shredded formal wear was dead on the floor.  The butler was a were. 
 
    
 
   Lyric had vented his rage on the way up and now he was all cold purpose.  Standing calmly before the door, he pushed it open.  The first face he saw was David Westfall's locked in a permanent scowl. His body was closest to the door.  Several bodies surrounded him and the sword in his fist was wet with blood.  Lyric felt an odd surge of pride that his grandfather had been the first to greet the threat that entered the room.  Next, he found the Wheaties box king, whose name he never learned.  The man wasn't far behind his grandfather and held a matching sword.  Bodies surrounded him as well. Lyric realized the swords had been behind a shield hanging on the wall.  Further in, against the table was Branigan.  Where the first two looked angry, he looked sad, even with his hands locked around the throat of his enemy.  In the far corner, lying in a puddle of what Lyric assumed was his own urine was combover.  His face was terrified, there were no bodies near him. 
 
    
 
   The Singer took in the grisly sight without question or comment. He was too late.  The four Kings of Markhato were dead.  Gently, he closed the eyes of each king and left the room in search of Acheron. 
 
   * * *
 
   Normvy sang a short upturned phrase that shot him high into the tree above him.  Acheron searched for him among the branches.  She heard him sing an odd haunting phrase and realized it was his eighth measure.  Looking around expectantly she didn't have long to wait, Johaus stepped out of the trees to face her.  
 
    
 
   "You got your arm back! Let's see if we can pull something else off."
 
    
 
   The demoness smoked out and appeared on the troll's shoulders, planning to rip his head off as she'd intended to do at the Soul Singers Guild when Lyric stopped her. Johaus reached up, grabbed the demoness and hurled her like a football.  Acheron smoked out just before colliding with the tree in her path. 
 
    
 
   She returned at full speed, intending to rip the troll apart, but Johaus had changed.  Now she faced a yellow-skinned likeness of Lyric. Eyes narrowed in fury, Acheron attacked viciously.  The Verger was fast though, and strong.  He managed to meet her blow for blow then a trilling vocal line fell on her ears and she was spinning out of control.  A personal sized tornado was wreaking havoc on her hair and widening her wound. 
 
    
 
   The demoness smoked out but couldn't escape the tornado.  Normvy guided her into the trees and suddenly she was shrieking in agony as branches flailed and stabbed her weakening body.  In desperation, she cried out to her hated singer.
 
    
 
   Lyric!!
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence tore into the soldiers without mercy.  Everyone who stood between her and Allison needed to die.  Fugue was separated from her and she turned to help but he waved her off. 
 
    
 
   "Go, kill her, I'll be fine!"
 
    
 
   Cadence, freed for the moment of the compulsive need to protect her companion, changed her tactic.  She flew through the enemy, cutting down those in her way, but otherwise just focusing on covering ground in pursuit of Allison and her Verger. Before long, she broke free of those attacking and moved faster among those who were wondering what all the commotion was about. 
 
    
 
   Sooner than expected, she happened upon them.  Allison was kneeling next to a man on the ground bleeding from his side.  Cadence could hear the healing song Allison sang as she approached. 
 
    
 
   Allison Holt looked up and slowly stood to face the warrior. 
 
    
 
   "Touch him and I'll kill you slow instead of fast."
 
    
 
   Cadence launched herself at the woman and was surprised when her blow didn't land. Allison stepped aside and threw a punch at her head but Cadence dodged it easily. 
 
    
 
   Stepping away from Luper's unconscious body, the women fought ferociously. Cadence was impressed at the other woman's skill, but knew she was better. 
 
    
 
   Pressing the attack Cadence landed a blow that rocked the fake goddess' head. Allison danced out of reach and sang a brief melody that drew hundreds of stones out of the ground to float in the air all around the warrior.  Cadence realized her intention and dove for Luper's body just as Allison sent the rocks flying at her.  Several hit their mark before she reached him. Gritting her teeth, she ignored the pain and rolled over, pulling Luper's unconscious form on top of her. 
 
    
 
   Too late, she remembered Luper wasn't a real werewolf and was likely not hurt as bad as she assumed.  The Vergers eyes opened and focused on her face, registering first surprise, then anger. 
 
    
 
   "You stabbed me," his anger became a cold smile.  "You are going to die."
 
    
 
   Cadence heaved, but the Verger was bigger and stronger and she'd put herself in a terrible position. 
 
    
 
   Luper captured her wrists in his powerful hands and wrapped his legs around hers to hold her still.  Allison approached them, a fantastic lump already decorating her jaw. 
 
    
 
   "You're a brave little rat, I'll give you that.  Coming against a goddess.  Do you know how I deal with rats?  I stomp them to death.  And since I can't seem to shift you, I'll just have to stomp you the way you are. Luper hold her."
 
    
 
   Allison raised a boot above Cadence's head.  The warrior drove her forehead into Luper's face.  The Verger grunted in pained surprise and loosened his grip.  Cadence jerked her legs free and wrapped them around Allison's, bringing the Singer crashing to the ground. Twirling to her feet she drew her remaining raptor blade and held it ready as Allison stood up. 
 
    
 
   The Singer took a breath, preparing to end this nuisance once and for all.  Cadence had the same idea, and shoved her blade into Allison's throat. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric flew off the castle wall and hurtled through the enemy forces to find Acheron.  Men and supernaturals alike tried to stop him. Men and supernaturals alike died.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the trees he recognized the tell tale sourness in the air.  Normvy was close by, which meant Acheron was close by, the signals across the tie were weak and pained.  She was dying. 
 
    
 
   The cold logic that had taken over Lyric's brain demanded he stop.  Hyperventilating, Lyric saturated his body with oxygen and sang the eighth measure. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   35 THE EIGHTH MEASURE
 
    
 
   Hot, searing pain ripped through Lyric's body as he opened himself up to the hellfire.  Recalling Revelation's words, he prayed as he sang the discernment song. 
 
    
 
   Darkness, everywhere except there.  There was light, warmth, and peace.  There He wrote on a large scroll, the stylus glowed, as did the notes he penned. They sang from the page as he worked and I knew I must sing too.  Sing I did.  My brothers and sisters, we all sang. Our songs filled the sky, a reflection of His endless glory.
 
    
 
   There was Wisdom, measuring the boundaries of the earth.  There was Genesis, speaking quietly to creation, introducing it to Him.  Joy of joys, Genesis spoke to me, whispered our Father’s name into my ear and told me of the important work I had to do in the Score.  Then the joy, the peace and warmth, the love and light were no longer there.  They were here.  I was no longer watching and singing from outside, I was part of it.  Mysteries far beyond the scope of His revealed creation were mine because He gave them to me.  To me.  Who was I to receive such trust? Such love?  Such responsibility?  He loved me completely with a love that eclipsed every other wonder he'd created. 
 
    
 
   A mystery I've never been given the answer to was Trytohn.  How did we allow ourselves to be fooled by our brother?  Our Father gave us everything we could ever want.  Trytohn promised us things the Father could not give us.  And he delivered. 
 
    
 
   Father could never give us pain, death, hate, bitterness, disappointment... heartbreak. 
 
    
 
   No longer here. 
 
    
 
   There.
 
    
 
   Willingly and voluntarily, I left there and followed Trytohn.  We all did.  Michael stood against us and two thirds of father's children stood with him.  It wouldn’t have mattered.  Father's tears were enough to cast us from His presence. The Composer didn't cast us out.  We did it to ourselves. 
 
    
 
   Madness. Hate. Murder. Anger. Rage. Gluttony. Lust. Fear. Loathing. Greed. Vanity. Sloth. Pain. 
 
    
 
   Trytohn released us onto the Father's world.  We are cursed to live to the day of judgment.  No sleep for us.  No death.  No end.  But it isn't the Composer's curse.  It is ours.  He has blessed his faithful children to forget us completely.  We have cursed ourselves to remember.  We had heaven.  We chose death.  We created hell and we carry it with us. 
 
    
 
   Lyric's discernment song stopped as he sobbed uncontrollably.  The hatred he felt for Acheron melted away and was replaced by terrible sorrow.  Humming gently, soothingly he made his way along the tie, into the flaming torment of the demoness and began healing her body.  Seeing through her eyes he watched Johaus hit her again and again while Normvy laughed from the branches above.  His anger returning, Lyric began his battle song. 
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence watched in frustration as her raptor blade bent on Allison's neck.  The demented singer laughed. 
 
    
 
   "I'm a soul singer little rat, it's going to take more than that!"  Then the singer sang a small motif that froze her in place.  
 
    
 
   Cadence experienced a chill of horror as a familiar voice spoke behind her. 
 
    
 
   "He saved the ugly Singer from the boy like his mistress asked. Now he'd like to ask for this pretty pretty for a reward."
 
    
 
   Allison laughed meanly.
 
    
 
   "Oh I think that's a wonderful idea. I have one condition, Giderg.  Take a long time and make it hurt."
 
    
 
   Suddenly Cadence, still immobilized, was being dragged away by familiar, slimy hands. 
 
   * * *
 
   Keith Normvy watched slack jawed through his Verger’s eyes as the demoness caught Johaus’ fist and crushed it.  He felt the bones snap.  Not a big deal, the shifter could mend broken bones.  Far more concerning was the fact that mere seconds ago the demoness was dying.  Now she stood straight and her body flared with intense violet flames.  Normvy couldn’t stop Johaus as he let go of her and back peddled hurriedly.  The flames died down and there she stood, immaculate, lovely and deadly.  Normvy hadn’t been able to hear the song of Creation for years, ever since he met Allison Holt and Lisian.  For the first time he found himself searching for it to discern what was happening.  Looking closely at the demoness’ eyes he saw confirmation of his fear.  Lyric had learned the eighth measure.
 
    
 
   Normvy shifted Johaus to reflect his own body, the one he’d lived in his whole life, the one with which he’d learned to fight.  Beginning his own battle song, he sent lightning flashing from his fists each time he landed a blow on the demoness.  Acheron absorbed them easily.  Building on Normvy’s idea, Lyric shunted the hellfire that burned inside him out through the demoness’ own fists.  Violet flames left black scorch marks on the Verger everywhere she struck him.  Lyric exalted in the power he felt as he beat the other Singer back.  
 
    
 
   Then unbelievable agony from his back to his chest and he looked down with Acheron’s eyes to see a large yellow fist poking out of her chest holding the same odd knife Ceylan had tried to attack him with.  He’d forgotten again, misdirection.  His view through Acheron’s eyes dimmed and he found himself several yards back from the fighting, watching as the Johaus he’d been fighting disappeared and the real Johaus stood with his arm buried to the elbow through Acheron’s back.  
 
    
 
   With a shock, he realized his tie to Acheron was severed.  He felt weak, tired, and frail.  He watched the demoness fall and soul crushing grief threatened to choke his voice off completely.  Then the steely determination that had saved him time after time took over.  Without thought or doubt, the Demon Singer raised his voice and cast his Soul Song through the trees.  Creation rested, watching the gossamer violet soul song wind through the air and among the trees, waiting for the downbeat.
 
    
 
   It was with a strong sense of déjà vu that Lyric watched the explosion that occurred at the moment of their tie.  Normvy and Johaus were blown away like reeds in the wind.  The trees closest all leaned away from the beautiful demoness that stood in the center of the blast zone, beautifully unscathed.  But Lyric wasn’t done, the words of the prophecy echoed in his head and for the first time in known history, a soul singer sent out a second casting.
 
   * * *
 
   Cadence was up to her neck in the earth, Giderg standing over her, chuckling and preparing to do unspeakable things.  Suddenly a silence fell and a haunting echo raced ahead of the Demon Singer’s song.  It whispered in Giderg’s ear and he looked up in terror at the death that came for him on the wind.  It doesn’t stand to be caught between a Singer’s Song and his Verger.  The Violet cable shattered the gnome’s head as it passed through the top of his body and out the bottom to reach the woman buried in the dirt.
 
    
 
   With a shock, Cadence felt the tie she’d felt on the Verge.  It pulled her out of the ground and raced all along her body, shattering the scar on her left wrist and coursing up her arm to her head.  Suddenly her thoughts were clear and her memories returned as Lyric’s soul song healed the damage done by Acheron’s attack.  
 
    
 
   A voice came from outside the tent where Giderg had buried her.  Allison Holt came striding in demanding to know what the hell had happened.  
 
    
 
   Cadence remembered her, she remembered herself, she remembered everything.  The Singer stopped short when she saw the bloody mess that used to be Giderg lying in the dirt.
 
    
 
   “How the hell did you manage to break my song?”
 
    
 
   Lyric’s thoughts came singing along the tie.  Cadence, kill her.  The warrior smiled.  She remembered what she could do. Cadence pulled her sword from the Verge, realizing that she had an entire arsenal at hand.  
 
    
 
   “You fool,” Melody was unimpressed. “I’m a goddess, no one can stand against me.”
 
    
 
   Drawing on the power of Lyric’s Soul Song, Cadence sent it ringing along her blade as she swung it in a deadly arc, severing the woman’s head from her body.  
 
    
 
   “I’m the Demon Singer’s Verger, I’ll stand wherever I damn well please.”
 
   * * *
 
   Lyric and Acheron stood over Normvy’s prone body.  Johaus lay broken a few yards away.  The demoness squatted down next to the Singer and slapped him back to consciousness.  Lyric’s former teacher looked up in confusion, then terror as he realized his position.
 
    
 
   “I wanted you awake for this.”  Acheron sat the Singer up and grabbed hold of both sides of his head.  Lyric looked away, not needing to watch her pull it off.  The sound it made was bad enough.
 
   * * *
 
   General Rondeaux watched as a commotion approached him from the left flank.  Three figures strode through his troops toward him.  His soldiers hurried to get out of the way.  Lyric, Acheron and Cadence stood before the general, the demoness held two heads.  Rondeaux felt his entire world go sideways.  The Singer he couldn’t care less about, he found the man repellent.  But there, held carelessly by the hair was the visage of his goddess, his reason for living.  The only reason he was sending thousands of souls to their deaths on the spears of the Milleytes Lux.  Acheron threw the heads at his feet.
 
    
 
   “General Rondeaux.  This war is finished.”  Lyric said.  The general looked at the young man.  He’d aged in the last twenty-four hours.  “Order an immediate and complete withdrawal.  We have no interest in prisoners or vengeance.  Enough blood has been spilled needlessly in the name of this woman.  She is no goddess.  She was a woman, she was evil and now she is dead.”  Lyric fixed Rondeaux with a steely look.  “This is your one opportunity, general.  Refuse and you will die and I will disband your army.”
 
    
 
   “The problem is, young man, this army has been compelled to fight to the death.  There is no stopping them while I live.”  
 
    
 
   The air vibrated with the tension as Cadence and Acheron waited for Lyric to give the word.
 
    
 
   “Don’t do this, general, call them off.  Compel them to stop.”
 
    
 
   Rondeaux smiled sadly.
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t work that way, boy.  I wish I’d met you first.”  The general whipped his sword out and lunged for Lyric.  Cadence moved faster and the general’s head joined the two on the ground.
 
    
 
   Lyric didn’t bother hiding the tears that came.  He was so tired of needless death.  He looked at the general’s messenger pointedly.  The white-faced young man, younger even than Lyric, raised the flag for retreat.  A slow roar built up, filling the air and confusing Lyric at first until he realized that the army was free of Rondeaux’s compulsion.  They were cheering.
 
   * * *
 
   Generals Sabre and Tagshout stood atop the Western tower with Lyric and his companions.  
 
   “Markhato's going to have a hard time in the months ahead.  At least three of the kings were well loved.  With Ceylan dead, your mother missing and the absence of any other heirs, you alone stand to inherit the throne."  Sabre said. 
 
    
 
   Lyric shook his head. 
 
    
 
   "Even if I was so inclined, my vows forbid me to accept any position of political power.  It's time to elect new kings."
 
    
 
   "Will the Soul Singers Guild send help?”
 
    
 
   Lyric nodded silently, watching the unbeaten legion carefully and respectfully tend the wounded and dead of both sides.  
 
    
 
   “We don’t need their help,” Tagshout growled.  “We’ll be fine, just leave us be.”
 
    
 
   “General Sabre, you are an excellent leader.  I’m leaving you in charge.”  Lyric said. Tagshout looked like he was about to explode at Lyric's casual audacity.  Lyric smiled at him. “Tagshout, you’re an asshole.  If your men hadn't performed so admirably over the past few days I'd dissolve you're commission.  Try to be more reasonable.”  
 
    
 
   Lyric waited, giving the man an opportunity to respond.  When the general choked down his anger and remained silent the Singer nodded. 
 
    
 
   "Gentlemen, my business here is concluded.  It's time to find my mother.  Thank you for your service to this city and these people.  More importantly, thank you for your service to the Composer." Without another word, he turned and left.
 
   * * *
 
   They drove in silence for a while, simply enjoying the prospect of peace when Lyric’s phone rang.  
 
    
 
   “Lyric,” Nit’s voice sounded unusually sober.
 
    
 
   “What’s up, Nit?  We’re on our way back.”
 
    
 
   “Ervin sent me word, Lyric.  He was dead by the time I got there.”
 
    
 
   “The barber?”  Lyric’s heart lurched at this new loss. Cadence looked at him in concern.
 
    
 
   “He’s not a barber, Lyric, he was the High Master of the Guild. “
 
    
 
   Lyric’s blood went cold.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “He’s dead, Lyric, the High Master is dead.  They’re all dead. It’s gone.  Demons got in somehow.  Everyone is dead.  The Soul Singers Guild has fallen.”
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