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Prologue
 
 
 Cassie lived a good life but she had no inkling of those, afflicted as she, who did not fare so well in the world of her brother Alton. Cassie knew a whole lot she had no reason to but not much about, what her brother called, reality. She could not see the world as her parents saw it having been born blind but not without sight. Cassie's every move in her parents world were movements in other worlds, her worlds.
 Though Cassie was lonely at times she had never been a crying, whining child nor a child at all. She had taken a bottle when she was a babe but her thoughts had always been her own. Her world was one of energy and vibration and it held the most amazing things. It was a world without walls and doors as though it were one large room of familiar signatures which she could feel in a profound way.
 Her world was by far the more superior of the two realities she found herself buoyed between but they made for an interesting paradoxical structure. The world of Alton was strict and difficult to bend, like steel. Hers was more malleable and subject to her wishes and whims, like gold. If she did not have to walk in both Cassie knew she would have become godlike but for her mortal coil.
 She and her only true companion Mr. Tinker, an ancient soul encased in the body of an aged, corpse like man, would commune for hours, days or it could have been centuries as time held little meaning to Cassie and none to Tinker. 
 They would share about the multiverse and its complexities. Tinker, always so logical and cold would wordlessly pass along knowledge through the link they had shared since the beginning. Though she was never alone she longed for more though she knew not what, just something to break up the grueling day to day monotony. It seemed all her life consisted of was existing from one moment to the next, no more, no less. She was given all she desired but she was sure there was more to life than Casandra's Wing as it was called in hushed tones.
 In one of hundreds of exchanges Tinker had let slip the existence of the bubble she was being held in. At first she could not believe what she had heard. She pondered what he had revealed for a moment assuring herself she had not misunderstood. She was unsure how to feel about the revelation but as the truth slowly began to formulate in her mind, an anger began as a heat in her heart. It was the old man, her father and she knew it. His fear of her was palpable every time she got too near his dark, corrupted and diseased aura.
 Tinker soon realized his error and tried to show her the reasons and the benefits of being protected as she was. The pictures flashed through her mind as he pumped them one after another into her psyche. The arguments were all good and valid ones but Cassie at the ripe old age of twelve was not one to be held much less denied. She let her spirit search out the barrier to discover the truth of the claim.
 Cassie stood a few feet from the wall in front of a pair of thick curtains. It was a simple ruse her father had pulled. She had not seen the barrier before because she had not thought it a possibility but once the seed had been planted it grew exponentially. She did not know of its existence but in her world she could sense something was not quite right.
 “Is there a door here?” Cassie asked Tinker expecting no answer. She concentrated really hard as Tinker had shown her but she was not able to envision what lay before her. Not for the last time she cursed the old man and his grasp of the occult.
 She felt around on the curtains, grabbing and pawing at the fabric looking for some resistance. Her hand found purchase and stopped. Her blond head tilted back and she began chewing her lower lip. She gripped the knob and turned but the fabric slipped on the metal surface. She began fumbling with the knob trying to get something to happen. She grew angry and began to wrestle with the curtain, a couple of grunts escaped her. She stopped suddenly her white within white eyes closing in frustration as she stepped back, her emotions checked.
 “Open the door.” she commanded. Tinker stepped up and drew the curtain aside. Moonlight poured in and lit Cassie like a white dwarf star birthed from darkness. Her white nightgown which was her day to day attire, light blonde hair and ivory skin having not known sunlight seemed to radiate. Tinker unlocked the door and opened it. 
 All at once Cassie was hit by sounds and smells she had never experienced. The chill in the air immediately caused goosebumps to break out on her skin and the sound of wildlife of all manner assailed her. The flood of information her brain began processing was something so new she let out a small gasp. All she could do was revel in the moment, slack jawed. A smile crept across her face and she breathed deeply through her nose, taking in the fresh air she had never known. Beyond the door was something her parents did not want her to know about. The heat in her heart became an ember, her anger fueling the small disturbance.
 She exited the glass double doors, which led from her wing directly to the grounds. Tinker was hot on her heels. She did not know much about Alton's world and it surprised her to feel the carpet of cool slightly prickly plants beneath her feet. The breeze on her face worked magic on her nightgown as well as it set to fluttering behind her. The smell of the air was pungent and full, a mixture of a million different scents. 
 Thousands of signatures had appeared in the back of her mind though Tinker was still by far the most powerful of them. All life had a signature but Cassie had never known the extent of it until her awakening to the world of Alton. Cassie could not contain her delight as she stretched out her arms and spun in a circle, head tilted to the sky. The force of her spin sent her long, blonde hair spinning a wider arc. She felt Tinkers hands ready to catch her and she swatted them away which stopped her spin. A frown and knotted brow took up residence on her young face.
 “What else have they been hiding from me?” her voice held an undertone which promised retribution and caused her ember to become a small flame. Cassie's powerful spirit reached out and grabbed at another barrier. It was not far and she started off toward its edge.
 As she walked she fumed about the cage she had been kept in. They all knew about it. Why had no one told her? She would expect it from her self absorbed and unintelligent brother as he would not have the wit to understand. He took after their father and Cassie despised the old man so transitively Alton was subject of much of her ire though she always played his ally. They were twins and shared a bond but she knew he partook in the depravity of their parents. She could smell it on all of them.
 She stepped into a thicket and felt sharp thorns dig into her legs and prick at her bare feet. She was suddenly lost and without her ever present safety and warmth. She noticed the chill in the air and pulled her arms tight around her, unseeing eyes of white going wide. The immediate change in feeling brought about more dark than she had ever known.
 Tinker immediately stomped into the thicket and snatched her up in his arms as though plucking a flower. She turned her sightless eyes up to his face, a sneer twisting her features.
 “Set me down.” the power in her voice was undeniable and without thought Tinker did as he was told. As Cassie was being set gently back in the thicket the branches scraped her legs and pulled at her nightgown again but this time it was not such a bother. Her feet were more tender though and it caused her a wince as something sharp caught her arch. Indignation flared in her:
 “I am not afraid!” Cassie yelled into the night her conviction all consuming.
 She sniffed the air and got down on all fours grabbing at dead leaves and dirt. She was rummaging around in the underbrush marveling at the smells and sensations. She sensed life forms in everything she touched and the amount of life she felt energized her. She was the capacitor, with the power of existence flowing into her, charging her. Cassie was no child and soon realized she was more than these creatures she held, more than they would ever be. Suddenly satisfied with her exploration Cassie stood, clods of debris falling from her hands. Alton's world was more complex than she had expected but still it was not as rich as her own.
 “Now you can pick me up.” Cassie commanded looking all the petulant child. Her night gown was torn in places. Her arms and legs were scratched up. Dirt covered her face and her hair held a multitude of leaves in its grip. Tinker, always the servant did as he was told and lifted her gently in his arms and continued through the thicket.
 As they approached the barrier Tinker stopped a few paces from it. She could feel its power but what was it? She had assumed it was a cage but now once in it's presence she knew instinctively it could not hold her. Then she understood. She was of two worlds and this barrier did not exist in Alton's world, only in hers.
 “Set me down.” Cassie whispered knowing her future was being written in real time. Tinker did not obey and Cassie could feel a fear in him which had never existed before. She delved deeper and found it a fear for his charge, his companion, friend and in a sense, his daughter. The two had spent everyday together since her birth but Tinker was not supposed to have feeling. Was he? She felt a pang in her chest at the thought of her sad companion standing at attention at her funeral, wordlessly bidding his final farewell.
 “Set me down.” Cassie said much more firmly and this time. Tinker did as he was told. She was not going to let sentiment get in her way no matter how unexpected.
 She was being tested she was sure. The years Cassie had spent in isolation had escorted her to this moment and her future lie just within reach. This was what Cassie had been feeling for years. This was the thing which seemed to be missing. Nothing in the multiverse ever took place outside of now and it was her moment.
 “Who are you to decide when is the right time?” Tinker said in a low aged voice with a raspy edge. Cassie cocked her head at the sound of her friend speaking. Their communion had always happened without words. Why would he speak now? Cassie reached out with her mind and felt another presence had replaced her Tinker. She followed the thread her head twitching from angle to angle.
 “Crabtree?” the name was a question for she knew of no one by such a name. Her list of known others in Alton's world was minimal at best. If not for her thrall of a brother Alton, her non-involved parents, a few servants and her protector she knew of no others. People feared her as her father did or they adored her like her brother but this Crabtree felt indifferent.
 She turned to Tinker who was back to his old self but the question hung in the air. She did not know what was on the other side of the barrier but she had been spied on, caged and ignored for far too long. The nerve... to take her for granted. Did they think her a child? Now was the time for her to show all of them the power contained within her small frame. 
 Her anger ignited and her signature dwarfed Tinkers in her world as her fury was unleashed. She turned and strode through the barrier her outstretched hand leading the way. Tinker could do nothing but look on as little Cassie disappeared through an eight foot stone security wall.
 Pinpoints of power appeared to her spirit in cascading patterns for miles around except in the large void which was her home, the Tremont estate. It took a moment to get her bearings but soon she was able to discern different types of entities, happenings and places of meaning littered through her world. Some were large and others smaller and with this new insight she could sense her own aura. Cassie felt no small amount of pride at the spread of her reach as it was larger than all within her sphere of preternatural vision.
 A particularly powerful signature caught her attention at some distance and she immediately started toward it. The world of Alton was treacherous she could sense but she did not fear and began forth with no hint of self doubt. She reached out with her mind, sensing objects as she approached them. It took a good bit of concentration to see in Alton's world but her anger had made her much more powerful.
 She passed all manner of signatures many of them were in houses and were normal run of the mill folks. Their signatures were weak, gray and held no pull for her; A violent argument, old houses with years of lives lived within the walls and beings of no consequence. 
 A loud horn honked close and loud accompanied by a long shriek in passing but Cassie did not flinch or alter her course. She would not be delayed or dissuaded by anything in any dimension. She kept a fast and steady pace as she weaved through the trees toward the signature. This one was not very large and she sensed other, much more profound signatures further away but it would have to do.
 “Are they others like me?” the hope in Cassie's voice caused her eyebrows to rise with curiosity. She was one of a kind and it was her curse. No one could understand her or see the wonders she had been blessed with and until this moment she had not realized how much she wanted to know of someone who might. Her isolation had been complete. The utter lack of respect she felt at her imprisonment added fuel to her inner fire.
 When she reached the spot in the park near the old oak, Cassie could feel the event which had stained the scene in such a profound and permanent way. A woman had been brutalized here as her spirit was snuffed from all planes, devoured. She felt the rage, hate and shame which remained tattooed on the area. Cassie sniffed at the air as she ran her fingers through the ether all around her. Her toes hung inches from the ground as light seemed to cling to her being and radiate out in waves. All things seemed one, whole and connected.
 It was within her reach, among the trees and it was hungry.
  
 Ed Yearling would tell the tale of the ghost girl for the rest of his life. He had seen her on his way home from the night shift. A blond, long haired girl of more than ten, less than sixteen in a white nightshirt “walked” right out in front of his vehicle. He always used the air quotes in the retelling for she was not walking. He slammed on the brakes of his old Geo Metro and came to a screeching stop. All he could do was watch as the young girl seemed to float across the road and into the trees beyond.
 Ed held his breath as the glowing girl made her way effortlessly among the trees. He quickly pulled off the road and took to hoof after her. In the years after he could not relate what he had been thinking in the moment but he plunged into the thicket at the edge of the park chasing a ghost.
 The girl was fast and quickly outpaced him. He worked in an office and did not get out much and as a result his breath had become short and his legs began to quiver. It took time and a large amount of effort but Ed managed to keep her luminescence visible as it lit the trunks of trees in a most eerie yet comforting way. 
 The glow was up ahead and had stopped. He approached as cautiously and as quietly as he could. His heartbeat was loud in his ears as he quieted his sharp intakes of breath. He slipped between trees and overgrowth until he got a sight line to the girl. Ed leaned against an accommodating tree and watched the apparition float in a small clearing weaving her hands and body through the air. He could almost feel her in the back of his mind searching for something. What was she looking for? Ed suddenly feared the ghost girl might be looking for him. Just as the thought appeared the girl tensed causing Ed a moment of panic.
 In the blink of an eye she was turned and facing a man Ed had not seen come up behind her. As much light as she contained he radiated darkness. He towered over her, a wicked looking blade in his hand, his eyes fixed hungrily upon her diminutive form. Ed suddenly felt fear for the girl. The entity she had found was evil at it's core and it meant her torment, of that there was no doubt. The light and the dark faced off and it seemed as though one was pushing upon the other, testing strengths and weaknesses. They regarded each other for what seemed like an eternity to Ed. He swallowed thickly not daring to move.
 All at once the darkness sprang toward the girl silently, its ill intent palpable. As it came forward shafts of brilliant light began to eat away at the tenuous darkness and the man beneath. The girls already intense light began to radiate with more urgency as the man slowly disintegrated to fiery embers in mid lunge, the knife falling as the hand holding it disintegrated. The vibration of the clash faded from Ed's jaw as burning embers of evil drifted through the trees and past him. The girls otherworldly light began to dim once again.
 Ed jumped when the girl began laughing loudly and very much like a child. It was genuine joy he heard in her tone and it made him smile in spite of himself. She began to slip away among the trees but Ed did not follow. He had seen more than enough for one night but for years after he wondered about the scene he had witnessed. What had it all meant in the grand scheme of things?
 
 Cassie had not wanted the night to end but end is exactly what it did. It amazed her, the world which had been waiting for her just beyond a most bothersome curtain and a frail door. Her anger had faded quickly after she had dispatched the horror in the park and along with it, the power she had felt. It was not long before she was walking on cut and bleeding feet. Every inch of her body was numb which she knew was not a good sign. She felt like she had been in a wild fight with a cat and though Cassie could not see, her appearance reinforced the idea.
 She had been right, it was a test. Perhaps not engineered by some overseer but maybe fate set out tasks for the worthy and unworthy alike. She had proved her worth, she had shown them all. Cassie stumbled more than a few times before she finally tripped headlong on a branch tangled between her ankles which added more cuts to her abused flesh. All her weight hit the ground and her breath puffed audibly from her small lungs.
 Consciousness was a finicky, fleeting thing as her head lolled around on her neck trying to convince her body to get up and moving. Her muscles, exhausted and content at rest could not be bargained with and her commands were ignored. With all the power she contained she was still, in the end, a blind girl at the mercy of an uncaring world. The night had been glorious and even in her devastation she would not have had it any other way.
 “She's over here!” her brother shouted down the long tunnel to the waking world which Cassie had been listening at. After a quick approach of sneakers he was at her side which made her feel better. Her weakened state would not even allow her access to her twins mind so she could express her gratitude.
 “No don't talk.” Alton pleaded with her as she began to convulse slightly, trying to croak out her thanks. Her transformation had drained her to a point near death and though she would recover she would never be the same. What she had known as two worlds had always been one and now Cassie understood her position in its eternal schizophrenia. Sunlight began to warm her face and a contented smile spread across it. Her last thoughts before she lost consciousness were of her cage and the retribution she swore she would bring down upon those who had kept her imprisoned.



 
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
 Lister Crowe had never been considered a polite person though he was not unkind. He had a razor wit and tongue to match and used them both to great effect when need arose. It was a defense mechanism he had knowingly set up many years before to protect himself from bullies and those who tended to get too close. From time to time he felt bad for having unleashed it and Jackie Gables, a classmate, had not been one to deserve it. He had corrected his mistakes to his resonating coil and needed to get back home to test his hypothesis.
 As he was unhooking his equipment she had entered the lab without any thought as to his wants or needs in the moment and began to tell him the exciting news she had received. It was not as though Lister did not want her around. He did not want anyone around and it was a matter of his life's work which would not be denied or delayed. She was excited about her new discoveries and wanted someone to share in her success. Lister was a person she had come to trust for some reason. He had tried more than a few times to be polite in his effort to leave the campus but she would have none of it, so he let her have it. His retort was something no one should say to a person in her field but he knew it would have the desired effect.
 He could still feel the weight of Jackie's glare after he had so rudely dropped the figurative bomb in her lap devastating her feelings, which in his opinion, she wore too close to the surface anyway. Most of the time when he flayed someone with his comments they would get angry and stalk off, as was his intention. Jackie's reaction made him feel instantly ashamed. She looked betrayed and astounded at the same time with a furrowed brow and wide eyes which was no easy task had one tried.
 "Asshole." she barked, turned and stomped from the room trying to slam the door but resistance forced it to close slowly and smoothly, regardless of the intention of the operator.
 Her exit was what he had wanted and to that end his goal had been met but he knew she had spoken the truth. He was an asshole, a fact he did not deny and did not apologize for. Lister had decided a long time ago he did not want or need the baggage people carried along with them no matter how good their intentions and Jackie's intentions had always seemed quite pure. He gathered up his work and put his items into his pack silently patting himself on the back for his unkind words which had achieved his aims.
 It was a cool and dark mid spring night in April as Lister approached his apartment building. It was a three story house which had been converted for multiple tenants and though it was old it was solid and kept in good shape by the owner which was a surprise given the state of the neighborhood. 
 If onlookers had seen him they would have sworn he was up to no good as Lister had always worn clothes which made him look more a hoodlum than an engineer. It afforded him a certain respect from passers by on the street and elsewhere. 
 He topped the staircase which led to the front door. The light from the street lamps was not bright and they emitted a constant buzz but they did illuminate the steps and the front of the house in a sickly white light dissuading some intruders Lister supposed. The building was fronted by a screened porch not belonging to any of the tenants individually. In the summer months, when his neighbors would use it, the racket aggravated him but he would never tell them. Doing so would mean he would have to speak to them which was not something he wished to do. On such occasions he would put on his headphones and listen to music or a lecture to block the voices and merrymaking, indeed their entire existence from his mind as he worked on his final project.
 The front hallway was wood paneled with an open entrance to the screened patio on one side and a staircase up, on the other. Two separate apartments were upstairs and though from time to time the tenants would be louder than Lister would have liked he knew it could always be worse. At least they did not have huge parties with drunken foolishness or hack and steal his wi-fi, which would be no easy task even for the most experienced hacker. Lister took his security very serious as did most people with a “master plan”.
 The hallway stretched fifteen feet along the main level. His door was on the right at the end. A bare bulb on the wall cast its meager light onto the scene and a would be intruder would be hard pressed to see past the yellow hue to his apartment door.
 Once inside Lister made sure to reengage the five locks which were all of the highest quality. He had insisted upon such measures from the landlord. He was even allowed to purchase and install the hardware himself. In Lister's mind were the prying eyes of corporations and governments which would like nothing more than to co-opt his inventions for their own wants, needs and profits. Science was his muse and his one true love besides his adventure loving mother but what boy did not love his mother?
 The front door entered into the living room and he walked the few paces to the dining room. He removed his backpack and set it next to the overburdened and squat homemade table which served as his workbench. This was where he had worked for the three long years he had been attending Temple University and on it was the device he was sure was going to help him realize his dream. He was not one-hundred percent sure what it would do, which would give many inventors pause but Lister was not one of those. He was fearless in is quest for knowledge and understanding.
 Lister removed his jacket and hung it on the only chair with a back which ringed the large, squat and sturdy table. The other chairs were stools without backs or padding and could not be called comfortable but then comfort was not an ally to science as Lister had found long ago. Through trial and error he had tried to meld comfort and productivity but it never worked out. His mind would wander and not hold rigid thought if his body were put at ease. He would never have found his muse without the practice of denial of comfort which reigned around his workbench. 
 His most successful invention to date was a flash light which by coupling with sound waves, would produce a slight burning effect on a subjects skin. It was also intense in it's illumination as well and with the two effects he was sure, had he wanted, could blind someone perhaps permanently. Though it would not ignite anything like paper or wood it had been the jumping off point for his studies in sonic technology when he was but a fourteen year old boy.
 He had also created a resonator with which he could reproduce various frequencies and by combining frequencies he could produce different vibrations and resonance. The device had been crucial in his work for frequency and vibration along with energy made up the universe as Nikola Tesla was famous for saying. Lister just hoped he would not share the fate of the great inventor, dying penniless in a dump though he had been one of the most intelligent and driven beings to have ever lived.
 On the table was a large five foot in diameter ring of copper wire, plastic and stainless steel with some rubber grommets spaced about at specific intervals. All of these components were mounted upon a thin graphene plate, the measurements of which were specific to his application. Along one side of the ring was an extra large capacitor pack of his own design which stored energy and was able to provide a punch to the electrical input which might just give him the end result he was hoping for. More than once he had popped the circuit breaker in his house and his clocks, spaced throughout, still flashed from the latest incident.
 The night before he had made the necessary changes he hoped would get him some effect other than the usual cymatics. He had switched it on and adjusted the frequencies on the fly which was not the easiest of things to accomplish. He knew he needed a more precise way to achieve the modulation he was seeking but he had not yet taken the time to write the program for it. The capacitor made its usual low hum as electricity coursed through the system. Then he activated the speakers which were of his own design though he had not yet gotten a patent, Lister's ever present paranoia prevented him from applying for one. The sound the device emitted could not be heard by his human neighbors but bothered the neighborhood dogs to no end as the differing pitches were too high and conversely too low for the human ear to perceive.
 As he worked at his keyboard striving for the desired range and intensity something had begun happening in the center of the ring. A shimmering of a sort Lister had not seen before piqued his interest and caused him to forget about the attention which needed to be paid to the controls. A pop accompanied by the lights immediately going out stated the obvious, he had blown the breaker again.
 The hum continued due to the excess energy the capacitor had stored and it was enough to keep the machine going for a minute. The sudden absence of the overhead lights caused his eyes to lose focus and he saw only inky black. Once his eyes began to adjust he saw a scintillating glow coming from a disturbance at the center of the circle. He found himself gazing at something he nor anyone had ever achieved before. It resembled a transparent glob of gel hanging in the center of the ring violating all physical laws. Then, all at once, the power depleted, the machine shut down. Darkness reigned and Lister was entombed in pitch black. He could smell the sharp scent of ozone and burnt electrical circuits coming from his speakers.
 He knew he was onto something but he would have to repair his speakers and not for the first time. Though he had not achieved what he wanted he was buoyed by the fact he had indeed accomplished something no one had before which was a win in his book.
 Sound had always been his discipline and though he had learned much over time, mostly through failure as is oftentimes the case, he sometimes felt as though he were no nearer his goal of harnessing sonic power. Most of the time he felt as though he were smashing his head into a wall made of unyielding relativity but he had never thought about quitting or doing anything else. He was a scientist and he was getting somewhere. Lister Crowe was more determined than ever. 
 Around the perimeter of the circle were nine square receptacles which held the intensified single directional speakers or ISDS's of his own design which had been giving him so much trouble as of late. He retrieved the newly repaired speakers from his backpack and set each of them on the table. He had them laid out in the specific order which was the product of trial and error but had produced the effects of the previous night. In the lab at school he had decided, even though he had made some progress, his design could use a few minor tweaks. He hoped they would be a step forward and not the other way around which was more often the case but he trusted his instincts even though they had failed him on many occasions. Failures were only so when one did not learn from them.
 After he had placed all of the ISDS's into their respective terminals he turned his attention to his computer. The one thing he could not count on in the equation was the manual control mechanism he still had not automated but it was something he intended to rectify. Before, when he had not had any results, it was fine to manually adjust the frequencies but now he had something to show for his efforts and it was no longer good enough.
 After retrieving a soda from the fridge Lister sat in front of his computer which resided on a small table near the machine. He put his headphones on and started his work time playlist. It was the only playlist Lister had ever created. The real world soon faded as he slipped into the world of code. He was going to finish his project and he was not going to rest until he did.



 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
 Alton's footfalls echoed from the marble floor through the finely decorated hall as he walked. His sister had summoned him as she had been known to do from time to time. Being twins of no small power she did not need to use conventional methods to call him, he knew instinctively when she required his presence. He was not sure exactly what she wanted but he was sure it was of high importance as she was not one to waste her time and he was not one to happily come when called.
 The walls were high and the molding was of the best quality as was all of the architecture in this, one of the oldest mansions in coastal New Jersey. The paintings on the wall depicted many different scenes of serenity painted by masters of their craft. Sculptures rested on pedestals spaced along the walls, some large, some smaller but all amazing in their depiction of various people and animals in action. They seemed almost to come to life as the sharp white moonlight came streaming in through the windows.
 The Tremont family had been one of the most revered in the country and, at one time, the world. Though they had become more reclusive after the patriarch and matriarch had passed, their great wealth had not diminished. Alton, at the age of twenty three knew where their money was and he did his best to feign interest when he met with the accountants but such earthly concerns had never been something which worried him. Their money had been made during the infancy of America and his families influence had stretched far and wide even into the political arena. His family was not known for philanthropy, indeed they were not known to the general public at all as was his fathers intention. Anonymity had it's uses and in their family, secrecy was of utmost importance.
 The mansion and the accompanying grounds were quiet now but at one time it had been a bustle of activity during the day and at night. It was a place where the pillars of power had met and planned as they held control over the new nation. These were people who operated in the shadows for if their practices were known they would be pariah. Of course such a revelations would not be the end of the world for they could just fall off the radar and become specters of the past only to reinvent themselves and return like Christ from the grave.
 As he continued down the hall he could almost feel the presence of his father beside him. It was not an unpleasant feeling nor a new one. If ghosts roamed the halls his was the one to be most welcome.
 His parents shared a love which could only be described as everlasting. When his father had died in a freak accident it had not taken Alton's mother long to follow suit for they were made for each other and one could not continue without the other. His father had been the most influential person in his life and most of what he did was to carry on his fathers legacy... to make him proud.
 At the end of the hall he opened the double doors leading to Cassie's wing. The doors were quiet and made no sound as he swung them open. The same held true as he closed them. Light was never in need on this side of the estate. Whereas in the main hall moonlight entered through the windows, in here, his sisters domain, darkness reigned. As he walked dim motion sensing lights illuminated the floor allowing him to see where he was going then fading once he had passed.
 Whenever he came into this area he could feel the senses of his twin searching him out. It was her own little world within the real one. The decorations were the same here as in the other great halls of the house but without light they were little more than shadows cast in darkness and Alton had no idea their look nor did he really care.
 Alton and Cassie had been connected their entire life and were inseparable in spirit though they lived in opposite wings of the house. They had been born together and like their parents would probably die together. Alton could not imagine his life without her and it rarely crossed his mind but when he did have cause to think about it he would feel a grief so great the real loss would surely drive him mad.
 “Come in dear brother.” Cassie said as he approached the large, dark, solid wooden door. Had she spoken aloud or was her voice in his head?
 Alton turned the knob and entered. The interior was completely dark though it was not just an absence of light but seemed like some otherworldly force was filling the space with a palpable darkness. Those in their employ did not enter this wing of the house and Cassie would never allow it. She rarely left her domain and when she did it was not for long, when she needed food it was brought by her most trusted servant, Tinker, who knew neither fear nor joy, love nor hate. He was Cassie's minion and would do whatever she bade.
 He closed the door and carefully turned to sit in the chair set out just for him. A dim light came on which did not do much to illuminate the room but it did keep vertigo at bay. Tinker was present he knew but the dark hid him from view.
 “You have news?” Alton asked.
 “I do.” she paused and he listened to her breath. One thing about his twin he could do without was her melodrama but he also knew it was of no use to rush her. She would speak when she was ready and not a moment before..
 “The time has come dear brother. I have been witness to the beginning of the end.”
 Alton sat forward in the chair feeling his excitement rise as his heart began racing. He could also sense the change in Cassie's breathing which said her excitement was rising as well. This was the time their parents had been waiting for but sadly, had not lived to see.
 “It's close then?”
 “It is so close. I am within a moment of knowing the location.” Alton knew a moment to her was not a moment to regular people. It could be a second or it could be a thousand years and he did not have that long.
 “How long Cassie?” he asked, his voice not containing his excitement. As soon as he spoke the question he knew it was foolish. She had told him many times her sight did not work in such a way. She could not see the physical world, the world of men but she could see the universe in a much more profound way than any ever could. She did not answer the question but continued:
 “There are whispers in the ether and they are becoming stronger by the hour now. You need to begin the preparations. The Apostate should be notified.” at the mention of the man Alton bristled.
 “Why notify him? He is a boor and not worthy of such a gift.” Alton had long despised Crabtree, The Apostate and he knew the feeling was mutual.
 “Who is worthy dear brother?”
 “Me of course.” Alton said with as much conviction as he could muster. She paused before she spoke.
 “You my brother need patience and the wisdom to know your place.” he did not know if she meant the words to wound him but they did regardless. Tact was not something Cassie had ever learned as she lived in convalescence. 
 “My place?” he stood and fumed into the darkness where his sister regarded him with unseeing eyes. “My place is to be the rightful receiver of this glorious gift. Crabtree is a buffoon!” his anger was high but he knew better than to let his rage rise too high for, as he knew all too well, his sister could cause physical damage without raising a finger.
 “Crabtree has been preparing for this his entire life Alton and he is the one who has been appointed. We do as we are told until we are told otherwise.” she did not raise her voice but spoke to him as though he were a child throwing a tantrum. This irked him even more but he tried not to show it.
 “Careful brother. We share the same blood and I can feel your rage.” 
 Alton realized he was standing with clenched fists and a scowl creased his brow. Through clenched teeth he spoke:
 “My apologies Cassie.” his blood was still hot. “I deserve the chance to become all I am destined to be and I am to be greater than any of those fools.”
 “You overstep yourself as always dear brother.” he could feel her words and mind reach out to him as she began to calm his wounded ego. He resisted, wanting to hold on to his anger for most of the time it was all he had. Cassie had her inner world which led to a vast and hidden realm and he had only his world of flesh, blood and dark deeds.
 As he stood raging in his head he could feel her spirit soothing his mind and soul. His heart rate began to slow and his fists relaxed. Her soothing was something Alton was never able to resist for long and though he always tried she would win again and again. Soon he was calm and felt as much peace as he was able.  
 “Be ready brother.”
 Alton knew it was his cue to leave as he turned to the door.
 “I was born ready sister.”
 He opened the door and stepped out into the hall. It closed behind him of its own accord. The dim lights again illuminated the floor
 Though she had been born bereft of her eyesight Alton was not sure who needed whom more. Her soul was something far older and wiser than either his parent or himself. As he made his way back to the main house and out of his sisters domain he found himself wondering if he were just another servant to her, another Tinker. Perhaps he was not even her brother but some orphaned child her parents had bought for her as a gift. Did he control himself or was it she who held his reins? 



 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
 Four hours later Lister had finally finished his programming and had tested in virtual space to make sure it would control his device correctly without human interaction. Things in the virtual world did not always work as was drawn up in the computer so Lister, though hopeful, remained pragmatic.
 With a whispered prayer to whatever God might be listening Lister activated his machine. Power coursed through the ring with a crackle and the smell of ozone. He waited for a moment for the capacitor to charge to full then he activated the speakers. The hum began and though he could not hear the din he knew the canines and felines in the area were feeling the effects most acutely. 
 He watched the center of the circle expectantly for the return of the anomaly but it did not materialize. He made a few quick button presses on the keyboard and turned his attention back to the center of the ring. Still there was nothing but it was not Lister's way to become frustrated easily. He keyed on his laptop again and set it to oscillate through a specific set of frequencies. As it began to do so he could feel a knot grow in his stomach and felt like it was dropping out from his body as though he were on a roller coaster. Up and down it went with the fluctuations of the frequency which he had automated to match what he had been doing manually the night before.
 As he watched, the anomaly began to take shape, if indeed it was a shape. It twisted and morphed in the space before him, the vibrations causing it to buckle and bubble. Then all at once with a hiss, the viscous object spread from the center out to the edges of the ring. Light erupted from it. Lister wanted to look away but he was unable due to his wonder at the moment. As his eyes adjusted to the glare he saw the odd little formation had become something akin to an old fashioned television screen tuned to static which he had much experience in experimenting with. It was projected across the graphene plate covering the entirety of the ring.
 “Holy shit.” Lister said quietly.
 This was it. This was the holy grail. He had not known what to expect but this was beyond anything he had imagined. He had to perform some experiments on it before the capacitor lost it's boosting power or a circuit breaker popped or a meteor struck the building. Very unscientifically he picked up an empty soda can from his rolling tool table and dropped it into the static pool. With a crackle and a wave on the surface it slipped through and was gone. Lister stood staring at the device with his mouth agape and his eyes wide though partially hidden by his too long bangs. 
 Holy shit.” he said again this time much more reverently. Normally he was more well spoken and could have come up with any number of exclamations but the moment was not normal.
 “I have to record this.” he turned quickly and began searching the table for his phone. One thing was needed at this moment and it was proof, for without it, his breakthrough was nothing. What if he could not reproduce it? He was casting his gaze around the living room quickly, looking for his phone, his mind running a mile a minute. He would never be believed without proof. Then he remember his phone was on the table by the door.
 He jumped off of the stool nearly spilling the contents of his tool table on the floor. He paused for a moment and made sure it was stable. The static was more agitated now and though he did not know what it was doing he did not want to miss his chance to document this historic event. He turned quickly and made for the door. The static crackle sounded again as he picked up his phone and began to get his camera ready. He pressed record and panned the camera up quick. She was sitting on the edge of the table staring at him.
 Lister released a high pitched squeal which must have sounded like a little girl. His too long nose crumpled and his hair fell into his eyes as he recoiled against the archway to the living room. His shock was so complete he was frozen as a paralyzing fear gripped him and would not let go. His heart began pounding so hard he thought it was going to explode. Though his interior was turned up to eleven he was frozen against the wall, staring at the intruder. She started laughing then, a full throated sound which spoke of true merriment at his terror.
 It was a demon in the biblical sense was all Lister could describe her as, though he had only gotten a glimpse before his hair had thankfully covered his eyes. Through the thin strands he saw two white, shiny horns protruding from the back of her head and through her black hair which hung to her chin in the front and continued around her head at the same length. His own hair was shielding him from her as he cowered behind it. Her laughter was out of control and Lister began to feel a bit confused. With no small amount of trepidation he parted his locks with a shaking hand. The demon was doubled over in her laughing fit. 
 “You look like you are about to burst.” she spoke as her laughter began to subside.
 Lister pushed his hair further from his face and behind his ear. A small weak smile appeared twitching from his face. His brows so skewed it looked like two faces pressed into one conglomeration of a being. The demon looked at his very uncomfortable expression and her laughter burst from her again in earnest.
 Lister started to straighten up and realized it was not some maniacal laughter but genuine mirth. Lister chuckled a bit but it was an odd sound which came croaking from his throat. Upon closer examination she was not so terrifying. She was thin and appeared to be in her teens almost innocent in her appearance. Lister suddenly felt a little silly for having been so afraid. 
 The girl/demon was dressed in what appeared to be a sleeveless leather shirt and leather pants. Her feet were covered with, what appeared to Lister, to be heavy hiking boots. On her side was a sheath with a blade handle visible. His thoughts came fast and furious, questions rising and fleeing through his unsettled mind. Finally, as she began to calm herself again he asked:
 “Who are you?”
 With a final chuckle and a shake of her head the demon hopped off the table with a casual but graceful flourish, causing Lister to jump a bit. She was much shorter than he was, indeed more diminutive than most people. She was a good five inches shorter than his 5'11 and was lithe in frame. Her hair was not black as he had initially thought but rather a dark inky blue which matched her complexion which was pale with the lightest of blue undertones around her cheeks and eye sockets.
 “My name is Vita” she replied with a low bow. Lister grimaced at this for he could not wrap his brain around what was going on and it distressed him horribly.
 “What are you doing in my house?”
 “Well,” the demon girl began casting her glance about the room with curious eyes. “I was walking through the forest, minding my own business,” from her tone of voice Lister felt a joke was soon in the offing so he steeled himself to be frightened again. “when a doorway opened above me and this fell out.” with a quick motion she held up the can. “I thought you might want it back.” she stepped forward and held the can out to him.
 “No, that's alright, you keep it.” he was trying to force his body into the wall so as not to get too close to the creature.
 “There is no need to be frightened. I am not going to hurt you.” she said taking on a different tone which sounded like she was talking to a stray dog in a convenience store parking lot.
 “I am glad to hear it.” Lister's words did not match his posture as he was still on guard.
 “Where am I and who are you if I might ask?” Vita questioned looking around the room. The portal was still open and casting a light which wreathed her in gleaming white. Lister thought for a moment.
 “You are on Earth and I am Lister Crowe.” at the sound of his own name he remembered who and what he was. He was a scientist and this was a historic moment, perhaps the most historic moment in the history of mankind. He remembered the phone in his hand and raised it in front of his face, centering Vita on the screen. 
 “You must be a sorcerer then?”
 “A sorcerer?” Lister said dismissing the thought immediately. Magic was not something his rigid mind entertained. “No, no, just a scientist.” Lister said keeping her in frame as she began to wander around his apartment. 
 “Well I have never known any but one trained in mysticism to be able to open such a portal.” Lister froze at the thought. He was not sure who this small demon was and her appearance was odd but he knew beyond all doubt magic was not real and he was the first to make this leap in scientific discovery.
 “You have seen things like that before?” he asked indicating his machine.
 “No. My Pappy has shown me pictures of them though. They are not like this one. This one is...” she paused looking for the right word.”ugly?” she finished. Lister chuckled then and approached his greatest invention, his worry seeping away and his fear gone with the mention of his great work.
 “Yeah I guess it is.” he put his hand out and stroked one of his speakers lovingly. Neither of them spoke for a moment and before long the silence became awkward.
 “I guess I should be heading back now.” Vita said breaking the odd silence. Lister then realized this was the opportunity of a lifetime and he should not squander it.
 “Wait, I have so many questions.” 
 “Portals are tricky things, you never know when they might just wink out.” Vita turned and looked at the portal with a bit of worry on her face. “I would not want to get stuck... here.” the tone of her voice indicated she was not very fond of Lister's home. “Besides I have things to do.”
 “Where? What? Are there others?” the small barrage left Lister's mouth rapidly and without concern for civility.
 “If you would like to find out we can go there. I will show you?” she seemed excited at the prospect but the invitation left Lister speechless.
 “Ummm...” was all that Lister could muster as his mind began racing. This was very unexpected. The situation felt as though it was some strange dream and he would wake at any moment in his bed, this diminutive yet quite impressive figure of a demon gone. The thought made him sad in a way as this was something he had always dreamed of. His mother had read many books to him when he was a child about just this sort of thing and the idea of stepping into one was quite the prospect.
 Just then the portal dissipated with a static hiss. The sound made Lister jump and Vita turned, her head cocked to one side. A silence reigned in the room and it seemed like forever before the demon girl spoke.
 “You are able to open it again?” she looked at him and it was then he noticed her eyes as they locked onto his with a threat held within their depths. Upon closer examination Lister saw the orange and red were not just colors like fire but flame lived within them. In their depths the flame roiled around the black of her pupil and called attention to her iris in which the fire lived.
 “Yeah, no problem.” Lister lied, not sure he could but hoping the demon girl would not draw the blade sheathed at her left thigh. The lie seemed to soothe her as she went back to looking around the apartment. She picked up a few objects as Lister primed his system again. A remote control and a snow globe he had gotten as a present from Jackie at Christmas caused him a moment of shame.
 “Is everyone like you there?” Lister asked as he worked.
 “No. I am adopted. My people are more like you.”
 Lister's mind was spinning at the thought of what wonders might be on the other side of his portal. Could he go through?
 “Is it dangerous there?”
 “A little... but if you come with me I can protect you.” she said confidently.
 Lister was not happy with the answer and judging by her stature he was not sure her claim was exactly true. She seemed like a kid, what kind of protection could she provide? As if she were reading his mind her eyes locked with his:
 “I have dealt with danger before.”
 “And you would show me around?” much to Lister's surprise the idea was becoming more of a real thought in his mind.
 “Of course.”
 Lister continued to reboot the system and before long the gateway opened with it's static hiss, Lister was able to breathe again. He had seen the concern in her eyes and it was frightening enough. He did not want to see her angry. When she heard the sound Vita turned quickly and clapped her hands together excitedly looking more a child.
 “So, are you ready?” her eyes held him in place, the question hanging between the two of them.
 Lister cocked his head to the side. He did a quick calculation of his feelings. On the one hand he was scientist and it was his duty to go if only for an hour or so. On the other hand he was afraid, what if he could not get back? A simple timer was all it would take.
 He looked up at the wall where his mother visage hung staring at him with a gentle smile on her face. He missed her face and knew what she would be likely to do in this most ridiculous of situations. He stared at the photo for a moment then realized perhaps this was what he had been trying to accomplish all of these years. Could he see her again? Might she be there? He chewed his lower lip for a moment. It was worth the risk.
 “Let's do it!” he said quickly turning to look at Vita. His face was full of excitement and his eyes were wild with the gleam of wanting to understand the unknown which Vita knew all too well.
 “Alright!” Vita exclaimed.
 “Let me grab a few things and we can do this.” Lister began looking around for items to bring. 
 He had his cell phone in his pocket but what else? He picked up his Ultra-Bright flashlight, then his resonator. He went down the short hallway to his room. He had a small tool kit on his dresser he grabbed along with a few other items, soon his hands were full.
 “My backpack!” Lister spat and returned to the dining room.
 Lister stuffed all of the things he was going to bring in his backpack. Suddenly, as if something had struck him, he looked up and snapped his fingers at Vita. He disappeared quickly into the other room and a moment later reappeared with a big beach towel in hand.
 “Don't forget your towel.” he said with a big grin on his face. Lister did not know why he had expected her to get the joke but he shook his head and stuffed the towel in his backpack.
 “Are you ready?” Vita asked him, she had caught the emotional excitement from Lister and it came through in her voice. She could see a conflict enter his eyes but as soon as it appeared he banished it.
 “I am.” he was feeling a little light headed and knew he was on a time limit before his nerve ran out. He set to the task of programming the portal to open again after a set time.
 “I am setting it to close in five minutes and open again in one hour. Do you think that's enough?” he looked at Vita. She shrugged as Lister pondered for a moment. 
 “Let's make it three. That should give me enough time to see what I need to see.” he finished typing in the commands. His fingers flew over the keyboard finishing the program which would restart the process of opening the gateway.
 “There it is. Lead the way.” Lister said and was rewarded as Vita smiled big. Her teeth were all very white and seemed like they were chiseled from the palest of marble.
 “One thing.” the demon girl stopped and looked at Lister. “If I show you around my world you have to show me around yours.” Lister had not expected a quid pro quo but it did seem only fair. He was not the best of companions but she had piqued his interest and he could not reign in his building excitement.
 “Deal.” he replied not really thinking she would hold him to such a promise. The newly struck compact seemed to do the trick.
 Vita hopped nimbly up on the table without sound or using her hands. Lister's brows raised in respect for such an acrobatic feat. She took a glance back at Lister, winked and dropped through the portal. The now familiar hiss accompanied her through.
 Not so gracefully Lister clambered up onto the table. Even less gracefully he stood wobbling the high ceilings allowing him to stand comfortably. He stood for a moment looking into the static mouth to another world. Just what the hell was he doing? Fear began to tighten his chest and throat. He could be trapped, he could be killed. All of those thoughts came rushing back and he could feel his knees grow weak.
 Then he looked at the picture of his mother again hanging on the wall. She was smiling at him with unchanging humor, trapped in a photograph. He wanted it to change, he wanted it to be real and warm. Lister smiled back to the picture and stepped forward keeping his eyes on his mothers loving face. He dropped through the portal and was gone from his world.



 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 

The drop was about six feet and Lister was not prepared for it. His knees came up and smacked him in the jaw with a dull thud as his legs slipped from beneath him. The pain was immediate and jarring. Vita came running forward with a gasp and began to help him up, brushing him off as she did so. 
 “Oh, I am so sorry. Are you alright?” Lister moved his jaw from side to side and stretched his legs and arms. He felt an ache but he did not sense any permanent injury. Vita was looking up at the portal as though it had let her down in some way Lister could not understand.
 “I am fine thanks.” he looked up and saw the portal hanging in the air very unnaturally in direct contrast to the surrounding vegetation. Stepping back but still looking at the portal he saw it appeared two dimensional without height as it hung in space. Above it was nothing until what could only be described as trees obstructed his view. Then the portal suddenly winked out of existence with a static crackle leaving Lister and Vita staring up at the canopy.
 “I hope it opens back up.” he said with more than a bit of worry in his tone.
 “It will, don't worry.” she caught his eyes and he found himself remembering how he had thought the very same thing in his apartment. She had the same tone in her voice which made Lister wonder if he had made the biggest mistake of his twenty years of life. He shrugged for it was really a moot point, either it opened or it did not. Now that he was here it was time to get to business and his business was science first and foremost.
 The first thing he realized was the heat and he was glad he had not brought his jacket. It was not the dry heat as people liked to say is not so bad but instead this was a wet heat. It was as though he were walking through the discharge from an air humidifier filled with too hot water.
 The forest he found himself in was quite unlike anything he had ever seen. The trees were not so much trees but appeared to be more like cacti or some form of giant succulent. The trunks were meaty and thick, dark green in color and striped with purples and pinks. The branches which protruded from the trunk were thick and sagged under their own weight. The leaves were large, thick and purple and did not look like leaves in the traditional sense but more like aloe leaves. The trees were not tall and none of them stood more than thirty feet high.
 There was no underbrush to speak of but in places and patches on the floor young plants of the same type were struggling to rise to the height of their brethren. He stepped over to one of the trees and ran his hand along the trunk. It was smooth and felt like skin rather than bark which was something he had not been expecting. He had expected it to be like his own world and the thought caught him off guard. Lister realized his preconceived notions may all be rendered impotent within his few hours here.
 The ground was not covered in grass but a moss which was a mid green shade which reminded him of peppermint on chewing gum wrappers. He leaned down and ran his hand over the carpet of moss. It felt as though he were running his hand over the short fur of some giant beast which stretched out on the ground around them. Lister then realized the truth of it for that was exactly what it was, one giant plant. He kept running his hand over it feeling the coolness which contrasted the wet heat the air held.
 “You are acting like you have never seen a forest before?” Vita asked her tone skeptical.
 “Nothing like this.” 
 “I guess it makes sense.” Vita replied after a moment of thought. “When I looked out your window all I saw was stone and metal. Is that what your world is made of?”
 “No. We have trees, flowers and grass.” Lister answered indicating the various forms around him. “It's just... not like this.”
 Lister noticed another plant. This one was yellow and flowering and seemed as though it would have a great scent. He leaned down toward it.
 “Don't touch that.” Vita put her hand on his shoulder. “It will burn your skin.” 
 Lister pulled his hand back as though the plant could not be trusted. He knew he was going to experience a learning curve as he stood back up. The canopy overhead was so thick with the heavy, meaty leaves he could not see the sky and disappointment tugged at his chest. One of the most amazing things he could imagine would be looking up into an alien sky.
 “Are you ready?”
 “Yeah, let's go.”
 He had known fear as he was falling through the portal but now, with his feet on solid ground, the feeling had diminished to be replaced by excitement which sprung from the quest for knowledge. As they walked Lister saw quite a variety of different plant life though it all seemed to share the same succulent characteristics. Without much of a stretch Lister determined it must be the dominant plant life on this alien world.
 The light here seemed different from what he was used to which made sense, after all he was under a different sun. Most exo-biologists assumed life would rise on worlds much like his own. By such reasoning he could be relatively certain most of the laws which had been true on his home world would hold true here. He could not shake the underlying feeling he was still in his apartment though and the feeling gave him a bit of vertigo.
 They walked through the strange forest in which Vita seemed perfectly at ease and why would she not be, this was her home. Soon they came to a path which cut through the trees and again, it was something Lister had not been expecting. Before him was a paved road the width of a large, two lane bike path.
 “You don't have these in your world either?” Vita could see the expression of shock on his face. Lister paused for a moment confused by such a normal thing in this strange place.
 “We do.”
 “Just not like this?” Vita guessed his thought.
 “No, exactly like this.” Lister hunkered down and ran his hand over the surface and wondered at the make up of it. It was not concrete, nor was it blacktop but had the qualities of both.
 “Oh.” Vita sounded surprised but seemed glad at least something was the same.
 Lister stood up and the two continued but now on the path. The trees on either side formed a natural roof over their heads so Lister still could not see the sky. He had so many questions but he was not one to ask people for anything, most of all answers so they continued with his thoughts unvoiced but his mind wondering at the sights.
 From time to time Vita would name a few of the plants as they passed and explain their benefits or dangers. Lister soon came to realize much on this world was not conductive to humanity either his or hers. It was then he decided it was best to keep his hands to himself.
 Creatures could be heard in the distance going about their daily lives unaware an otherworldly visitor was traipsing around in their midst. The sounds were not what Lister was used to though he rarely left the city. At one time he had lived in the country but he had been young and his mother had still been alive.
 As they were walking they saw a group of three people ahead of them, going the same direction they were traveling. The two of them were walking faster than the trio and though Lister was getting tired he managed to keep pace with his guide.
 “Tamra!” Vita shouted and held up her hand.
 The three people turned and waved back to them. A few moments later they were beside the other travelers. The group consisted of two children, a boy and a girl with a woman who must have been their mother.
 Lister was five foot eleven which was not tall in his world but he felt like a giant among them. Lister saw they were not like Vita, they were more like him, though not exactly. They were shorter and stockier which explained why Lister was so exhausted after just a bit of walking. Their short legs and stocky frames were obviously a product of evolution on a planet having gravity with more pull than his own.
 “Our cart broke down back on the road so we are walking to the village to get your grandfathers help.” Tamra was telling her story and Lister was looking at the three of them as though they were a science project. The kids sensed this and hid behind their mothers thin skirt, peeking out at him from time to time.
 “We can fix it for you.” Vita volunteered. Lister finally took notice of the conversation.
 “Can you do that? I thought...” Tamra was looking confused.
 “I can't but he can.” Vita indicated Lister with her thumb. “He is a wizard.”
 “No, I am not a wizard.” he said shaking his head.
 “Of course you are.” Vita said smiling at the woman. She took Lister by the arm and stepped a couple of paces away. Lister allowed himself to be led.
 “We have to help my friends.”
 “I don't know anything about... carts.” 
 “How hard can it be. You can open portals.” Vita seemed sure it would be but a small thing for him to take care of the problem.
 “I don't have much time. I only set the portal for three hours.” Lister answered looking back at the family and smiling. When he turned back he saw that Vita had taken a defiant stance with her arms crossed.
 “Really, I don't have time.” he argued but she did not answer. She just stood there looking up at him fire slowly licking her pupils.
 “There is so much I need to see. Your village. Meet your grandfather.” he sounded excited hoping it would catch but still she would not answer and he knew he was beaten. This was one of the reasons for his distaste of people and the norms of society which accompanied them.
 “Fine.” he capitulated not hiding the frustration in his tone.
 “Thank you.” Vita was victorious and she knew it. Lister fumed at the delay but he needed this girl/demon in order to make it back to the portal now for he had no idea how to find the clearing. She walked back to the three weary travelers and told them the good news.
 “Oh thank you Vita.” she hugged her and turned her attention upward to Lister. “And you are sir?”
 “Lister Crowe.” he said flatly still not excited about the prospect of retracing their steps and pushing his timeline back. The little boy looked out from behind his mother's dress and smiled at him.
 “Lister Crowe. How peculiar.” the woman said with a silly smile on her face which bespoke her fascination with his name.
 “Please, call me Lister.” 
 He was not at all happy with what had just happened and moreover he was not sure Vita was going to be the help he had hoped she would be. What kind of a host would neglect the wishes of their guest in order to take on some mission of mercy for someone Lister did not even know.
 Sure he felt sorry for the children but what business of theirs was it if their cart had broken down. Vita knew them and of course she must feel some obligation to their well being but what about his well being. His time was short and the portal was going to open in an hour and a half and he had seen barely anything.
 He wondered what would happen if he missed the portal. He knew then he would never see his home again. The thought sent a cold chill down his spine and he realized he had made a major miscalculation. He would have been able to set the portal to open at intervals while he was gone. A couple lines of code was all it would require but to his defense he had not been expecting anything to happen let alone something so strange as this. Lister realizing the error could not help but wonder if he was forgetting something else.
 Lister looked at his watch and did a quick calculation. From what Vita had said they would be able to get back to the cart in about forty minutes. Depending upon how long it took him to fix it, if indeed he could, it would leave him a half hour to get back to the portal. He could go back through and reset it for a time much longer than the few hours he had initially given himself.
 Lister knew he did not have much of a choice in the matter and decided it would be best just to get under way. If he had to he would tell Vita about his error and they could go before the cart was fixed and perhaps he could come back for it. He was not so vain to admit when he screwed up but he really did not want to if he did not have to.



 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
 Forty-five minutes of walking brought them to the spot where the cart had broken down. The road was easier to traverse than the forest but the higher gravity was taking it's toll on Lister as he puffed and wheezed his way along. He was sweating profusely in the stifling heat and he was beginning to feel a bit claustrophobic under the ever present canopy. He had never been the most rugged of people, he was a scientist and as a result had spent most of his time indoors.
 He had expected to see a couple of horses as they approached or at least something which would pass for beasts of burden here. Instead he saw a vehicle resembling a large riding lawn mower but with four seats rather than one and a small trailer attached at the back. Lister looked at the machine wide eyed for a moment having not expected to see it's like here. He was not entirely sure he was going to be able to fix it but he was bolstered by the fact it was a machine and Lister had never met a machine he did not like.
 Vita unlatched the hood and folded out the panels to reveal the engine compartment. It was unlike any motor Lister had seen. He could see no source of combustion, no wires connecting anything. He did not know where to start but he found himself excited at the prospect despite the time crunch. He was reminded of a time when he was a young boy when he had taken apart his mothers blender just to see how it worked. Of course the act had cost him dessert and a grounding from his mother but the thrill of discovery ignited by such a simple task was what had sparked his love affair with science. It was when he had first learned the properties of magnetic motors and with any luck he should be able to find out what made this vehicle tick.
 “Can you fix it?” Vita asked.
 “Let me see what we have in here then I can tell you.” Lister replied too sharply. Vita heard the tone and she made it clear by rolling her eyes in a most childish way.  
 After ten minutes and with the assistance of the toolkit from his backpack Lister found what he thought was the power source. He removed it from it's housing and wondered at it for a moment. It was a crystal the diameter of a nickel, jagged and elongated. It glowed with a dull light emanating from somewhere deep within it. Lister was oddly transfixed as he looked into it's depths. He had heard of the power of crystals but not in this context or as an actual power source. As he held it he silently wished he had brought his Geiger counter with him because such a glow might not be good for a person. He put it in his shirt and scrubbed at it. Was he being bombarded with radiation right now?
 “Vita, whats...” he began. Vita held up a hand to quiet him and he did so with no argument.
 “Keep working and make it quick.” she said leaning over and whispering in his ear. Then quick as a shot, silent as a breeze she was off into the stand of trees along side the path. Lister was shocked at the speed with which she moved.
 Lister did as he was told and began to work with more urgency. He cleaned the crystal chamber of the detritus which had built up. He had to scrape at some spots of corrosion which had infected the big metal orb which was the housing for the crystal. It took time but soon he began putting the motor back together. He was nearly finished when:
 “Hello there.” two men came from behind a stand of trees. This must have been what she was talking about Lister assumed as he latched the compartment hood.
 “Hello.” he replied in kind. Looking at the two men he did not feel reassured they had the best of intentions.
 “Looks like you ran into a bit of trouble.” the largest of the two men said and though he was large he was not tall. He may have been considered tall compared to the others he had met here but he was shorter than Lister by more than a few inches. Though he was squat, he seemed as thick as one of the strange trees which ran along either side of the road.
 “No I got it fixed.” Lister turned to the console and pressed the starter. It whirred to life. “See, all fixed.” he smiled at them.
 “That's not what I meant.” the man began to stalk forward to where Lister was standing.
 “Whoa,” Lister said taking a step back for each of his forward. “no need to be like that.” Lister had always relied on his wit to settle confrontations and though he could talk his way out of many a situation this seemed something far more sinister than any he had encountered before.
 Out of the corner of his eye he saw a blur. In half of a heartbeat Vita was crouching next to the large man and with a low sweep of her leg she had taken him from his feet. The other man, as startled as Lister drew a knife from the sheath on his belt.
 The blur moved again and the knife was sent sailing through the air glinting as it flipped end over end. Vita was in front of the ne'er do well and punched out with a flat palm in a stinging blow to his nose which staggered the man, sending him a couple of steps back. The dagger came down and Vita caught it without looking. The big man was struggling to get his bulk up off of the path, his eyes angry slits and a snarl for a mouth.
 “Are you sure you want to do this?” Vita asked. Lister could not see her face but could hear the smile she wore. If places had been switched and Lister was the large brute he would be having second thoughts but Lister was not the brute so a short burst of laughter popped from him instead.
 “Ha!”
 Vita did not turn but kept her vision fixed on the interlopers.
 “Hold on lady, we were just trying to help.” the smaller one replied as a thick stream of crimson poured from beneath his hand which covered his nose. He sounded like he was the one who had been wronged but Vita was having none of it.
 “You have two options. You can walk away or remain right here... forever.”
 The two of them exchanged quick glances, the fear evident in their eyes. It seemed like they were communicating without saying a word but it did not take long before their decision was made. They turned and fled down the path for a bit then ducked into the trees from whence they came. Vita listened until the rustling had faded. 
 Vita leaned down and picked something up off of the path, she held it up in front of her face. It was a necklace with a large medallion dangling from the end. She looked it over for a moment then put it into the pouch at her belt. Lister did not move or speak until she turned.
 “That was awesome!” Lister was brimming with excitement. The whole thing had been like something from a kung-fu movie he had watched as a child only Vita was far more bad ass. As she approached the cart Lister saw the irises of her eyes were literally boiling. The dull orange flame had become a blazing inferno threatening to swallow the entirety of the eye, pupil and all. Lister stepped back for a moment and Vita caught the fear which crossed his features.
 “It's alright, it happens when I get excited. They will go back to normal soon.” Lister was still staring even though she had allayed his fear. Now it was curiosity which held his gaze. He had never seen anything of their like and he was so fascinated by them he could not pull himself away. What kind of creature could do such a thing? He stretched his neck down toward her to get a closer look.
 “Please, stop staring.” Vita pleaded.
 “Yes... Sorry.” Lister said embarrassed and looked away.
 “It's alright. Everyone does it when they see them for the first time.” she took the drivers seat and though Lister knew he could operate the vehicle he was not one to drive, not even on his world. He had always preferred public transportation to a car of his own. The seats were not meant for a being of his height so it was a bit of a trick to pack himself into the passengers seat.
 “I have to get back to the portal. It is going to open soon.” Lister sounded calm enough but inside he knew they were soon approaching the moment of truth.
 
 They were waiting in the clearing near the spot they had come through. The cart was actually quite speedy which was contrary to its size and the object which powered it. Lister was still befuddled by the crystal he had found at the heart of the engine.
 “What was the crystal powering the cart?” he asked as they sat waiting in the forest for the portal to open.
 “It is a Singing Stone. They power everything here.”
 “Really?” Lister was taken aback by the idea of crystals being a power source for they were not science but occultism. “How do they work?” 
 “Let me guess, you don't have them on your world.” the differences between worlds had become their inside joke. Vita looked at him smiling and Lister saw something in it but he could not put his finger on it. Lister beamed a genuine smile back to his traveling companion and guide. He could not remember a time in his life when he had smiled so often. Perhaps in his childhood but he had tried to put his past out of his mind for fear of the emotions the memories would cause.
 “No we don't.”
 “You will have to ask my grandfather about them. He is the most knowledgeable person in these parts and he knows how to use them.”
 Just then Lister's alarm sounded on his phone which was immediately accompanied by the static crackle Lister had been waiting for as the portal materialized in the air. Lister was overjoyed at the sight of it now knowing he could get back home. He got out of the cart and stood underneath it. He jumped up and grabbed the edge and tried to pull himself through. He was not strong and never had been able to do a pull up so he dangled there for a moment legs kicking uselessly in the air. Behind him Vita began to laugh.
 “Could you give me a hand?” Lister said dropping to the ground.
 Vita pulled the cart up under the portal. Lister took note of her intelligence and clambered up onto the engine compartment ungracefully and wobbled as he stood. Lister looked to Vita quickly, almost losing his balance in the process She was smiling at his lack of agility but she dropped it just as he looked, obviously not wanting to hurt his feelings. Lister grabbed the edge and struggled his way up and through the portal.
 
 Lister was back in the dining room of his apartment crawling off of the table being careful not to disturb his setup. The room was dim as was mostly the case with his workshop as he had come to know his dining room. Finally he slid off the table and stood brushing himself off.
 He had been working on this technology for a long time, since he was a child. His mother had passed away in the meantime but still he persisted. She had always spoken to her son of adventure, her one regret in life was she had not had more of it. He had come to this point by himself and achieved something no one had done before. He was going to bring this to school and fire it up. Perhaps he should bring Vita through he joked silently to himself. He was going to change the world.
 He got down off of the table and went immediately to his computer. He shut off the portal as he worked. It was not long before he had punched in the necessary code to open the portal after thirty-six hours and at hour intervals thereafter.
 It was a wonder to him how easily he could travel between the two worlds. It seemed as though once the barrier had been broken it could not be unbroken. How hard would it be to open a permanent gateway he wondered. It was then he felt something was out of place.
 He looked around the dining room and squinted his eyes into the shadowy corners. He could swear something was different. Was it just paranoia? Lister began to take a quick tour of his apartment to make sure.
 First he checked the living room. The door was locked as he always kept it. The television was off and seeing as how he rarely had time for such indulgences should have been the case. The kitchen was as it had been before he left, a mess but not disgusting by any means. He went through the bedroom and into the bathroom. Finally he gave a cursory look in the closet. His clothes were all hanging in order as they should be and his spare electronics were on the top shelf.
 “It must be paranoia.” he confirmed to himself satisfied nothing was missing.
 Lister snatched a tank top from a hanger and changed his shirt. He thought about donning some short pants but the threat from the plant life was enough to dissuade him. 
 He stood as he tapped the keys which would start the opening of the portal. Again he felt the plunge in his stomach and wondered if it was something he would ever get used to. He got up on the table and looked into the static pool below him. He could feel the pull of the adventure waiting on the other side and it caused him to pause. Adventure was never something Lister had craved though he had, as a child wondered about it.
 Vita's world was not without trouble and Lister knew it now. He was going back into the jaws of danger and the thought of more brutes like they had met on the road did not fill him with confidence. As much as he hated to admit it he knew he would not be able to survive there without Vita. Lister did not like having to depend on anyone, they always let you down. What if she tired of him and left him stranded? 
 He could just stay in his apartment. After all he did not owe his demon guide any explanation. All he would have to do is close the portal and forget this whole thing had ever happened. He knew it would be safer and even with the information he had now he would win a Nobel prize but then he would never find out more about the crystals, the Singing Stones. The one he had seen was amazing and if one so small could power a cart then he wondered what else could they do. After a few moments of thought his scientific mind won the day and Lister dropped back through the portal determined to return with some Singing Stones.



 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
 The locks had taken him a bit to get through but it was not a barrier he could not surmount. Once on the other side he reengaged the locks and began his search of the apartment. Donovan had a methodical way of going about it which had always served him well.
 He pulled a small camera from his pocket and began looking for a place to stash it. If he were interrupted he would at least want to have eyes inside. The living room looked the opposite of what the name implied. Dust was stacked on the furniture and the television leading Donovan to an easy conclusion. Living was not what this room was for.
 The dining room was far more interesting. The hip height table in the middle of the room had a bunch of electronics arranged in a certain way but as to the use, he had no idea. He went to a table nearby and placed the camera facing the electronics laden table and checked his cellphone. Satisfied he had a good view he moved on to the bedroom.
 Donovan knew from experience people kept their most prized possessions close in slumber. People were their most vulnerable when they slept. Donovan crept to the bedroom door and peeked inside. Seeing no sign of an occupant he entered and got to work.  
 From the other room he heard a hiss of static like an old television or a radio. He had been in the middle of going through the chest of drawers by the door but he slid the drawer closed and edged his way back toward the bed. The sound made him pause. It was not like he had heard one or all five rugged locks on the door open. The boy must have left the television on and it lost signal while he was rooting through the kids belongings.
 He heard typing on a keyboard. Donovan tensed for he was suddenly in a bad spot. He was a large man with a large belly and he had three places to go: The bathroom but he had never had good luck with tubs, the closet or under the bed. The last one would have been comical but the time was not right for levity. If there were ever a time to curse this was it and he did so silently.
 The typing stopped and the air seemed to thicken. The kid could sense him. Whoever he was Donovan was sure he had somehow entered the apartment without making a sound and he now knew something was up. Donovan was a student of intuition as it had saved his life on more than one occasion and this kid was quick. Perhaps Donovan's own intuition would save Mr. Crowe a beating for he knew from experience the feeling of unease could be banished easily if nothing were found.
 He opened the left most french style closet door with a slight wince but no squeak issued. Donovan squeezed between the clothing, pressing his back against the wall, trying to make himself as small as possible behind the hanging garments which was no easy task given his size. He fluffed the clothes again so as not to show his tracks. Once settled he used the tip of his pinky to slide the door closed.
 It could have been a minute or it could have been ten but instinctively he held his breath as the closet door opened. Donovan was coiled tight and ready to move if he got even an inkling his prey had discovered him. He was not afraid of being found, it would be an easy task to dispatch this kid but his mission was to not be detected. He could see the top of the boys head over the shoulders of a couple of shirts. He remained as still as he could waiting for the inevitable gasp and holler of surprise which did not come.
 “It must be paranoia.” Lister said out loud and did not move but rather flicked on the lights. If Donovan had ever been a praying man now would have been the time but he and God were not on speaking terms. A tank top was yanked from a hanger four down from Donovan's nose. A bead of sweat raced down his back, then one down his cheek.
 A groan and some rustling told him the kid was changing clothes. The light went out and the room was dark once again but it was a moment before Donovan dared breathe.
 The typing began again and he heard the static crackle he had mistaken earlier for the television. Then some other rummaging Donovan could not quite identify, a hiss and all was quiet.
 Donovan exited the closet into an eerie white light coming from the dining room. He quietly went to the open bedroom door leading to the dining room. When he had first seen the ring his interest had been engaged but he did not know much about technology. Hell, he could barely use his cellphone.
 To his surprise he was alone in the apartment. Donovan came out of the bedroom and stepped up beside the homemade table which held the device. The static pool was all he could see as the white light which issued from it cast everything else into shadow. He could see there was a  computer connected to it which had been the typing he had heard. Donovan had seen all kinds of strange things in his work for Magda but this was something else.
 As he stood looking at it he could not help but wonder where it led. What was on the other side which had been important enough for the kid to go back through? It would be easy enough follow the kid through Donovan thought. It was obviously safe or the kid would not have come back to change clothes.
 He decided against such a rash course of action as he had bigger fish to fry. He had been sent to find out if this were really anything or just another phantom in the ether. Magda had let slip, unintentionally, his real quarry was going to be here which was the confrontation Donovan desired. He had found something here and it was his job to tell his superiors about it. On the other hand if his nemesis, his tormentor, was going to be here as predicted then he would brook no interference, not even from Magda. He left his phone in his pocket.



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
 Finally, they had come to a clearing which allowed Lister to look upon an alien sky for the first time. It was all he had hoped for... it was smokey dark and purple streaked with wisps of greens and blues. It reminded Lister of the northern lights back home though not so energetic. He assumed this planet and it's solar system was in a nebula. He could not remember what chemicals would make the colors the nebula projected and it was not something which overly concerned him as they cruised at a good clip to the south, toward Vita's village.
 Some pinpoints of light pricked the sky though not as many as he was used to. Instead of pinpoints arrayed across the heavens some were small globes which lit the sky. Suns closer and more varied in their color than he had seen at home. The sight made him gasp as the little cart zoomed along the perfection of the path. He looked around in all directions wondering at the sights around him. The forest had given way to plains which stretched from horizon to horizon and in the purple hued darkness, the vast plains seemed to stretch forever.
 He looked at Vita and she smiled at him oblivious to the beauty in which she had been raised. His mind boggled at the sight of stars so close, the round orbs of red, blue and yellow, each adding to the dance of celestial objects in this region of space.
 “You really seem to be lost.” Vita said intruding on the wonder of what he was witnessing.
 “Huh?”
 “In the sky. You seem to be lost.”
 Lister had thought she had meant in a literal sense which was actually more accurate. He had built his machine not knowing what to expect. He could very well have caused a nuclear explosion for all he knew but instead he found this incredible place and this young girl who had shown him unknown wonders. It had been a strange few hours for Lister Crowe.
  The two did not speak  as they approached the small village, the little vehicle was whirring along like a charm. The light from the night sky was casting it's purple glow upon every building and post. Though from a certain perspective it could have been seen as eerie Lister did not see it that way. To him it was a wonder such colors existed and he was too enamored with this place to feel anything but excitement and curiosity.
 The main street ran through the center of town. On either side were houses of metal which looked similar to those back home. The metal did not seem to be any type of material Lister had seen before. It was obviously malleable to such a degree they could bend an entire house out of a single sheet because he saw no seams. Immediately his mind went to the many applications he could use such a metal for. 
 No lamp posts lit the street because the night was not dark as he had known night to be. The scene seemed to be wrapped in eternal dusk. The fences were solid metal and the strange plants seemed to dance in the humid night air. Though this place was so strange he felt the people were not so different from him and his. Lister did not like the company of people so the thought was not as reassuring as it should have been but at least they had something in common.
 “Vita! Who is this outsider?” a man barked exiting the house they had parked in front of. 
 “This is Lister.”she answered as she got out of the drivers seat. She was not looking at the speaker as she exited the vehicle, her tone and tenor showed her feelings about his bothersome presence.
 “He is dressed rather odd. What is he doing in our village?” the man was middle aged with black hair, white coming through in places and a wrinkled face. He wore the same light clothing the people in this place wore with the exception of Vita. Lister could see why, for even though it was night the temperature had not dropped nor had the humidity subsided. His change of shirt had been a wonderful idea as the tank top was much cooler. The man looked at Lister with a palpable distaste. Lister had known his like this before and it was apparent he held some position of power in the village.
 “He is my guest Goran and he fixed this cart for Tamra. He is a friend.” 
 Goran began looking over the cart as Tamra came out of the house. She paused at the door for a moment to shoo one of her children back inside. Goran was looking at the cart as though it had some sort of infectious disease and did not want to touch it.
 “Vita. Thank you so much.” Tamra came out and hugged her. “And you Lister. Thank you.” she came around the cart and was about to hug him but Lister pretended not to see the motion, turned and retrieved his backpack.
 “My pleasure Tamra.” he said not looking in her direction.
 “Lister...” Goran began “what a strange name. Where do you come from?”
 “He is my guest Goran and he will be interrogated.” Vita rounded the cart near the man and though she stood a couple inches shorter she seemed to tower over him. Her presence and self confidence was very domineering but Goran was not cowed. Lister guessed this was not the first time the two had butted heads.
 “Well it is my job to keep this village safe and we need to know who is coming and going do we not?”
 “I don't mean to cause any trouble.” Lister said with a sly smile on his lips. Vita already knew Lister could be quite smart mouthed and the look she gave him warned against picking a fight with the man.
 Goran stepped up to him and took measure. He looked Lister up and down, then made eye contact.
 “You are dressed strange and you taller than any in the village. Are you an off worlder?” Lister was taken aback by the question.
 “Of course Goran, he is an off worlder.” Vita followed up immediately not lying. The idea seemed to soothe Goran a bit and Lister was glad for it. “He needs to see Merrill right away.” Goran looked to her and nodded in acquiescence.
 “Well then by all means.” he moved away from the cart. “Just know, I am keeping an eye on you.” Lister was about to speak and it was going to be a scathing retort but Vita spoke quickly before he could.
 “Thank you Goran.” she grabbed Lister by the arm and began pulling him away before he could say anything. They rushed to get out of earshot of Tamra's home.
 “What was his problem?” Lister looked over his shoulder to see Goran staring after them.
 “He is just overprotective. His father and mother were killed by bandits when he was young so he takes village security very seriously.” Lister was glad he had not made his rude comment or perhaps he could have started something which might have gotten out of control.
 “Oh.” Lister said plainly not wanting to get into the particulars of the subject of death. He found himself wondering if he should make Goran's life easier and just go back to his world and not return. One look at the sky provided the only answer he needed. Wonders lived in this place and he needed to see them.
 Soon they were out of the village and the lights coming from windows had become small. The place where they were headed, Vita assured him, was just outside of the village.
 “Pappy likes to live out here just in case.” Vita said cryptically.
 “In case of what?” Lister was looking at a three story metal structure bathed in the purple ambient light of night which stood before them as they approached.
 “In case...” she paused for too long. “in case one of his inventions were to explode or something.” Vita's finished quickly. Had Lister not experienced his share of failure with his own inventions he surely would have been more worried by the prospect of an explosion. He could see the wisdom in choosing an out of the way area for experimentation. Perhaps, he thought, he should make the same move from the crowded city once his schooling was done.
 “Does it happen often?” Lister asked as they approached the door.
 “What?”
 “Explosions?”
 “Not anymore.” Vita said with a smile as she lead the way into the big building.
 Once inside he found himself in a large open area which seemed to take up the entirety of the structure. Off to the right was a comfortable looking room which Lister assumed must be part of the living area but Lister was far more interested in the giant room they found themselves in.
 The walls were not decorated with paintings but instead all manner of mechanical pieces were hanging on nearly every square foot. The furniture was sparse and made up of mostly stools and workbenches scattered throughout the area at non uniform intervals. Lister made note of the seating... none of them had backs. It seemed Merrill was of the same mind as he.
 All manner of objects were arrayed upon the tables, racks and benches. The larger items were set on the floor. Items were hanging from the ceiling as well in various states of disrepair and though Lister could not recognize any of items he was sure with closer examination he could identify what they might be used for. One glance had told Lister this was a workshop. The workshop of his dreams.
 “Wow, this place is great.” Lister whispered.
 “I knew you would like it. When I saw your home I knew you and my grandfather would have a lot in common. He's a wizard too.” pride was evident in her voice when she spoke of her grandfather. “I know he will love to meet you. That's really why I brought you here.” If Lister had been paying more attention he might have been upset she had been hiding her intention from him but he had already begun wandering around in a state of mechanical inebriation.
 He approached a big six wheeled vehicle. It had no cabin or seats so it had to be either unfinished or autonomous. The wheels were large, squat and thick like the residents of the world and the hull was made of metal. Lister put his hand to it and felt along the surface. It was smooth, cool to the touch and seamless like the structures he had seen. From the look of the village and the outside of the workshop Lister found it incredible such machines existed here. The vehicle had a large mouth at what he assumed was the front. It yawned soundlessly at him. Another at the back was flatter and wider. Then it came to him:
 “This is the machine that laid the path we were on.” Lister said this quite loud though he did not notice. The thrill of discovery was in his voice and he had gotten carried away but Vita did not seem to mind.
 “Yes it is. How did you know?” Vita sounded impressed but Lister turned his attention back to the vehicle.
 “It's what I do.”
 “Vita? Is that you?” A scratchy, aged male voice came from the depths of the the workshop.
 “Yes Pappy, it's me and I have a surprise for you.” Vita held her finger up to her lips mischievously. When she did so Vita appeared very much the child to him.
 From around the paving machine a man appeared. He was short and stocky, like all of the denizens of this world, with a short gray beard and a bald head. His eyes were furrowed with too much gray brow. Beneath those untamed caterpillars his blue eyes were piercing. The thing or rather things which stuck out to Lister were his right arm and leg. They were both made of metal and glinted even in the sparse light of the workshop. When he saw Lister he slowed his approach.
 “Well, who do we have here?” He wiped his thick hand and metal one on the blacksmiths apron he wore, a look of distrust crossing his face. Vita jumped up and down excitedly and made her way to his side.
 “Pappy, may I introduce Lister Crowe. Lister, this is my grandfather Merrill.”
 “It is a pleasure to meet you sir.” Lister stepped forward and extended his hand. Realizing he had extended his right hand to Merrill's prosthesis and balked. “Oh... sorry.” Lister made to pull his hand back but Merrill smiled and took it before he could retract it.
 The metal was not cold as was the paving machine but seemed to have some sort of internal heat. The fingers were dexterous and gentle as they wrapped themselves around Lister's hand.
 “No boy, it is fine.” Lister could not help but look down and examine the prosthetic.
 “That is really amazing.” Lister took the hand in both of his and began turning it this way and that. He was studying it with a look of intense interest on his face.
 “He is a wizard too Pappy.” Vita exclaimed with pride in her voice.
 “Well are you now.” Merrill cut his eyes at him for a moment and looked him up and down.
 “No sir, not a wizard. An engineer.” Lister noticed he still held Merrill's hand and let it go with an apologetic look.
 “An engineer? I have not heard that word for many years. Let me guess. You are not from around here are you Mr. Crowe.”
 “No sir, I am from a long ways away... and please call me Lister.”
 “Then you shall call me Merrill and we will get along just fine.” There was a pause and it seemed Merrill used the time to take measure of the man before him.
 “You two must be hungry.” Merrill put his arm around Vita's shoulder. “My father used to say if you really want to get to know someone you should share a meal.” He smiled at Lister and Lister nodded back:
 “I am famished.” 
 He turned with Vita under his metal arm and began walking toward the living area at the front of the shop. Lister could see the two of them were looking at one another in an odd way. Something was off and he was sure there was more to these two than met his eye.



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
 During dinner Vita told the tale of their meeting. From her appearance in Lister's living room to the moment he dropped through the portal. Lister did not mention his own feelings of doubt as he stood peering into the gateway to another world. He did not speak much at all as Vita seemed to have it under control. More than once he could see a question form behind Merrill's eyes but the old man did not loose it. He was enthralled by the telling and seemed loathe to miss a syllable. Once Vita finished the telling the obvious question came.
 “Just what are you doing jumping through portals in the forest girl.” his tone was harsh but Lister knew it came from a good place.
 “I...I...I don't know Pappy. It seemed like it would be a great adventure.” she was obviously taken aback by the harsh tone.
 “You could have ended up in some serious trouble. You really need to think before you act Vita.” Vita looked down at her plate feeling the weight of her scolding. Merrill took her hand in his flesh and blood hand and squeezed it gently. “I don't know what I would do if anything ever happened to you girl.” she raised her eyes and met his. He was smiling at her and it seemed to make her feel better. 
 “I know Pappy. I am sorry.” she said meekly squeezing his hand back.
 “Everything turned out alright.” Merrill said dropping the subject. In the short time he had known her Lister could guess with a high percentage of certainty this was not the first time something like this had happened and he had a feeling it would not be the last.
 “How long are you here for Lister?” Merrill asked as Vita got up and started clearing the dishes from the table.
 “Only for another thirty-five hours I am afraid.” Lister answered looking at his watch.
 “Well, that is a good amount of time. You can stay here and get to know our village a bit.” Merrill said wiping his mouth.
 “If it would be alright I would love to look around your workshop?”
 Merrill's eyes lit up at his request. The question, if asked to Lister, would have garnered suspicion but this man seemed all too happy to share his knowledge and the work which so obviously consumed his life.
 “It would be my pleasure.” Merrill stood and Lister followed suit. “Come with me.”
 
 The two of them began to wander around the workshop at a leisurely pace. Vita had decided it was not something of interest to her so she made herself scarce and left them to their business. Lister was shown so many strange and advanced devices he found himself in a bit of a daze as they walked. From the automated paving machine to an underwater drone of a sort. Down to the tools Merrill used to ply his trade. Lister was in awe of the things this man had collected over the years.
 “One of the many things I don't understand...” Lister was not at all being flippant when he spoke. There were a whole host of things he did not get about the situation. “is how do we speak the same language?”
 Merrill rubbed his chin as he thought about the question. Judging by the look he was giving the ceiling Lister rightly assumed he did not know what to make of it either.
 “I guess I hadn't thought about it.” his host answered. “Lucky I guess.” 
 If there was one thing Lister did not put much faith in it was luck. Sure at times it would seem like luck had some role to play in the way things worked out but this was not one of them.
 “The odds of your people and mine speaking the same tongue must be astronomical... if not impossible.” Lister had been trying to figure out the conundrum since they had met Tamra and her kids on the road. “It is like our two worlds are connected somehow. Not just our worlds but our ancestors.”
 The idea of there being some common kinship between Earth and this place was something Lister could not imagine.
 “Well, as my father used to say... you can beat your head on a rock all day but all you are going to end up with is one hell of a headache.” Merrill answered then continued on about the the shop. Lister still could not shake the oddity of the world he found himself on.
 As they made their way around Lister asked many questions about their technology and Merrill was excited to answer them. The world on which he stood was called Talcho and everything Lister would identify as technological they would call magic. Lister had always thought of science as more than just the facts so the idea of calling it magic and being referred to as a wizard did not displease him. It was still not correct in his eyes tough.
 The metal the buildings were made from was, as Lister had guessed, very malleable but once it was tempered, using a beam technology of which Lister was wholly unaware, it became stronger and lighter than steel.
 ”What I don't understand is how do you power these machines?” Lister asked as he was turning a metal rod which Merrill assured him would locate underground water sources. “When I fixed the wagon earlier I found a crystal within. I can only assume, it is the power source.”
 “Ahh, now we get to the meat of the meal.” Lister was quite impressed by Merrill's constant turn of phrase which seemed to speak more clearly than a longer explanation could. “Our autonomous devices and really, any device having magical properties will contain at least one Singing Stone.” 
 “Yes, Singing Stones?” Lister's excitement was palpable as he replace the dowsing rod he had been examining and looked at Merrill.
 “Yes. They are the backbone of nearly all I do here?”
 “What are they? How do they provide the energy?”
 “No one really knows what they are made up of but they are very powerful. One can accomplish all manner of wizardry with them. The paver...” he said indicating across the workshop with a metal thumb at the big six wheeled vehicle “contains four of them and each one controls a separate function. Some of the more amazing creations I have seen contain thousands. It all depends upon the size and complexity of the machinery.”
 “I have never heard of such stones. We have crystal where I come from but nothing can compare.” Lister was truly interested and it showed in the eager look on his face.
 “Well I have two in my arm and two in my leg.” he raised his metal arm and flexed the fingers. “The first is to power the unit and the second allows me to communicate with it using my thoughts.”
 “Telepathy?” Lister asked agog.
 “Of a sort I suppose.”
 Lister then thought about quantum entanglement and the idea did not seem so far fetched. He was not a physicist but he had read a few papers on the subject.
 “There are some issues with the stones though.” Merrill continued. “Once you prime and attach them to a device they can only be used for that sole purpose. If we could find a way to reprogram them I could have a near unlimited supply of stones. It is one of the things which has really caused me no end of frustration.” Merrill picked up the dowsing rod and with a twist he opened it and removed the crystal. He handed it to Lister.
 Lister took it and began an examination. It was very smooth but translucent and was not as large as the one he had previously seen. A small amount of heat was emanating from it and it glowed like some cave dwelling fungus he had read about in books. Lister then had what seemed to him be a revelation.
 “Is it alive?” he asked.
 Merrill looked at Lister with raised eyebrows and respect in his wrinkled visage. A living power source was something Lister could never have imagined.
 “It's a subject which has been debated for a long time but no one has been able to come up with a suitable answer. A few groups believe so strongly in the thought they refuse to use any magic. Some factions are more violent when it comes to their usage. Those folks call for nothing less than the destruction of all magic and the liberation of the stones. They are few and far between though, luckily for civilization.”
 “We have people like that on my world too. They would see us all living in caves rather than using the resources of the world to make our lives better.”
 “Well I am not going to say they are wrong but I do feel that if we use them responsibly then we are doing the work of nature.” 
 “What can they be used for.” Lister said returning his gaze to the scintillating colors shining from within the stone.
 “All manner of things. One thing I have been working on is long range communication. The stones are great for anything using sound and vibration. Though we use them for nearly everything there are certain areas where they really shine.”
 Merrill showed Lister the machine which was used to prime the stones. It was large and could fit stones of various sizes. The idea of a stone the size of a football and the potential energy contained made Lister's mouth water.
 “Once the stone is inside you set the resonating frequency you want and press the button.” Merrill did so but without a stone to prime the machine just hummed. “Finding the right frequency is the tricky part. On some occasions I can find the perfect tones. Once you do then the stones power for the application is increased ten fold.”
 Lister's mind spun with the possibilities of such a find. He wondered at the things he could do with them. His own research up to that point had been based on sonic technology so the lure of such a power source was something he was pondering as they spoke. If it was zero point technology and could be entangled in a quantum fashion he wondered if he could design a way to operate his portal device from Talcho rather than setting a timer. The applications he imagined were limitless.
 Lister was quiet for some time as the thoughts rushed through his mind. Merrill did not interrupt  him. He was looking at Lister though and knew from the expression he wore, his gears were turning.
 “Where can I get some?” Lister asked with more edge than he had intended. This world was quite dangerous as Lister had already seen. He would have a very capable guide as he was sure Vita would insist upon helping. The thought of traipsing around this world on some crazy quest filled him with no small amount of dread. 
 “I would give you some if I had any left but I am all out at the moment. There are caves not too far from here where I harvest mine. I would take you to them and get you some but I have a tight deadline on the paver. Even now I should working but here it sits.”
 “I can go. Just tell me where to find the cave.” Lister was not the adventurous type but the undeniable possibilities of these amazing stones was something he could not pass up. The things he could do with them would be world changing. A thousand things could go wrong but Lister did not have the time nor the inclination to list them all to himself for the lure of the Singing Stones was a siren call to him. Perhaps it was how they had gotten their name? Maybe here instead of maidens in the seas they were stones set to entice sailors or, more apt, crazy scientist to their deaths upon the rocks.
 “Oh no, such a thing would not be right of me. You are my guest and I could not just send you into harms way.”
 “What do you mean harms way?” Lister's heart dropped.
 “There are some dangerous critters down there. They would poison you and drink your juices before you even knew what was happening.” Merrill's description was nothing if not effective.
 “I will take him.” Vita had appeared and was standing behind Merrill. Lister had not heard nor seen her. From what he had seen earlier he knew she may have been standing behind them for hours and neither of them would be the wiser.
 “Oh no you don't. The last time you went to the caves you almost ended up as dinner for the bugs.” Merrill tried to dismiss the whole notion.
 “I will be more careful this time. I promise.”
 “That's exactly, to the letter, what you said last time.” Merrill's face was pale at the thought of whatever these creatures were. Lister was now becoming a tad more skeptical about the idea but the call of the stones would not be denied.
 “I will take care of her.” Lister offered up. His voice cracked, betraying his feelings but he would not let his fear stand in the way of this amazing scientific leap.
 “Ha!” Merrill's retort was a burst of sound with no mirth in it. “You take care of her. I can barely take care of her and she depends on me.”
 A long silence reigned in which Merrill was chewing on his lip and shaking his head. He was looking at Vita and she was staring back at him. She had assumed the same stance and expression she had used on Lister when they had met Tamra on the path. He muttered a few things to himself neither of them could quite catch. The argument he was having with himself was a big one.
 “Even if I say no you will go anyway won't you?” Merrill looked at Vita who was staring at him, arms crossed nodding her head. “Girl you are going to be the death of me.” a moment of tension passed between the two. Vita looked ashamed and again Lister felt something pass between them which he was not privy to. Merrill's face flushed at the hidden, unspoken thoughts which passed between them.
 “Go ahead.” Merrill had given up. Vita squealed in her girlish way and ran to hug her Pappy. He looked at Lister coldly. The look held the threat of retribution should his adopted grand daughter be harmed.
 “You said you would take care of her. You'd better.” it was a heavy statement in no uncertain terms and Lister could feel the weight of it.
 “I will.” Lister replied though he had a notion it was going to be Vita who would be caring for him.
 “Then you two had better get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day for you.” Merrill turned back to the paving machine, considering the matter closed. Lister swallowed thickly as Vita took his arm and began pulling him away. Lister kept his eyes on Merrill as he was being dragged off wondering just what he had gotten himself into.
 “I will show you to the guest room.” Vita was excited and Lister was sure she would not sleep from it. He would not sleep either but for another reason entirely.



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 

Lister and Vita wasted no time in setting out. She brought her long dagger and a bundle of food she had packed hurriedly in the morning. When they stepped outside Lister was sad to see the rising sun taking the beauty of the night sky from the heavens. The new light of day did show the surrounding countryside. It was very rocky and covered with a thin carpet of moss which grew plentifully and he could see the fields the villagers tended to. They did not grow crops of the kind Lister was used to but instead they were plants of the same variety he had seen in the woods. The plants were what he had eaten the night before and again when he woke. 
 Much to Lister's dismay Merrill did not come to see them off and it was no wonder. He worried about his grand daughter and had strong misgivings about their journey. Though Vita was not his blood, he had iterated time and again she was his life and to be without her would never do. Lister did not want to hurt the old inventor but his need to possess even one Singing Stone was too much to resist and he apparently would put them both in peril for the chance. The only danger he had ever really faced in his life was of a type which required safety goggles in a lab. This was something very foreign to him and he felt a twinge of excitement at the prospect and more than a little dread.
 The vehicle they took was squat and powerful looking. Like the cart from the previous night it had two seats and both were in the front, the engine compartment in the the back. The tires were meaty looking and appeared to be quite able to handle any terrain. When Lister wedged himself into the passengers seat he was quite certain whatever they might run into this cart would be able to handle.
 “You ready?” Vita asked as she gracefully hopped into the drivers seat.
 “I sure am.”  He hoped his tone hid his nerves.
 Vita pushed the throttle forward and they were off. The built in compass mounted onto the center console said they were traveling south. The fields just outside the the village were high with crops. Lister saw people tending to the meaty looking plants which sustained them. One of them waved as they zipped by. Lister recognized one of Tamra's children, the little boy who had hidden behind his mothers skirt. Lister smiled and waved back as he turned in his seat.
 His sleep the night before had been fitful and for the most part, nonexistent. Lister knew he was becoming sleep deprived but there was no way his mind would be switched off with so much going on. The bed he had been shown to was comfortable and he was glad for it. The solitude gave him time to absorb and process a bit of what had happened over the past twenty-four hours. Though he was tired, he had arisen, feeling no more rested than the night before.
 The ATV carried them over jagged hills. He could see rocky outcropping which broke up the green but the trees which had been so prevalent were no longer present. The hills varied in size and shape and Lister became sure all of the ground underneath the moss was rock which might have struck him as odd if this whole trip had not been out of the ordinary.
 After a time they passed close to a river and Lister could see some creatures drinking their fill. Like the people here they were short and stocky and built for the gravity of the planet. Vita did not get too close to them for they were not their concern though a few of them looked up as they passed and watched until they were gone.
 Mountains rose in the distance as the ATV found some level ground and Vita increased their pace. The motor was whirring as they flew across the terrain at a speed Lister thought was not within the scope of such a small vehicle. The sound of the engine was high pitched though not at all unpleasant. In the times when Vita decreased and subsequently increased the speed it seemed like the stones at the heart were really singing a song Lister could not understand.
 The mountains grew out of the terrain and Lister could see they were unlike the ones back home. These seemed to be the outer edge of a huge crater caused by the impact of a comet or asteroid. They rose out of the ground as though thrust up in a fit of rage. Lister realized this was only to be expected and he set his preconceived notions aside as he had promised to. Why would this place even have plate tectonics? 
 The mountains loomed over them and he could see the cracks and crevasses along the surface. It did not look like it would be an easy climb or indeed possible. The rock was dark gray and though there were patches of the grassy moss on it the cover was sparse at best. Vita stopped the ATV in front of a crevasse which upon closer inspection was hiding a walkway which rose steeply up the face.
 “Well let's go. We have to walk from here.” she hopped out of the cart and snatched her pack from the back and began walking to the opening which split the steep walls.
 “I sure wish we didn't have to walk.” Lister grabbed his pack and followed.
 “It is not too far but there is some pretty rough terrain ahead and it is steep. Are you sure you are going to be able to make it?”
 “Don't you worry,” Lister slid sideways through the particularly tight entry. “I wouldn't miss this for the world.”
 Once they had made the path Lister found the air to be stifling in it's heat and humidity. He had not felt such an uncomfortable mix having grown up in the Northeast United States. He had thought summers back home were intense at times but this was ridiculous. His clothing stuck to him as he climbed and the sweat which poured from him soon darkened his garments.
 Vita had not been over stating the difficulty of the trek. More than a few rock slides had happened and seemingly barred their progress but Vita, as nimble as a cat made her way up them. Once at the top she would let down a rope and help Lister top and conquer all of the obstacles in their way. More than once he had to go to all fours and climb like a gecko along the path which had become little more than a wall.
 Finally a very appreciative Lister Crowe being led by Vita came to a small flat clearing. In the center was a burned out fire pit with stones set around it as makeshift seating. Lister was happy for the break and made for one of the stones without having to be told to do so. He was tired and the increased gravity was taking it's toll on him.
 “We are here. The cave mouth is just up ahead.” Vita poked her thumb over her shoulder.
 Lister did not look where she was pointing but instead took a long slow drink from the canteen. He finished with a satisfied sigh and dropped his gaze to the fire pit. A wisp of smoke rose and held for a moment before dissipating.
 “Vita? I don't think we are alone.” Lister looked up at her and she looked quizzically back at him.
 “No you are not.” a voice came from further up the path.
 Vita whirled so fast Lister could barely make out the motion. Though he did not see it she had pulled her dagger and was ready for an attack. Lister had not seen the blade unsheathed before and was impressed with the sight of it. It glowed with an inner fire which, in the shadow of the mountain, gleamed bright with an orange hue matching her eyes.
 “Whoa, hold on.” the man, inasmuch Vita could be called a woman, came from around an outcropping of stone. “I am not looking for a fight. As a matter of fact I need your help.”
 He was a creature like Vita with horns and all but not like her. His face and body seemed more like Merrill's people, stocky and stout. He had horns and his eyes seemed to have some of the inner fire which marked Vita's difference from what Lister had always thought of as people. While Vita seemed young he had the age of man on him and a flesh tone more in line with humanity. He was a half breed, Lister had little doubt of his observation.  
 The stranger was dressed all in black, light fitting clothing which hung off of him almost in a regal fashion. His black hair was long and pulled back in a loose pony tail, wild strands floating about his face and scalp.
 “My name is Karak.” he said as he began approaching her. Vita did not drop her guard but took a step back. 
 “What are you doing here Karak?” Vita asked and Lister could sense the mistrust in her voice. He could not blame her.
 “I assume the same thing you are. Harvesting Singing Stones.” Karak smiled. Lister had to admit it was a disarming smile full of white teeth promising friendship and kindness. Vita's tension suggested she was not buying it.
 “How would you know what we are doing here?”
 “Well it is pretty obvious isn't it.” Karak stopped his approach as Vita had not put her dagger away and it shone deadly in the shadows cast by the craggy walls of the crevasse. “Why else would anyone come up here?” rightfully sensing she was not going to answer Karak continued:
 “I have two men trapped inside. We got separated and I need help in retrieving them. Could you help me?” the question was not just asked of Vita for Karak looked around her and pleaded with Lister as well. Vita softened a bit at this. If there was one thing which could sway her, Lister had seen, it was people in need and he cursed their luck.
 “We could help but why should we?” she asked letting her hand slide slowly to her side the dagger not finding its sheath.
 “I don't have anything to offer by way of reward but you would have my most sincere gratitude.” the charming smile made it's appearance again and Lister felt a twinge of distrust settle in his stomach. There was something in his smile which made Lister doubt his sincerity.
 “Wait a moment.” Vita turned and started back toward the fire pit and Lister. Though she had turned from him Lister could sense she was still quite aware of Karak behind her. She was still coiled tight like a spring.
 “What do you think?” Vita whispered to Lister when she got to his side. Lister thought for a moment as he looked past Vita and at Karak. He was looking back the way he had come as though looking for sign of his companions, a worried expression played across his features.
 “I don't know, I don't trust him” Lister spoke quickly and glanced around her to observe the man. 
 “Well he said his friends are trapped.” Vita cast a glance over her shoulder. After a moment she looked back to Lister. “We should help. It is the right thing to do.” 
 “Why did I know you were going to say that?” Lister was not so sure helping this half demon was wise.
 “What do you mean?”
 “This is just like on the road. We had to help Tamra fix her cart.”
 “Of course we had to help her.”
 “Even though it might cause us more trouble than it might be worth?”
 “Listen, if his people are in those caves then they may be in trouble. It is our duty to help.” 
 “Everyone?”
 “As many people as we can. I can't believe you could just walk away without a thought as to the safety of others. Are all your people this uncaring” Lister did not rise to the bait.
 “I think he is not someone worth helping is all.” Lister glanced at him again.
 “If what he says is true then he needs our help more than Tamra did.”
 “If he is telling the truth...”
 Lister kept his eyes on her trying to sway her with his gaze but he saw it was going to be of no use when she crossed her arms over her chest.
 “Fine.” Lister surrendered immediately knowing what her stance meant. She was immovable. 
 “All right, we will help you.” Vita turned and began walking over to the man.
 “Fabulous!” Karak exclaimed. “I cannot thank you enough.
 Lister could not help but notice the easy manner in which Karak carried himself and spoke. Would a man worried about his companions be so easy going? Lister could not shake the feeling there 
was more to this meeting than met the eye. Lister wanted to confront Vita and tell her this was a bad idea and they should proceed forward on their own but he knew it would do no good. He doubted even Merrill could make a dent in the girls resolve.



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
 The cavern was not what Lister had expected and never having even been in a cave it was no surprise. He had thought it was going to be cold and stuffy but to the contrary these caverns had a breeze which continually stirred the air and rather than the damp which was ever present outside it was dry and the air cool on his skin. No stalactites or stalagmites pricked the ceiling or the floor which was what Lister had pictured but but the walls and ceiling were smoother than a cave should be.
 Vita had come to the same conclusion as Lister and they let their new found companion take the lead. She was far too trusting and Lister was well aware she had taken to this new fellow pretty easily as was her nature. Lister wondered if it may have something to do with the fact they were both of the same species though not exactly alike. Lister took solace in the fact if some creature were going to jump out and make a meal of them it would be Karak who would be the first to fall.
 As they ventured further the dark became more complete. Vita's blade provided more than enough light for them to navigate by but the walls seemed to be nonexistent rather than closing in and the feeling made Lister uneasy. If it had not been for the wind constantly stirring the air and making low wailing sounds as it meandered through the caverns he would have been more afraid than he was.
 Lister had tried once to learn more about their traveling companion but Vita illuminated by the orange glow of her dagger had put a stop to his questioning with a glare which confused him. Why not learn more about this man they had decided to hitch their fates to. Lister was sure if he were a human like him and not a creature like her she would have quite a different take on their charge.
 “Alright Karak,” Vita began after an hour of traversing the passages. “we are getting farther from the chamber of stones. Just where are we going.” Karak paused and raised his head as though listening.
 “Do you hear it? We are getting close.”
 Lister quieted his breathing and tried to slow his heartbeat which had quickened at the ominous words. Straining to make his ears superhuman he listened. Then he heard it, a soft scuttling sound which reminded him of a mouse scratching in a wall.
 “I hear something.” Lister exclaimed more loudly than he had intended. The sound of his voice echoed and came back. He suddenly felt foolish and out of his depth as Vita looked at him as though he were a stupid child but did not admonish him. She whispered:
 “Yes, I hear it too.”
 They continued on through the caverns. Lister strained for the sound again but it was no longer  in the making. They came to a large part of the cave which opened into a rough hewn space. Lister's eyes had become so accustomed to the darkness the meager light of the dagger was far more powerful than he had first thought. The ceilings here were high and supported by columns coming from the ceiling then meeting with the ground. Shadows could be seen skittering around as they entered and the sight knotted his stomach.
 “Hello?” someone whispered anxiously from within. Vita paused for a moment gathering all of her wits.
 “Follow Karak.” Vita whispered to him as Karak continued with more speed. Before Lister could release the slight whimper he had caught in his throat she was gone and the light was gone with her. He was blind in the absolute black. Lister paused for a moment and took his backpack off. He rummaged through the interior feeling for... there it was. He lifted the Ever-Bright flashlight and turned the top, a harsh white light burst forth in a powerful beam blinding him for a moment. 
 The places where the light did not reach contrasted in the darkest of shadows. It took Lister's eyes a moment to adjust but once they did he had wished they had not. Karak was sprinting forward toward two men who were bound in mounds wider at the base then tapering to their chins which left their heads protruding from the top.  They must have been crouched at an odd angle for them to be so low to the ground. Lister was following but at a far more cautious pace than Karak had taken up.
 When he looked around he realized those were not the only mounds this room contained. Others  supported heads in various states of decomposition. In some cases grinning lip-less and flesh-less, just bone. Others seemed to be screaming at the ceiling with lifeless eyes. Lister had never seen anything of the like and panic began to rise within him. What could do this to people? He wondered, quickly jumping the flashlight beam around the cavern and seeing more of the same. How many people had met a gruesome end here? His breath was coming in ragged gasps and he felt as though his skin was going to crawl off of his body and flee for the nearest exit as he wanted to. The sound of his breathing was overtaken by the sound of Karak bashing at a mound holding one of his men.
 Lister heard the scuttling sounds directly behind him and his heart felt as though it dropped straight out of his chest and through the stone floor. They were right behind him. The thought made him go cold. He did not want to turn. He did not want to see his demise coming. Whenever he had thought of death he had pictured himself dying in his sleep far in the future his Nobel Prize dangling from his neck. Why would he want to see such horrors? But turn he did and the light splashed across the creatures, glinting off of black carapace containing their soft innards. They were innumerable and large, each of them the size of a big dog, a Saint Bernard perhaps. The clicking skittering sound was maddening and Lister began to back pedal a blood curdling scream issuing from him.
 Wherever the light hit the creatures they recoiled from it. The slash of the flashlight causing the giant bugs discomfort made Lister feel better at the power but only for a moment as he kept sweeping the light at the horrid tide. How long till the gruesome wave became accustomed to the light? He then knew it was only a matter of time till they were able to come for him in full force.
 Suddenly he felt something grab him and he was being dragged by his collar deeper into the cavern. He thrashed and screamed at the thought of the hideous fate awaiting him. Having to sit and await his demise as the giant bugs went about their business, whatever bugs did in their spare time. Lister began to struggle more fiercely his fear causing his screams to become ragged and panic filled.
 “Stop thrashing. You are going to get us both killed.” Lister looked at the creature which was dragging him but it was not one of the monstrosities, it was Vita. His heart skipped a beat and he was able to breathe once again. She was obviously very strong though her small frame and young look suggested otherwise. 
 “Keep the light focused on them.” she ordered and Lister did as he was told. He kept the bugs away as Vita dragged his uselessness through the cavern.
 As they approached the place where Karak had freed the prisoners the bugs were getting more bold. Vita heard hurried footsteps fleeing the area.
 “Stop! Where are you going!” betrayal made its presence known in her voice. 
 At the panicked sound of Vita's question Lister made his feet and shone the flashlight to where she was directing her ire. Lister saw the forms of the three men fleeing down a passage, their shadows cast harshly on the wall. Quickly Lister turned the light back on the swarm as the giant bugs approached even closer. 
 “Great! This is just greaaaat!” Vita hollered at the walls, the bugs and at Lister. Then Lister remembered he had brought one of his other inventions.
 “Hold this.” Vita took the flashlight as Lister began to root around in his bag.
 “Please be here.” Lister prayed as he dug. “Aha!” he had retrieved a small metal box with a speaker on the top. He fumbled for a moment to switch it on. He tapped the touch screen on the face of it, waited for a response then did it again. All at once the tide turned and the bugs dropped back as though a torch had been passed through their midst. Lister looked at Vita with triumph written all over his face. She looked back at him amazement and confusion lighting her features.
 “I built this to find frequency and vibration. I really never thought it was of much use.” Lister held the resonator in front of him. A passageway was directly behind them and they backpedaled into it. The bugs, though kept at bay by the sound emanating from the resonator, were not far enough away for either Lister nor Vita's comfort.
 “One moment.” Vita said as she bid Lister to pause. She retrieved a block from her backpack and jammed it into a crack in the wall of the passage they found themselves in. “Go, hurry!”
 Lister did not need anymore impetus than the command. The two of them fled down the passage as the ceiling began to give way. The stone began cracking and tumbling, crushing the more daring bugs still pursuing them. At last the ceiling came crashing down, cutting off their pursuers and effectively cutting them off from the exit.
 Lister was sitting on the rocky ground wondering just what in the hell had happened. He was wishing he had been more urgent about his mistrust of Karak. He wanted to clear the air and tell her exactly what he thought of her trusting nature. He had spoken his mind cruelly many times before and for less reason. Lister was ready to open his mouth and flay her with some well spoken truth but he stopped when he looked at her. 
 She was not looking defeated or beaten as he had expected but she was smiling at him. Her young looking face and her pixie style haircut was a mess but she looked like she were having a great time. He stood dumbfounded, his mouth agape. For once... Lister Crowe was without words.
 “That was great!” Vita said, her excitement plain in her wide eyes.
 Lister could feel his thrill rising as he looked at her. Now the fear was subsiding he realized he had not felt such exhilaration before and the feeling of barely escaping with his life fell upon him then. He smiled and a laugh escaped him much to his confusion.
 “You are quite the wizard Lister Crowe.” they both stood brushing dust and debris from their pants. Her flippant reaction to the events had disarmed him and he was glad for it. He no longer felt like he needed to tell her what he thought of her trusting nature. He was happy to be alive.
 
 The caves played havoc with their sense of direction as they walked along. They could scarcely tell if they were going up or down and Lister began to worry they would never find a way out. When he brought the point up to Vita she shrugged it off:
 “Of course we are getting out of here.” she did not look at him when she said it and though Lister was no expert on behavior, human or otherwise, he could tell when someone was lying.
 They walked through winding tunnels, the light of the dagger illuminating their way. Vita wanted to use the flashlight but Lister had to explain to her the concept of batteries and why it was important to conserve them. If the horrid bugs showed up again they would need the bright beam to keep them at bay if his resonator failed or ran out of juice. 
 If his inventions had the Singing Stones as their power source than he would not have to worry about batteries or them going dead. The power they produced was nearly limitless and though Lister did not yet know where the power came from he desperately wanted to.
 They found themselves walking along a path seemingly different from the others. The smell was more earthy and the cavern seemed warmer. Lister looked down to notice green moss underfoot. The thought was the opposite of what the darkness bespoke. How could there be photosynthesis here in the black? He was not sure how this world worked but he was sure the plant life had to follow the same biological rules he had know for the entirety of his years. Sure, he thought... this place had shown him stranger things than he could possibly have imagined and surely odder things went unnoticed yet but some rules were sacrosanct and unbreakable.
 Up ahead was a glow he thought was a reflection of the light cast from Vita's weapon but as they approached he realized it was not the case. Then he saw them in their natural environment, the Singing Stones before them, clumped together and glowing reassuringly.
 “Finally! There's some.” Vita sounded very relieved but not surprised. “See?” Vita said pointing to the stones.
 “Yeah, I see.” what good would they do if they were not able to get out of the caves?
 Lister approached and leaned down to inspect them. The moss was long and thick here and he realized the truth of it. Not only were these stones a power source for the devices of this planet, what they called magic, they were also a power source for life. This was a very uplifting revelation for Lister.
 “Let's harvest them and get out of here.” Vita sounded ready to be on their way. The word harvest suddenly seemed very apt.
 “Yeah.” Lister replied not voicing his concern over the last. Vita knelt beside him and began to pry them from their resting places using her dagger. Soon Lister had fifteen stones of various sizes which could power many things, his mind swam with the ramifications of what he was now in possession of.
 “Right, use your magic and get us out of here.” Vita was looking at Lister expectantly.
 “Ummm...” was all that Lister could come up with. In the short time he had known her Vita had confounded him on multiple occasions. Something he was not used to.
 “You can get us out of here right?”
 “I thought you could.” Lister replied with a weak look. The expression on Vita's face showed she was not amused. The fires which always burned within her eyes began to build and Lister knew he had better get to work.
 “Ok, ok. Just give me a bit.” Lister sat upon the moss carpeting the passageway. He pulled out his resonator and started to work things out in his mind.
 An hour had passed and Vita sat watching Lister work. Lister's stomach growled but he did not stop except for the occasional pull off of the canteen. It was a good thing he and Merrill had spoken at some length about the practical uses of the Singing Stones. He was able to use his resonator to prime a stone then incorporate the stone into the device. Of course he was not successful on the first try or even the fifth but after burning some stones he was able to get one to take. 
 “Well, let's see if this is it?” Lister stood and pointed the speaker down the corridor in the direction they had been traveling. He pressed the key on the side of the device and moments later a high ping came from it. He turned the way they had come and did the same thing. A low ping reverberated for a moment which was was the reply Lister was looking for.
 “This way.” Lister slung his pack over his shoulder and started down the passage. He was not one hundred percent sure he was following the correct tone but if it were hollow then it should lead to an exit. At least such was his reasoning.
 From time to time when they reached a crossroads he would ping the resonator and they would follow the tone. After more than a few turns they could begin to smell fresh air and the breeze which had been missing began to find it's way back to their faces. Lister longed for the stifling heat of the outside and the two began to quicken their pace.
 A light appeared in the distance and the two knew they were going to escape with their lives and more importantly to Lister, the stones. When the light at the end of the tunnel had grown to a considerable size the two began jogging. Soon they found themselves under the setting sun. Vita put her arm around Lister's ribs and gave him a squeeze. Though this would usually have made him uncomfortable, this was a time when it had the opposite effect. Lister hugged her back and breathed in the warm earthy scent, reveling in it for a moment.
 “This way, let's get home.” she started off leaving Lister to look after her smiling. He had not felt such relief in his entire life. He had been a bookworm and though he had read many a book where this sort of thing happened he had never expected to be on an adventure of his own. He felt a sense of accomplishment he had never experience before.
 
 “Get away from that!” Vita barked as they came within sight of the ATV. Karak and his two 
companions whirled to see who had come upon them. The look on his face was a mix of amazement, respect and revulsion.
 “Wha... ha ha?” he laughed at seeing the two of them again. “How did you make it out?” Karak was all charm and kindness in a moment. The other two were trying to find a way to start the ATV while he had been keeping watch. Karak seemed not one to be taken by surprise and this situation seemed to do just that. Vita strode forward with no fear, her eyes fixed upon him, blade in hand.
 “That is the only warning you get.” she said as she strode forward. Though she was a hand shorter than Karak she seemed huge in her gait and anger. The three of them quickly stepped back from the ATV staring in disbelief at Vita and Lister.
 “I have a very powerful wizard with me.” Vita's tone was threatening. “Did you really think we could not find a way out?” she stopped and regarded the three. Lister was sure her eyes were bubbling cauldrons of fury and he was a bit disappointed he could not see them.
 “Lister, I thought you two were right behind us.” Karak began, holding up his hands as a shameful look came over his face. He began to explain:
 “When we were far enough away I noticed you were not there. I wanted to go back for you but we had a couple of those things after us, we couldn't. Right boys?” Karak looked to his companions and they were nodding their agreement most vigorously. Lister was sure the look Vita was giving them was terrifying but he could tell by the glances he received from the three the threat of a wizard was no small thing.
 “You have two choices.” Vita's tone held contempt and a hint of rage. “You can leave now or I can have my wizard turn you into a trio of those vile bugs and you can go scuttling away.” Lister knew this to be a lie but it was obvious they did not. Karak's two companions began stepping back slowly with their hands raised but Karak, being more brave, made his egress more slowly.
 “Well, I am sorry we couldn't be friends Vita.” he held up his hands again in a show of surrender. “See you.” he turned slowly and walked off. Vita and Lister watched until he had disappeared over a hill.
 “What was that all about?” Lister asked when they had gone. Vita made a shushing gesture as they got in the ATV. Once they were in the vehicle and away from the entrance to the mountain pass Vita spoke:
 “They were waiting for us back there. They were listening.” Vita seemed very sure of herself on the supposition.
 “How do you know that?”
 “I just know.” Vita pulled a necklace from her vest pocket. “One of the bandits on the road had this on him.” Lister took the proffered medallion.
 “Yeah, I saw you pick it up.”
 “One of Karak's boys was wearing one. They were going to wait for us to drop our guard then attack and slit our throats.” Vita left the danger of what they had just been through hanging in the air. The implication was not lost on Lister nor was the close call they had just escaped. This world was quite dangerous and he found himself longing for his easy life back in his apartment, back on his world.
 Then he thought of those who lived in the village. It was no wonder Goran had seen him as a potential threat. It seemed everything and everyone on this planet was out to get you in some way. Sure they knew all of the dangers but knowing did not make their lives any easier or lessen it. Then he thought of Tamra's son, the one who reminded him of himself, hiding in his mothers skirt.
 Sure he could just take these crystals and go back through the portal to his own world and become rich from their uses and the devices he would be able to make with them. The idea of it was what he had always dreamed of but what dreams did Tamra's children have... or Goran's? They deserved to be able to live out their futures in peace, without fear of some bandit attack or some giant bug sucking the blood from their soft flesh.
 He looked at Vita on the drive back and saw the village and it's inhabitants in her face though they were not demons like her but more human. More like himself. He wanted to protect her as well but he was sure she did not need his help in that regard. She looked at him as she drove and smiled a non judgmental and truly meaningful expression. He would help them to protect what they had and provide whatever he could to make sure Tamra and her children could grow in peace. It was the least he could do for what this world had shown him and now gifted him.



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
 Merrill was happy to see them when they came through the door. Vita had warned Lister not to tell Merrill of their troubles during their trek. It would unnecessarily worry him and Vita wanted desperately to avoid causing him any undue stress.
 “Everything went fine.” Lister lied when he was asked. He had never been a good liar and his face told the truth. Vita looked at him aghast as his face contorted and reddened. She elbowed him in the upper hip quite hard.
 “Ow!” Lister yelped dropping his hand to rub the spot. He was sure Merrill had known what was going on but he did not question them.
 “I am excited to hear about your adventure.” Merrill lead them to the dining room where he had some food laid out expecting their return. Lister then had a vision of Merrill waiting forever and the two of them dead in the caves or killed by Karak and his men. The thought saddened him and he did not want to put the old inventor through such loss. Lister frowned as he took what had become his seat at the table.
 Lister let Vita tell the tale. He was sure there were details she did not want Merrill to know and though the idea of lying had always made him uncomfortable he did see she was doing it out of love, not malice. She left out all of the harrowing experiences they had gone through. If her telling were to be believed they had just walked in, picked some stones then left without any incident.
 After Vita had finished Lister took the stones from his backpack. Nine of them were glowing softly on the table. Three of them were larger, each the size of kiwi fruit but the other six were the size of marbles he had played with as a child. He was not sure exactly what he would use them for so he gave Merrill the pick of the litter.
 “You don't have to do this Lister. I can get my own stones.” Merrill was trying to dispel the idea all together.
 “No, you take these.” the thought of Merrill going into those caves and running into the creatures lurking in the depths filled Lister with dread. “You take one of these big ones and two of the small ones.” Lister slid the stones to Merrill. At first Merrill looked like he was going to slide them back but he seemed to remember something. Lister was sure it one of his fathers sayings from long ago.
 “Thank you Lister.” Merrill said with humility. “Do you need me to go through the process of priming them again?”
 “No, I got it.” Lister said without looking at him. He did not trust his face to keep the secret he and Vita shared. As he began putting the crystals in his backpack, their glow illuminating the interior, his watch began to beep. Lister looked down and the word “Alarm” flashed at him as he dismissed the tone.
 “What could you use to make your village more safe Merrill?” Lister asked finally voicing the question which had been nagging at him since their escape from the caverns. Merrill looked at him perplexed for a moment.
 “Well, I could use a device to tell me when we have visitors coming toward the village.” the way he said visitors made it clear to Lister he meant something far more sinister.
 “I know just the thing.” Lister was nodding as he stood. “It is time for me to go.” he said with finality. “I will drop the stones off at home then I will get you some motion sensors and I will be right back.” He was tired but he had made himself a promise.
 “Let's go!” Vita said hopping to her feet. 
 “Oh lord.” Merrill said his hands on the table, his head shaking slowly.
 “What? I want to see more of his world. We had a deal.” Vita sounded adamant as her arms folded across her chest.
 “Girl you are going to be the death of me.” Merrill sounded like a beaten man.
 “Oh, come on Pappy. I need to see it.”
 “I know you do darling. I know.” Merrill sounded weary as if the conversation had been going on for years and Lister was sure it had.
 “Is it alright if she accompanies you Lister?” Merrill looked up and Lister could see the answer he wanted in the old inventors eyes but he was not one to break a promise.
 “Of course.” he said with more enthusiasm than he felt in his heart. He was actually afraid to say no to her.
 “Alright,” Vita clapped her hands together and smiled “we had better make for the woods.” immediately she was gone from the dining room to again gather things she wanted for their journey.
 “Are you sure you want to take her Lister? She is a handful.” 
 “No.” Lister laughed. “But I did make a promise.” Lister slung his pack over his shoulder.
 “Oh, I am not worried about Vita.” the implication hung in the air and Lister felt there was something unsaid but he did not ask for fear of the answer.
 “Well before you go my new friend I have a gift for you.” the warm tone took Lister by surprise. Merrill went to the other room and Lister could hear the two speaking in hushed but hurried tones.
 Merrill had called Lister his friend and it stuck with him as he absently listened to the whispering coming from the other room. Lister had not had friends... ever. Not because there had not been people who had tried but because he would not allow it. Not in grade school and not in college. The thought brought him to Vita and he wondered what she was thinking of their teamwork. He was sure she probably felt the same as Merrill for the two were not so different. He would have to set her straight eventually but now was not the time.
 Merrill returned to the dining room in his hands a football sized object wrapped in cloth under his real arm.
 “I found this one day when I was young. I was out wandering as was my want in my younger days.”
 He unwrapped the object slowly and gently. Once the covering was removed Lister saw the true nature of the gift. It was made of the same metal that was used to build the houses but it held intertwining gold inlays and was spotted with gems. The shape was a dragon type creature wrapped around an egg.
 “I have had this for decades. It has been so long it feels like a previous life.”
 Lister took the statue and wondered at it's surfaces. It was so finely crafted it made Lister wonder what kind of artist had been able to create it. The scales of the dragon seemed alive as he turned it left and right. The eyes twinkled as though an intelligence lurked behind them.
 “I can't take this.” Lister said looking up at Merrill.
 “Sure you can Lister. I have no use for it and I have been wondering who to give it to for a long time. I had shown it to Vita but she showed absolutely no interest in it.” he chuckled a bit. “If it does not have a blade the girl has no use for it. But you are of the same mold as me. We want to know. We need to know and create. This was my impetus for becoming who I am today. We are kin you and I though not by blood but by spirit. You take it, call it a gift from my world to yours. We can call it payment for the stones yeah?”
 “I don't know what to say.”
 “Say you will bring me back those motion sensors and my Vita in one piece.” Lister was taken aback. This was not a sweater given at the holidays by an absentee grandmother. This was worth a fortune and it was given to him... a stranger.
 “I will.” Lister said at last as he wrapped the statue back in the cloth and slid it gently into his backpack.
 “You ready?” the excitement was obvious on Vita's face.
 “I am” Lister replied with a parting glance at Merrill.



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
 They left the big tired looking shack on the outskirts of town and began walking at as fast a pace as the wizard could manage. Like most small villages, it seemed the few people out at this late hour knew the two of them and waved as they passed. They did not stop to talk to them though. Their pace showed the passersby they had some business to attend to of utmost importance.
 They exited the village on the North end as the bandits followed doing their utmost to ensure they would not be detected by their unwitting prey. How many times had Karak been misjudged by people? He had taken advantage of the foolishness of those who could not bring themselves to put an end to him. Once they realized their mistake it would be too late as they lay dying at his feet.
 “You were right as usual. This is the place.” Bik, the smaller of the three men said. Bik had always been the smarter of the two Karak thought.
 Karak was a known quantity miles to the south of this area. He took what he wanted but he also knew whom to keep in place. He did not have the network of a boss but he was building it. Being a half demon in The Fold was not an enviable life because of the deep hatred of the horned ones. Demon hunters had come for him once by mistake but they had been looking for a girl. It was obvious to him now they had been looking for Vita. When he first saw her at the caves he knew where she was from.
 “What are we waiting for, let's take them now.” Satter whispered urgently.
 “Not yet. Be patient my friend. We will soon enough.” Karak was not one to reveal his hand too early. “Besides, I think there might be more to this Lister Crowe than I first thought.”
 Their prey continued down the path speaking to one another as Karak and his crew looked on. Their naivete was not shocking but it was humorous as the two were obviously oblivious to their presence. He could be upon them before they knew it. The shock on their faces would be delicious. How could they know the tenacious nature of their most cunning enemy?
 He thought about how they had been cowed at the ATV and the memory made his face flush and flesh warm with shame. It was not a feeling he had felt often nor relished. He was going to kill them and it was a certainty, but he wanted them to know he had bested them in every way. Patience would reveal the best way to achieve his ends.
 They veered off the path and made their way into the thicket. Karak and his crew followed from a distance. Once they had actually lost them and the three had to split up. If he would have lost his quarry he knew very well one of his two companions would be murdered, maybe both, to sate his rage. It was a few minutes of panic but his worry was unfounded.
 They were standing in a clearing when the three of them met back up after their brief but frantic search. They were crouched down far enough away that even the demon girl would not be able to sense them. 
 “Now?” Satter, Karak's right hand man whispered again with more urgency than before. He was so excited and tense he looked ready to pop.
 “Hold.” Karak commanded. Satter let out a small exasperated sigh. He was chomping at the bit to get his revenge. He too was also not one to take any slight lightly, let alone the shame he had felt at having been driven off by these two.
 They were just standing in the clearing talking and laughing. They were waiting for something but what? Every once in awhile they would look up into the trees and apparently not seeing what they were looking for and would go back to conversing. 
 Karak gave a signal and the three of them began to move through the area. His companions were not nearly as stealthy as he so Karak had them take a path further from their quarry. Just a few more paces and they would be in position, ready to pounce. Karak could feel the fire in his blood rise as he reveled in the soon to be released violence. 
 Just then, a few feet from his prey a portal opened. It hung in the so unnaturally it caused Karak to do a double take. The sound it made was so artificial and so mechanical Karak nearly let out a gasp but remembered where he was before he was able. The bright white scintillating light of portal seemed so out of place in this dark place of green turned purple with the night.
 Lister jumped up his hands passing through the portal and grabbing onto something solid on the other side. His hands were no longer in this world and he hung there struggling to lift his weight up. Vita stood laughing for a moment before she got under him and shoved him up and pushed him through. Once Lister was gone Vita vaulted from the ground, into the portal. She did not have to grab hold for her vertical leap carried her more than high enough. They were gone.
 The portal hung in mid air casting it's light upon the ground and the surrounding foliage. Karak was hunched down watching, a smile fixed to his face. The other two made their way to his position, mouths agape at the magic they were witnessing. Then as though a switch had been thrown, the portal closed returning the area to the grip of the dusky light of night. It was a moment before anyone spoke.
 “What was that?” Satter was confused and frightened.
 “Isn't it obvious.” Karak stood and strode to where the portal had been. “It is a doorway to another world. The world of the wizard Lister Crowe.”
 Karak had known Lister was not from around their parts. His clothing, his way of speaking shouted the fact but he had not suspected this. He was intrigued and excited at the prospect of finding another world. He had grown tired of this one and had been longing for somewhere where wealth and abundance were not on the verge of extinction. A wicked smile found its way onto his his face and he knew exactly what he was going to do.
 “I thought we were going to get our revenge on them. You told me we would get payback!” Satter was upset but Karak did not care. Like all of his henchmen before, he was disposable.
 “Oh we are going to get more than revenge my friend.” Karak looked over to him, a strange excitement on his face made more frightening by the fire burning in his eyes. “Far more.”



 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 Lister ended the program and the portal winked out. The two of them stood in his dining room in his apartment once again. It seemed like a lifetime since he had first met Vita in this very room. He had learned so many things in such a short time and so many thoughts still befuddled him. He had always been one to live more in the past and the present but now the future seemed so real and tremendous he was excited for it's appearance.
 Lister looked around taking in the dining room once again. He still could not shake the feeling something was different. Not out of place as he had thought before but something a bit less tangible though just as real. He could not put his finger on it and it did not matter as much as it had. It was good to be home.
 “Wait here, let me take care of the stones then we will go get the motion sensors?” 
 Daylight was streaming in through the gaps in the curtains and at the sight he knew his circadian rhythms were causing no end of problems both mentally and physically. He was tired but now was not the time for rest.
 He had a spring in his step as he entered his room with his backpack in hand. Being the paranoid type he had already created a hiding spot in the wall under his bed. 
 He kept a few items in his cubby hole he did not want to fall into the wrong hands. He had his blueprints for his ISDS' and a bundle of cash he kept just in case. He held the Singing Stones admiring the light which came from them as he lay on the floor half under his bed. The thought such things existed still filled him with wonder. He put them inside then he looked over the dragon statue. He was not much for artwork but this was something he found to be much more than just the sum of it's parts. It was an item which held worth not because of the gold and gems but for the feelings it brought up in him. He shook his head to dislodge the sentimentality which had taken up residence in his memory.
 He crawled out from under the bed and went to the closet. It's doors stood open. He could have sworn he had closed them earlier. He suddenly felt on edge as he crept as quietly as he could to it. He put his hand out slowly not wanting to raise any alarm from within. He grabbed the clothes on the rod and slid them quickly out of the way. He was being paranoid again he assured himself. There was no one inside.
 “What's going on?” Vita asked from the depths of the bathroom.
 “I think someone has been in here.” Lister said.
 Vita had wasted no time poking around Lister's belongings in the living room and moved on to greener pastures. Apparently she had come to the conclusion Lister's offer to show her around his world also meant she could invade his privacy. Lister took an extra bed sheet from the shelf in the closet. He wrapped the priceless statue and stuffed the bundle as far back on the top shelf as it would go.
 “Really?” her voice sounded muffled and strange.
 “Something just doesn't feel right.”
 He looked around the room again but realized he was wasting his time. He had already checked his apartment and all was as it should be but the feeling still persisted.
 “It must be my imagination.” Lister spoke loudly so Vita could hear. He gave up on the search but he did not believe his own words.
 “Well if someone was here they are gone now. There is nothing missing?” Vita sounded as though she had her mouth full.
 “No everything appears to be here.”
 Vita could not go out like she was with horns exposed for all to see. He only hoped no one looked into her eyes and if they did he hoped their fear would drive them off immediately with no questions asked. Lister took an old dark blue hoodie from a hanger. He had gotten it as a child when his mother had taken him to an amusement park. The garment brought back a flood of memories which Lister did not need.
 “Vita, come here.”
 She came out of the bathroom and Lister could not stifle his chuckle. She had obviously been looking through his cabinet because she had toothpaste hanging from the corner of her mouth.
 “You have something on your face.” he said after the laughter had fled though not entirely. He made a wiping motion with his hand across his mouth. She followed suit.
 “Sorry.” she approached. “This stuff is delicious. If all of your food is this good I am going to like it here.” Lister handed her the hoodie.
 “Put this on...” he looked around and found his wallet on his nightstand right where he had left it. If there had been a burglar then surely they would have taken it. The thought set his mind at ease. He was being paranoid. “and no, it's not food. It is called toothpaste. It is for cleaning your teeth.” Lister returned to the dining room taking one final look around. It was only a moment before Vita followed with the hoodie in place.
 “How's this?” she asked. 
 It was a bit too large for her but the fit was close enough. The hood hid her horns which was of utmost importance but it also hid some of her other features which would surely give way to questions from anyone who might look too close.
 “That will work.” Lister replied. Vita smiled and clapped her hands together.
 “Let's go!” she sounded excited and made for the door with the superhuman speed she had exhibited many times.
 “You might not want to move so fast either. It will raise some eyebrows.” 
 “No problem.” she said not losing any of her enthusiasm.
 Lister was worried she was going to give away her origin without thinking about it. Sure, they were just going to the electronics store down the street but she would be thought of as odd if she showed off her true nature. Lister doubted anyone would be able to guess the truth of the situation. Would he believe such a tale had he not lived it?



 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 Donovan watched the screen for a moment until her heard the door close then he looked up to see Lister Crowe and the demon leave the apartment. The camera had not been difficult to hide as Donovan had some practice at it. He had been a detective after all and there had been times when just such things needed to be done. 
 They looked like a young father and daughter out for a walk as he was sure was their intention. He had come to the obvious conclusion this Lister Crowe was no nefarious villain and was in no way trying to use dark magic. The revelation had made him feel a bit more at ease about the situation but he was still waiting for a sign of his enemy. Alton was dangerous and if he was here then things could become complicated pretty quick.
 He lost sight of them as they walked down the street and they became obscured by the houses. Donovan knew this neighborhood very well now for he had taken more than enough time to learn every alleyway and backyard. The neighborhood was quiet during the day but it did become more active at night. More than once in the two days Donovan had been staking out Lister's apartment he witnessed drug deals and sex workers plying their trade. When he had been on the force it would have been his concern but now, he was a private citizen going about the business of his new employers.
 He put the car in gear and made for an adjacent street. In the light of day the possibility of him being made was greatly increased but the implication of what he had seen was too great to let them out of his sight for too long. Donovan knew they were unknowingly in over their heads and had no clue what their workings could bring upon them. The Cabal would stop at nothing to get their hands on such technology and Donovan knew Alton would take a personal interest in such a device.
 He kept an eye on them from between houses in the residential/industrial neighborhood. They walked as though nothing were out of the ordinary. It was just a mad scientist and a demon he had summoned out for a walk on a chilly spring day. What could be odd about that?
 They turned a corner and headed away from him. He stopped and did not follow. The vehicle he was in was not of the inconspicuous type so he made sure to keep his distance. They had only gone three blocks from the apartment when they went inside the electronics shop Donovan had scoped out. It was one of many run down shops within walking distance.
 Donovan waited down the block not worried about losing his prey. They did not even seem to suspect his presence so they had no reason to try to go unseen. On the street were the nomads of the urban jungle wandering on their personal missions.
 His phone buzzed for he never had his ringer on. It had betrayed him once and he would not let it happen again. He looked at the screen, it was Magda. With a sigh he answered.
 “Hello.” 
 “Mr. Donovan, what have you found?” Magda was always no nonsense so her immediacy did not surprise him.
 “Not much.” Donovan lied.
 “Really? We have been picking up some chatter about your target.”
 “Just him and his girlfriend going out and picking up something from the electronics store.”
 “Girlfriend?”
 “Yeah.” Donovan gritted his teeth at his mistake.
 “I was assured he had no attachments.”
 “Well...” he began, searching for the right thing to say. “maybe not a girlfriend but a friend that's a girl, you know.”
 “I do not know Mr. Donovan.” he hated it when she called him mister. “So do you think this is a dead end?” 
 “No.” the word popped out too abruptly and Donovan knew it.”No,” he continued more calmly. “I think there is something here but I am just not sure what it is yet.” 
 “Are you keeping something from me Mr. Donovan?” the question was not a surprise.
 “Of course not Magda. I would never do that.”
 “I would hope not Mr. Donovan. We have a great deal of history between us and I would hate for me to have to take back the gift of the Temple.”
 “I am not hiding a thing Magda, I promise.” he was worried now but it was too late to make an admission. The gift of the Temple was all that was standing between him and the dark void of insanity which always hovered at the edge of his mind.
 “You will let me know if anything changes.” it was not a question. It was an order and she expected it to be obeyed. 
 “Of course I will Ma'am.” with three beeps the phone went dead.
 Donovan found he was sweating. He did not want to have to lie to Magda. She had saved him after all, and he owed her but he would not let his chance at freedom and revenge be stymied. If there was a chance to free himself from the grip of Alton's curse would Magda do it? He was theirs to command now and it put him in a particularly vulnerable spot. Perhaps they would let Alton go if a choice was to be made. As for himself, he had already made up his mind. Eventually there would be a showdown and Donovan longed for it.
 Lister and Vita exited the electronics store and started back down the sidewalk obviously heading back to his apartment. Lister was carrying a bag and the two looked like they were in a heated discussion. He did not put the vehicle in gear and drive immediately. He knew where they were going.
 Alton had not made his appearance yet and it bothered Donovan. Magda had seemed so certain when he had first been sent here. Then he wondered: Maybe Alton is already through the portal. Perhaps he was wrong about these two. The idea they could be in league with him was not out of the realm of possibility. Alton was a conniving bilge rat. If there was a possibility, however remote, Alton was on the other side of the portal then it was imperative Donovan take a look. 



 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 Once they were back at the apartment Lister began to make their preparations to leave. He was tired and his eyes itched at the dry sleep which had set in.
 “You promised you would show me around your world.” Vita said as she sat on the sofa, pouting. For being an amazing warrior and the most dangerous being he had ever met she still seemed a child to Lister. He looked at her now as she stared at him, her head cocked, her determination evident.
 “We have to get these back to Merrill.” Lister pleaded holding one of the motion sensors up as proof of his argument. “Regardless, I have school.” the words felt strange as they exited his mouth. The thought of going back to school after all he had seen was an alien idea.
 “What is school compared to a promise?” the pointed question was on target.
 Lister paused for a moment realizing he had crossed a line of some sort. A line which could not be seen but existed none the less. It was not as if he really wanted her around. Did he? He did not need anyone had been his credo for so long. This whole situation was so strange and beyond anything he could ever have expected.  
 “Vita, listen.” he walked over to her side and hunkered down on his haunches. “This is not going to be the last time we are going to see each other. I know things now I had only imagined yesterday and I am not going to let it go.” Vita did not answer but instead kept her gaze on him for a moment obviously trying to judge the truth in him. Lister smiled as he wondered how many times she had pulled this move on Merrill.
 “Once I drop the sensors off and make sure your grandfather knows how to use them I am going to come back home...” Lister held up his hand to his apartment. The finality seemed to darken her mood. “but I am going to be coming back after a really long and much needed nap.”
 “Then you are going to bring me back here so I can see the rest of it?
 “Well, not the rest of it, the world is a very big place but I will show you as much as I can for as long as you want.” Vita began to look a bit more upbeat. Lister was not sure why he had promised her so much. He did not go and didn't like people. He was not the type of person anyone would want as a tour guide.
 “You promised before, why should I believe you now?” she asked her eyes boring into him and he could feel the heat from the lakes of fire within. Lister felt as though he was stripped of all pretense under that gaze.
 “I did bring you back and I did show you around.”
 “Ha,” she coughed “you call that showing me around. Some dusty, musty old shop. My Pappy might like that sort of thing but I am not a wizard.” her eyebrow raised which bespoke her incredulity.
 “Yeah, I suppose it was not the best place to take you on your first trip out into the world.” Lister's eyes were heavy and he closed them for a moment. He felt as though he could fall asleep right there. 
 “Alright.” Vita said softly breaking Lister from the sandman's spell before it took him.
 Lister lifted his heavy lids to look at her and saw the transformation which had taken place. Rather than the pout on her lip, a smile had appeared. The smile was warm and friendly, showing she did believe him and he could feel the empathy within them. Lister smiled back weakly. The bags under his eyes were dark with the weariness he felt.
 “Thanks Lister.”
 Lister set the portal to reopen in six hours he figured it would allow him enough time to deliver the sensors and make sure they worked before he had to leave. As he had before he set the portal to activate again every hour after until he deactivated it. The thought of getting stuck on Vita's home world still filled him with an undeniable sense of trepidation but now he knew what lay on the other side and the thought was not so terrifying.



 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 Donovan, watching the camera he had installed, saw they were about to open the portal and it was time to make his move. Magda had told him to keep an eye on the boy and he was going to do exactly as she had ordered. He did not know how much time he would have but he was not going to take any chances. He had always tried to be inconspicuous but now was not the time for keeping his cover intact. If he was going to have any chance of getting through the portal and find Alton he would have to move. 
 He heaved his girth out of the SUV and started out at a medium jog which was not easy. He ran across the street and down the block toward Lister's apartment building. He tripped on an upraised crack and faltered, his arms outstretched for balance but did not fall. He had never been a graceful man and as a matter of fact he had figuratively been born with two left feet. There were the graceful big guys of considerable size which were light on their feet, like angels. Donovan was not one of those.
 He climbed the stairs two at a time and burst through into the patio. The door slammed against the wall with a metallic bang which made him grimace but he did not stop. If they had heard him then he would have to deal with the repercussions momentarily but regardless Donovan needed to get inside.
 He got to the door and listened. There was no sound from within which made him panic. Either they had heard the door slam and were waiting for him on the other side or they were already gone. Sweat was coursing paths down his face as he quickly picked the locks.
 The portal on the table caused harsh shadows in the dim room. The light from the afternoon sun struggled to make it's way in but the curtains and drapes would not allow the intrusion save for a couple of shafts of light which managed to sneak in around the edges. The sight gave Donovan pause but only for a beat of his heart which was racing.
 He closed the door and reengaged the deadbolts behind him. For a moment he wondered if this was a trap set for him. Without pausing to indulge the thought he made his way to the dining room table. If it was a trap then Donovan was falling into it completely and with gusto. 
 He knew from the overheard conversation he had a limited amount of time before the portal closed and this once in a lifetime opportunity was missed. If Alton was on the other side then he was going to be in for a serious shock when Donovan tore his head from his shoulders with his bare hands.
 As quickly and safely as he could he clambered onto the table without a bit of agile grace. The table creaked and wobbled below him in protest to his size. He had seen the portal before and he thought he could fit his bulk through. As he stood looking down at it he began to doubt. He was not as thin as Lister or the girl but he was a good shot.
  Was he going to be himself on the other side? The thought gave him another moment of concern but he banished  it from his mind. Holding his breath he dropped through the static hole in the table with a hiss.



 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 Alton had seen Donovan run at breakneck speed up the steps and into to the apartment building. His heart was pounding and a cloud of fear began to build as he watched wide eyed. His sisters instructions were crystal clear and though he was loathe to go against them in such an overt way, he had not wanted something so bad in his entire life. He was pacing the room which had begun to reek of it's past tenants deaths and the smell bolstered him. After all, if he could take life so easily what was he afraid of? His mind immediately went back to his adversary Donovan.
 “Damn him!” he spat with a hate promising violence. The others he had brought with him to help in his task all looked in any direction but his. He did not take notice of this but continued his pacing.
 “Damn him!” he barked again. His stomach was in knots and his head was filled with all of the possibilities of this ending badly and how Donovan would have bested him again. If there was one thing in this world he hated more than losing it was being made a fool of and Donovan had done so twice. It was not going to happen again.
 He turned and started to the door. He was not going to let this opportunity slip through his fingers. His egress was slowed as his phone began vibrating in his pocket. He put his hand on the door knob ready to go and face his enemy. He knew who it was and he did not want to answer it. His anger and haste was already fleeing. He did not know if it was of it's own accord or if she was causing it to dissipate even from such a distance. Alton had pulled the phone from his pocket and answered without even realizing he had done so:
 “What Cassie?” 
 “Don't do it.” she whispered but her icy tone was enough to tell him the threat which hid behind her words.
 “Do what?” 
 “You know exactly what Alton.” she sounded like a hissing cobra, something Alton had heard rarely but it always sent a chill through him. “If you do this you ruin everything.”
 “I am not doing anything.” Alton let go of the doorknob.
 “You need to let this happen. The whole plan is hinging on this and you are making it more difficult than it needs to be.”
 “So you said.”
 “Alton, my dear brother.” Cassie's voice had taken on a more loving tone. “You are a great part of this and your contribution will be regaled when this is over and I...” she corrected herself “we have won.”
 Alton knew she was trying to butter him up but it was not working. He had already decided he was not going to be The Cabal's good little soldier anymore but he could not let his sister know of his deception.
 “Yes but Donovan is here.”
 “I know he is but your revenge is going to have to wait. Once we have what we need then you can put him in his place.”
 “A hole in the ground. Where I should have put him at our first meeting.” Alton sounded like a angry child.
 He had sown the seeds of rebellion and they were growing strong in his chest. Though he loved his sister and his father's legacy was important to him, his pride took precedence. As long as Crabtree was leader of The Cabal his ego would not be contained nor his ambitions denied.
 “Are you going to stick to the plan?” Cassie asked with a tinge of condescension which irked Alton a bit but he hid the feeling lest his sister glean his intent.
 “Of course Cassie. I was never going to do otherwise.” he lied knowing she heard it for what it was. Alton was a liar and worse, his spots could not be changed.
 “Good. We will talk soon, it is time to prepare. You need to get everyone ready and in place.” Cassie sounded excited after she had calmed the inferno which was her brother.
 “I will make sure we get the catalyst. We will be back soon.”
 “I love you brother.” 
 Alton hung up the phone which was not unusual. He had never really liked to express the kinder emotions. Rage, hate and cruelty were the emotions he indulged and they had made him powerful. He was staring out the window at Lister's apartment as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. 
 “Pull the truck around to the front.” 

Cassie was right. He would have his revenge. For now she would be allowed to call the shots and Crabtree could live his fantasy. He put his hands on the window sill and fixed his eyes on Lister's apartment the heat from his hate calming into a cold knot in his chest. 



 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 A loud thud followed by some urgent gasping erupted from behind them. Lister and Vita both turned at the same time with quizzical looks on their faces. They quickly made their way back to the clearing now in the purple hued darkness of night. Someone had followed them through and he had made the same mistake Lister had when he first entered this realm.
 Though he was on the ground he appeared to be a couple of inches taller than Lister, perhaps six foot and he must have at least a hundred and fifty pounds on him. He wore a cream colored trench coat and looked like a private investigator straight out of a movie.
 He lay on the ground rolling to and fro, holding his large gut and gasping for breath. They stood looking at him for a moment as he writhed. Vita had unsheathed her glowing blade and was ready to move on him if he tried anything funny. Slowly he began to regain his breath and a semblance of self.
 “Who are you?” Lister asked once he felt the intruder could answer.
 “Donovan... My name is Donovan.” he squeaked, grimacing at the pain in his gut. 
 “This is your only chance. Why did you followed us?” the threat was evident in Vita's tone.
 “I am looking for someone. An evil man who might have come through with you.”
 “No one has come through but us... and now you.” Lister tried to sound as menacing as Vita and looked to her for approval. She nodded.
 “I have been watching you for a couple days.”
 “If you have been watching then you would know no one has been in my apartment but me.”
 “And me.” Vita added for him then nodded for him to continue. Lister shook his head but did not correct himself.
 “He may already be here. I have to find out.” Donovan struggled himself into a sitting position.
 “Who?”
 “Alton Tremont.” Donovan breathed a sigh of relief as the pained look began to leave his face and form.
 “Never heard of him.” Lister said without emotion.
 “If you had heard of him you probably wouldn't be breathing right now.”
 “Why would he be here?” Lister asked.
 “Call it a hunch.”
 “A hunch?” Vita got down to Donovan's level the blade in line with his throat. Lister could not help but admire her bad cop. 
 “Yeah. A feeling. Don't you know what a hunch is?” he kept his eyes glued to her without a hint of fear in him. Lister was sure he could see the fiery cauldrons which were her eyes but he seemed to pay no mind.
 “Vita, stop.” Lister said and turned from Donovan and took ten paces from the seated intruder. A moment later Vita joined him.
 “What do you think?” Vita asked.
 “A whole lot more is going on here than I thought. How could he have known what we were doing?”
 “Witches.” Vita replied without a second of thought.
 “Oh come on. Witches? Really?” Lister was offended at the thought. He would almost expect witches here in this place of demons and singing stones but in his own world?
 “What other explanation makes sense?” Vita was trying to make a logical argument.
 “I don't know but it's not witches. There is no such thing as magic where I come from.”
 “You perform magic.” Vita said as a matter of fact.
 “It's not magic Vita. It's science.” Lister responded his tone more harsh than he intended.
 “Well it's magic here.” Vita answered. 
 Lister nodded absently and looked back at Donovan who had found his feet and was looking around the small clearing. He grabbed the back of his coat and looked at the tail. It had been surgically sliced by the closing of the portal and Lister could hear a whispered curse when Donovan noticed it.
 “Yeah well we don't have magic on my world.” Lister said flatly not wanting to discuss it any further.
 “So what do we do with him?” Vita looked around Lister's stomach at the man.
 “I guess we take him with us.”
 “Really?”
 “What if he needs help?” Lister knew Vita's weakness and he wanted to find out why this fellow had braved the unknown in order to find his quarry.
 “Does he?” her tone and pursed lips made it clear she was not buying it.
 “Maybe.”
 “What if he's a bandit?"
 “One bandit by himself is no match for you right?”
 “Yeah, right.” Vita sounded sure. She paused in thought for a moment. “We will do it your way, I trust you.” the thought of the trust he had shown her and vice versa made Lister balk. It was not something he was used to. “If he makes one false move though...” she let the threat hang in the air.
 “Tell him.” Lister turned and started back to Donovan with Vita close on his heels.
 “Oh I will.” Vita replied under her breath.
 
 Vita was true to her word for as they began their trek to the village. She passed along her warning to Donovan. The man did not seem at all frightened but reacted as though he were used to receiving death threats. As they walked it became apparent the interloper was having the same trouble as Lister had when he had first arrived. Even in night though not fully dark the heat and humidity made for a vile mix. He had slung his coat over his shoulder. Sweat was coursing down his face and staining his shirt.
 They entered the clearing which heralded their approach to the village. The sight of the sky had far more impact on Lister and stopped him dead in his tracks. No longer was the sky just green with the purple wisps floating through space though they were still present. Above him a large globe was suspended in space. The planet was one quarter lit by the sun and in three quarter darkness.
 The light side of the planet had a red, green and blue surface which bespoke the presence of plant life and water. White clouds of varying shapes hung in the sky and looked like cotton balls spread across the amazing marble which hung so powerfully in the sky above him.
 “Are you alright?” the concern in her voice was evident but he did not answer.
 The dark side of the planet was what made Lister's mind reel in a search for answers. He stared mutely at the lights twinkling on the surface. They were laid out like the cities he had seen on satellite images. Some form of civilization lived on the surface of the alien world and they were advanced enough to have lighted their planet. The implications of this grabbed Lister by the throat and did not let go.
 “Lister, say something.” Vita had left Donovan to his own thoughts as the large man seemed hypnotized by he night sky as well. Vita stepped in front of Lister, a look of deep concern on her face.
 “The lights.” he said pointing to the planet.
 “Yeah, it's the capitol.” Vita said unceremoniously. Lister slowly dropped his gaze to meet her eyes. He was worried his mind was not going to be able to take the shock and he would crumble from a stroke or a heart attack. Then he remembered who he was. With eyes wide his focus fell full on Vita.
 “Can we get there?” Lister asked his eyes locked on hers. “I mean can we go there?” Vita paused looking at him, her brows furrowed and head cocked to one side.
 “You can. I am not allowed.” she said in a tone which would brook no argument.
 His jaw became slack and the universe seemed to open for him. The idea of other worlds should not have come as a surprise considering where he was standing but where he was standing was not a planet as he had initially thought but a moon.
 “Wow.” he whispered to himself.
 “Come on!” she said taking the lead in their procession with a look of true concern on her face. “We don't have much time.”
 “Yeah.” Lister said absently as he kept his eyes to the sky.
 The sights he had seen made him believe this was truly the place where he belonged. His own world was just a jumping off point. With all of the wonders beyond his gateway he could live a life of true meaning and discovery.
 As they continued, Lister, who was now under the spell of the infinite possibilities of this place asked many questions of Vita. They would come in rapid succession at times then others he was quiet and thoughtful seeming to be working on generating more questions. Vita did not have many answers as she had never been off world. Lister's insistence made her frown and shake her head more than once. She told him she had never been to the capitol nor was she allowed to go but the questions continued. Soon she stopped answering which did not stop Lister from asking even when they entered the workshop. Merrill came around the corner to meet them.
 “Darling girl!” he said opening his arms to embrace her. She ran into them and they closed around her. The look on her face showed she was happy to be home.
 “How do I get to the other planet?” Lister interrupted as Merrill and Vita stood locked in their embrace. Merrill was not upset by the question but he was surprised. Lister continued:
 “Who lives there?”
 “He has been like this since he saw the lights on Marudu.” Vita said breaking the hug.
 “Marudu...” Lister made the name sound magical as he spoke with reverence. “What kind of technology do they have?” his gaze was so intense and begging for answer Merrill looked genuinely concerned for him.
 “Lister,” he said as he took him by the arm. “Sit down boy before you fall down. You look horrible.” which was true. The bags under his eyes were black and his eye sockets were sunken. His pale skin looked waxy and without  life. “How long has it been since you have slept?” now it was Merrill's turn to ask the questions.
 “I don't know.” Lister admitted weakly. “How could I sleep with all of this going on? Vita, you, the stones, this place. It's all so overwhelming.” Lister slumped into the seat with the help of Merrill.
 “I haven't seen him even lie down. I am not even sure he slept the other night in the guest room.” Vita said.
 “I think he is exhausted. I have found myself in such a state from time to time.” Vita get him something to drink. Then Merrill noticed the new face in the room.
 “Who is this?” Merrill straightened and looked up at him. Though shorter than he by quite a bit Merrill showed no fear of the new comer.
 “Donovan. He followed us through.” Vita had retrieved a cup of water from the counter. The look in her eyes had regained their air of distrust as her swirling fire filled eyes met his again.
 “Well Donovan. What could be so important as to think it a good idea to follow my grand daughter to our home?” Merrill's eyes looked him up and down.
 “I am looking for someone. A really evil fellow.”
 “No shortage of such men here I am afraid.”
 “Seems like a nice place to me.” Donovan said with his usual calm. The strangeness of this place was not lost upon him but his work with The Temple had prepared him for such odd occurrences. Donovan did not want to go into detail about his enemy so he attempted to change the subject.
 “Lister brought something back for you.” Donovan deflected, pointing to Lister's backpack.
 Merrill stood examining Donovan's face for a moment, his prosthetic arm absently rubbing his metal leg. Donovan could tell he was making a decision about him. He met his gaze without malice and suddenly it seemed as though Merrill had made up his mind.
 “You are right. Let me see what we have here.” Lister had dropped his pack when they had entered the dining room. Merrill went to it then turned to Lister.
 “Is it alright if I get the sensors out of your pack?”
 Lister had laid his head on the table and waved away the question like it was not even an issue. Merrill rummaged for a moment and retrieved the sensors and a bundle of wire.
 “You keep an eye on him dear,” He instructed Vita. “I have to make sure I can get these things working.” Merrill placed his human hand on Lister's shoulder and gave a squeeze. Lister's only response was a soft snore.



 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 Lister's sleep was dreamless and deep. A smile playing across his face as his head lay on his crossed arms. The table was surely not the most comfortable place for slumber but Lister had no choice in the matter. His body had become heavier than he could fathom and his eyelids seemed to creak and scrape as they closed over his eyeballs. The questions were gone and the quest for knowledge was put on hold for a time too short as his over stimulated mind shut down for a while.
 “Lister...” the voice seemed to reach out to him from the empty spaces between thoughts. He did not want to answer the call.
 “Lister...” the voice was more insistent this time but Lister could hear kindness in the tone. “We need your help.”
 He opened his eyes slowly and found himself staring directly into two pools of fire slowly rotating and undulating around an inky black epicenter. The swirling eddies circled and cavorted as though alive and dancing, they lived a moment then died of their own accord. The movement seemed as though it were random but he knew Vita's eyes held an intelligence and courage he had come to admire. 
 “Yes Vita?” he spoke but did not lift his head from his arms. In the moment he was not sure if he could.
 “The sensors are not working.” 
 In the background he began to hear it. A high pitched wailing which echoed through the workshop. It was constant, piercing and seemed to go right to the center of his being making him cringe.
 The two of them went into the workshop proper. Morning light was coming in through the skylights and cast everything in a comforting orange glow. The deep shadows played upon the machinery in the workshop and caused the individual objects to lose form. He could not see where one machine ended and the other began as they made their way to the awful sound.
 They went to the back of the shop, a place Lister had only glimpsed during his last visit. The siren was loud here and Lister cringed a bit at the sound as they walked by the speaker. He was sure everyone in the village could hear the noise and were grumbling as they rolled from their beds.
 The staircase, like everything in the shop was constructed of metal, very sturdy and well built. They ascended the stairs and reached the roof. They went out onto a widow's walk where Merrill and Donovan were looking confounded at one of the sensors which hung on the exterior wall. The siren sounding from below was still loud but Lister had gotten over his initial ill feeling about it as he approached the two men.
 “It seems I hooked this one up wrong.” Merrill had his fists propped on his hips. 
 Lister smiled at the ancient inventor his doubts firmly entrenched in his mind. If there was one thing Merrill was, it was process oriented. The thought he had crossed a wire or not made a correct connection was not a thought Lister entertained.
 “Well, let's take a look.” 
 Lister began his examination. He followed the wires from the the sensor down along the wall. The two were black and white and appeared to be hooked up to the appropriate corresponding terminals. Lister followed them all the way down the steps and to the control terminal. He examined it as well and from what he could see all was in order with the wiring. He also checked the device controlling the set of sensors Merrill had hooked up. The old man had followed him down curious as to what he might have done wrong.
 “You used a Singing Stone in the implementation?” Lister asked.
 “Yeah, I primed it perfectly. As a matter of fact it is one of the best jobs I have ever done.” Lister did not doubt it and all of the signs pointed to a flawless application of the technology. Though Lister had fallen asleep Merrill had done a great job hooking everything up without him.
 “What do you think the range of the sensors is?”
 “Over a mile I'm sure.” Merrill said with no small amount of pride in his voice.
 “They are directional?”
 “Yep. The other ones I set up seem to be functioning fine. It is the one facing south which seems to be causing the problem. It should be working. As a matter of fact it should be working too well.”
 “Too well...” Lister parroted absently.
 Lister's eyes went wide. He ran to the dining room and to his backpack. After digging around for a moment retrieved his spyglass. They had not followed him to the dining room but they were on his heels as he ran past them and up the stairs three at a time. If what he thought was happening was truly the case then there was no time to lose.
 Once out on the widow's walk he put the spyglass to his eye. It was worse than he had thought, much worse. A vehicle not unlike the ATV Lister and Vita had driven to the caves, though not as rugged looking was blazing across the plains heading directly to the village. Over the last of the hills, behind the ATV was a vast swarm of the giant insects they had barely escaped just a few hour ago. Some were the dog sized beetle variety but others were apparently warriors of the nest for they were larger and far more fearsome looking.
 Lister held the spyglass to his chest and looked without assistance. He could not quite see the swarm but a light dust cloud in the distance heralded the coming horror. Lister looked at the others and saw their confusion.
 “The sensors are working just fine. We are about to have some company.” Lister locked eyes with Vita and she could read the danger in his expression.
 “We have to evacuate the village.” Vita said not waiting for a response. She took to the stairs barely touching them as she descended.
 “I will go help her.” Donovan said and Lister could sense he had become a part of their little group as Merrill clapped him on the arm as he left.
 “Do you trust him?” Lister asked after he had taken to the stairs.
 “I do. He seems more than a little conflicted but he has a good heart, I can sense it.”
 Such praise was good enough for Lister as he raised the glass back up to his eye and focused on the vehicle screaming toward him across the plains.
 It was Karak in the vehicle. One of his henchmen was driving as he rode along holding up what appeared to be a large egg. Lister had never been very good at biology but from what he did know Lister assumed it was the egg of a new queen they carried. What else would cause such a stampede? With such a payload the swarm would not give up the chase until they got it back. He looked at Merrill:
 “Get what you need. We have to go.”
 
 Lister was helping Merrill grab his most prized possessions but it was no quick task.  Many things did not belong to him as he had been contracted to repair items for other villages in the area. Those were the objects Merrill cared more about for their loss would reflect poorly on him.
 Lister took the proffered devices and made his way outside to the ATV. It was getting full and they had four people to fit in as well. He was worried about the weight at first but he thought Karak would not give chase once he had taken the village.
 “Lister... there is more I need to tell you about Talcho.” the tone in Merrill's voice bespoke the seriousness of the matter.
 “What is it?” Lister was truly curious.
 “Now might not be the best time. We got those sensors going just in time.” Merrill said as they lugged the last of his most valuable possessions out of the workshop.
 “Yeah, I can't believe he followed us.” Lister was feeling sick to his stomach. He had wanted to do something to keep these people safe and all he had done is brought terror down upon them.
 “Who is he?” Merrill looked at him quizzically.
 Lister had forgotten they had not told Merrill about the Karak part of their adventure. They had not wanted to worry him and at the time it seemed like a good call but now their chickens had come home to roost.
 “We had a little problem at the caves.” Lister looked away from Merrill as he answered. He did not want to see the disappointment he was sure would be there.
 “I knew it.” Merrill said as he thrust the throttle forward sending them into immediate motion which forced Lister back into the seat. 
 They drove into the village and all was quiet. Vita and Donovan were in the middle of the road at the far end of town waiting for them.
 “Everyone is gone. They are headed for the shelter. They won't find them will they Pappy?” Vita was worried.
 “No girl. Those mindless creatures are after property and that's all. They won't be rooting around too long before they head back to their nest.” Merrill tried to reassure her.
 “Then why are they coming here? What do they want.” Vita asked.
 “It's Karak leading a swarm of those damn bugs.” Lister spat. Vita was stunned at the revelation.
 “He's after us isn't he?” Vita asked. The idea was something Lister had not considered. He did seem the type to carry a grudge.
 “Let's go.” Lister shouted.
 “Where to?” Merrill was not looking at him and Lister could tell he was angry.
 “To the portal. He can't follow us through there.”
 Vita had vaulted into the bed of the ATV with her usual grace and agility then helped Donovan who was anything but. They were moving as fast as the overladen cart could go as the last houses on the outskirts of the the village passed by. They were not going fast enough and Lister knew it. They exited what had once been a thriving community where now only ghosts waited in the windows. Lister could not help but feel this entire mess was his fault.
 The bandit vehicle came into view careening around the last house in the village. They looked like they were out of control but Lister knew better. They had to stay ahead of the insects otherwise the bandits would be their next victims. The vehicle straightened out and came barreling toward them. Though there was still quite a bit of distance between the two vehicles they were closing fast. 
 Lister looked at his watch. The bit of luck they did have was the fact the portal would be opening about the time they got there. The bad news was Karak would be upon them before they made it.
 “We have to lose some weight. Start ditching the machinery.” Vita said as though she were reading Lister's mind. She looked at him with a furrowed brow, worry scrawled on her youthful features. Her glance told him all he needed to know, she blamed herself for the turn of events.
 Donovan and Vita began to throw out the heavy items Merrill had wanted to keep. As they were doing so Lister kept his eyes on their pursuers. He could make out Karak in the passengers seat and Lister could swear, even at some distance, he could see a cruel smile exposing his too white teeth. The swarm was behind and it seemed the workers had found other things to interest them as some lagged back and scuttled about pillaging the empty village. It was mostly the large warriors following the bandits now.
 They entered the forest and bore around a curve losing sight of the crazed bandits which were obviously on some kind of suicide mission. The ATV had been made lighter by losing most of what they had brought but with four passengers they were still slower. With their head start Lister hoped they could win the race. 
 “Here! Through here!” Lister shouted into Merrill's ear.
 Merrill cranked the wheel and they were off road. The trees blurred as they passed causing a kaleidoscopic effect which would have made Lister ill if not for the adrenaline. They narrowly missed a pair of trees as Merrill jerked the wheel to avoid them but another one appeared right in front and they plowed into it. The fleshy nature of the tree was not enough to stand up to the mass of the ATV. It exploded into messy, wet bits, barely slowing their out of control pace.
 He looked back to make sure they had not lost anyone. Even if they had there would be nothing to be done, as this was a race for their lives. 
 Donovan had apparently kept a secret from them as he liberated a small revolver from his ankle holster. He looked to Lister, his secret out but he made no sign of apology for it. Lister realized then Donovan could have killed them at any time if it had indeed been his intent. He nodded to the heavy man and tried to spot the bandit vehicle behind them. He saw no sign and a glimmer of hope ignited in his chest. All at once the trees gave way to the clearing Lister knew was coming.
 “Stop!” Lister yelled. Merrill's mechanical arm slammed the throttle back and the vehicle slid sideways to a stop. Lister looked up and the portal was open directly over Merrill's head.
 “Thank...” he did not get to finish his appreciative comment to whatever deity he was thinking of as the bandit vehicle slammed into the side of the ATV, sending them skidding out of the way and into a thicket.
 “Come on boys!” Karak shouted joyfully as he stood in his seat directly beneath the portal. He smiled at Lister and winked. Then with a quick hop he was gone.
 The other two were ready to follow their leader but Vita was on them before they could even stand. Her amazing speed was a wonder to see as she traversed the twenty feet in two strides. Donovan was the next to exit the vehicle moving as quickly as his size would allow. 
 As Lister and Merrill were exiting the ATV they saw Vita's blade come across the throat of the driver stopping short the scream frozen on his face. He clutched at his throat trying to stem the flow of blood spurting from between his fingers.
 The other stood in the back seat and was drawing two knives from his belt a look of fury twisting his face. Vita's head thrust forward and up, into his nose as her feet left the drivers seat where she had been standing. A thick crack of bone echoed through the clearing. He immediately dropped like a loose sack of manure, his face a gruesome mask of crimson.
 Vita looked up into the portal ready to jump through but remembered her duty. She looked back to Lister and Merrill as they made their way to the vehicle.
 “Come on!” Vita shouted, her eyes blazing with fearsome fire.
 Donovan crawled up into the vehicle, his bulk slowing his progress but soon he was up and standing looking down at Vita.
 “I will get that son of a bitch!” Donovan assured her as he pulled himself up through the portal with some effort.
 The last two made it to the bandit vehicle as the skittering of the soldier bugs could be heard tearing through the trees like a fire set to blaze. They were close and would be on them soon.
 “Go Lister.” Vita nodded to the portal. He paused for one beat. Some chivalrous notion was worming it's way to his attention. With a whispered obscenity he pulled himself up and through.
 “Pappy, your turn.”
 “Oh no. You first baby girl.” he said in a tone that would brook no argument.
 “But...”
 “No buts. If you don't go now neither of us is going to make it.”
 “Fine.” Vita jumped through the portal.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
 Donovan knew his only chance of catching up to Karak was his familiarity with the surroundings for he was not nearly as fast or as agile as was the demon man. He stumbled as he hopped off the table and not for the first time in his life he cursed his two left feet but he quickly regained his balance and barreled after him. Soon he was out the door and making his way down the hallway. It was dark outside and the streetlights did not do much to illuminate the exterior but he could see Karak's limp form being carried between two men as the screen door slammed in front of him.
 He was lit by the dim hall light and immediately he realized his error. He heard one shot then another as the wood paneled walls began to exploded around him. Covering his head and crouching he stumbled forward and dove into the covered porch which fronted Lister's apartment. The hail of shots slowed then stopped as he hunkered down, his arms over his head for protection.
 Donovan took a moment before he dared peek over the sill and out of the large plate glass window under which he found himself hiding. Parked outside the building was a box truck and a squad of goons. They were falling back when one of them saw him and opened fire again. The glass shattered and Donovan ducked back down, a shower of shards raining upon him slicing multiple areas on his exposed hands and head.
 “We have it! Let's go!” the voice was one Donovan knew and he stood up quickly aiming his weapon. He began firing shots which were returned by the others though they were too busy retreating to aim. A couple of his shots impacted one of the goons but did no damage as the man continued to the truck.
 “Alton!” he screamed with rage. Donovan barreled out the doorway down the steps as the rear doors of the box truck closed. His weapon empty he saw his nemesis looking out the passenger side widow at him. If it had been anyone else he would have been worried about getting a bullet put into him but Alton had a different way about him. The man was a sadistic and cruel being whose mission was to create as much chaos and cause as much pain as he was able but guns were not within his understanding.
 Lister came crashing through the door just in time to see the truck disappear around the corner.
 “What the hell happened?” Lister asked completely confused as he surveyed the damage to the building. The multitude of shell casings glinted in the light of  the street lamps.
 “They got him.” Donovan's hands were shaking. Not with fear or adrenaline but an anger which threatened to overwhelm him.
 From inside issued a loud low wail of grief which made them both turn to the sound. They paused for a moment not knowing what could have happened but they feared the worst. Gathering his senses Lister ran full speed back into the apartment, Donovan on his heels.
 
 Vita popped up through the portal and turned in the air. She landed without a sound waiting for Merrill to come through. After a moment which seemed like an eternity his metal right hand came through. She grabbed it and pulled.
 “Come on Pappy!” she urged as she yanked. Merrill's head and torso came through but his progress through the portal was stopped as a tug of war began.
 “They've got me girl.” Merrill was looking back down into the portal but all that could be seen was the static which made up the face of it. After another yank and he sank back into the portal to his chest.
 Vita remembered Donovan's coat and knew if she did not pull him through he was going to be cut in half. Terror gripped her as she began to pull harder.
 “Calm down girl.” Merrill said looking directly in her eyes. She could feel the waves of fire breaking fiercely and knew the danger which lurked there.
 “Alright.” she was pulling but Merrill was slowly being drawn back through the portal. Her eyes began to well up with tears. She was fiercely strong due to her demon blood but she was not strong enough to pull him from the grasp of the insects on the other side. If only...
 “Vita, you are going to be alright.” she was horrified at his words but what was worse was the smile he had on his face. It was one of resignation and Vita could not contain her fear of what the peaceful look meant. 
 “Pappy, no.” her voice cracked as she pulled. She could not slow his inevitable backward slide.
 “You be calm. You be safe.” he said as his head slipped beneath the portals surface.
 “No, no, no.” she was frantically pleading for whatever help the universe could offer. Just then the portal winked out severing the metal arm. The pulling force she had been applying from her side sent her flying from the table to impact the wall. She slid down and ended up in a sitting position, Merrill's arm laying across her lap. Her arms dropped to her side and she raised her head. A low, mournful wail of loss poured from her throat.
 
 Lister and Donovan entered the dining room to see Vita sitting against the wall, eyes closed. Lister saw Merrill's arm in her lap and felt a long absent pang of loss he knew too well. He did not need to be told the old inventor had not made it. His shock stopped him in his tracks for a moment but a moment only. He went to Vita and crouched down beside  her. Even with all of his wit and intelligence he could not think of a single thing to say.
 He took her hand in his as a comforting gesture. He was not used to doing such a thing so when she did not squeeze his hand back he did not think it odd. Her hand was hot to his touch but he chalked it up to her being shocked and grief stricken. He looked at the severed prosthetic and found he was glad  it was merely metal and not flesh and bone.
 Vita was breathing deeply and steadily. Lister could have sworn as he held her hand that her temperature began to decrease markedly. He looked back at Donovan who was standing under the archway to the living room his hand against the wall for support, head down. His breath was coming in ragged gasps as he tried to calm himself.
 He had to reactivate the portal and get back to save Merrill. Lister looked around the room thinking something was not right. It was not the same feeling he had when he thought someone in his apartment, this was different. Something was missing. He let go of Vita's hand and stood.
 “My computer!”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
 It was not such a stretch for the police to believe it was a gangland shooting. It would not be the first time such a thing happened in the neighborhood. Donovan had prepared the scene before they arrived. He knew what they were going to be looking for at a crime scene. He had been a detective before he had been recruited by The Temple. He did not disturb the scene but made sure it fit with the narrative he had worked up.
 Donovan knew he could contact Magda and she would be able to clear up any pickle he might have found himself in. Being an agent of The Temple had it's uses and he had used those services in the past but this was different. He did not want them to know what had transpired for if they did his mission would be over and the three of them would be locked up and interrogated.
 The police were not too interested in what had transpired. Philadelphia was a large, dangerous city and this type of thing was all too common. It did not take much convincing or lying to get the police to believe the story. Donovan had always been a good teller of tales and people seemed to trust him for some reason which made it all the easier.   
 Once Donovan had dealt with the police he returned to Lister's apartment. His face a mask of empathy and loss. One which he had worn many times and never enjoyed. Lister came out of his bedroom where he had put Vita down to sleep.
 “We have to go back and get him.” Donovan said as Lister came out of the room. Lister had been through this same conversation with Vita and he did not want to go over it again.
 “We can't. They took my computer.” Lister said, anger and frustration evident in his tone. He plopped down into one of the chairs. He raised his head and locked his eyes on Donovan. Judging by the look on Lister's face Donovan knew it was time for truth and to hell with Magda. He was going to tell the tale. It was the least he owed Lister after what they he been through. After what they had all been through.
 “It's a long story.” Donovan said without having to be asked the obvious. 
 “We have time.”
 
 Donovan worked for a group of people who considered themselves enlightened. At least it was what they had told him and he knew better than to argue the point. They had taken him from the depths of his despair and had made him more than he had ever dared dream he could be. 
 At one time, which seemed so long ago, he had been a detective in the New York City police department. He was from a long line of law enforcement officers and it was all he had wanted to be, at least before his fateful meeting with Alton Tremont. He knew the world spawned evil and he had seen it's vile machinations though what he had seen was marked by humanity. One night though all had changed and had thrown him past the brink of insanity.
 He and Andy Watts, his partner had been following a missing persons lead. It had lead them to and old but still operational industrial uniform cleaning facility. He was still a new detective and it was not his place to second guess his mentor but he had a bad feeling about the place before they had even arrived.
 Around back they found the door was unlocked. Donovan was sure they were not prepared for whatever lay beyond those doors but Andy would not listen as he spoke his fears. As they made their way between the large washers and dryers the shadows seemed to grow darker as the weak moonlight from the windows bathed the scene in monochrome. They cleared the first floor and came to a door labeled “Authorized Personnel Only”. The two of them listened and could hear raised voices coming from the other side. Donovan had steeled himself as Andy opened the door slowly and carefully.
 They crept down a metal staircase not making a sound. Though Donovan was not graceful nor was he agile he could move with purpose when he intended to. The voices became louder. The words were not something Donovan had heard before and the inflection made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. There was dim candle light at the bottom of the staircase, flickering in an oddly comforting way Donovan had thought at first.
 In the basement a ritual was taking place which was straight out of a horror movie Donovan had seen as a child. The woman they had been searching for was naked and tied to a metal table in the center of the stifling concrete walled room. She was weeping softly through the gag she wore as he peaked around the doorway onto the unsettling scene.
 “Well, look here.” a voice said from behind them. The jig was up and they both knew it. The look on Andy's face was something Donovan would never forget. It was a mix of shame and anger at having been caught with his pants down.
 They were brought into the room much to the joy of the leader of this group of degenerates. He smiled at the two of them in such a way as to make their fear bubble to the surface and play across their features. The reactions brought forth a laugh from the leader who was not really a man nor a boy but somewhere in between.
 “We will be with you soon.” this was his first meeting with Alton Tremont the vile coward he had been hunting ever since.
 Donovan and Andy were tied and gagged so as not to cause any interruption to the proceedings. Donovan had never been so afraid in his life. If he had thought of something to say in the moment he was sure his tongue would betray him.
 The two detectives could only watch in horror as the woman for whom they had been searching was gutted in the most horrible fashion. At first she loosed her pain through her vocalizations and the sound made Donovan close his eyes and beg for relief from the woman's fear and pain given voice. He whimpered as the woman's screams became grunts and ragged breaths. She did not die immediately and it seemed as though they were trying to kept her alive as long as possible. Once the ritual was done and the woman's spirit had fled they turned their attention to the interlopers. Donovan was in a state of shock after the killing he had just witnessed but he had not yet begun to plumb the depths of human suffering.
 Donovan was shaking as they took to Andy with glee. He stared at the floor imagining what was in store for him as his partner had his eyes and tongue put out. The horrible, unintelligible sounds he made once his senses had been stolen kept Donovan up at night to this day. All the while the cutter, Alton, was smiling and laughing at what he was doing to him. It was not a slow death but finally and unceremoniously, Alton sliced his partners throat. Deep red arterial blood poured from the gash across his neck. Finally, thankfully he slumped to the floor, his pain and torment over.
 Alton approached Donovan and ran the blade gently across his cheek leaving a warm, sticky trail of his partners blood. He was not cutting him but rather caressing the flesh of his face. He moved back to the table and locked his eyes on Donovan. He began to chant and make motions with his hand. He burned the tongue of his dead partner in the brazier which was still lit. Slowly but inexorably the world turned inside out. Donovan saw the walls close in upon him and the heat became unbearable. Soon he found himself trapped in a hellish nightmare within his own head. He grimaced more than once as he told his gruesome tale to Lister.
 The initiates of The White Temple found him some time later. Donovan did not know how long he had sat cowering in the corner of the hot basement. An industrial boiler, now a wide mouthed vision of madness, was burning it's eternal flame within it's heart. Donovan was drooling and screaming with wide eyes fearing the visions plaguing his shattered mind. The sights he had seen, the blood and horror clung to his fractured soul.
 He could not form a coherent thought or even remember where he was. Then she appeared to him like an angel out of the black. A proffered hand in the void to raise him from his pitiful state. Magda washed away the darkness for a promise and soon, he was himself again. Not the soul shattered sack of shivering skin and bone she had found.
 Later he had learned it had been a spell Alton had cast upon him. If he had not been found when he was he would have been lost forever, a babbling madman locked away from the world for all time. The relief at his liberation had made him weep. The tears were not only joy at having been spared but anger and loss at what had happened to his partner and the missing woman. 
 The promise he had made in the midst of his madness was one of fealty to those who had saved him. Just as easily they could have left him to his fate and if they had deemed him without use they would have, he had no doubt. They were not merely saviors but warriors and their compact was to win at all costs.
 The White Temple was a group which considered themselves the self appointed protectors of mankind. Their origins were not lost but were so ancient only a few of their number were privy to the entire story of the beginning. Donovan was not to be one of those but instead, a hand to assist in their sacred duty which was nothing less than the protection the world. With such a great and noble calling he quit the force the next day and moved into the tower.
 For many millennium The White Temple and The Cabal had been warring for the soul of mankind. There had been times when one side or the other would score a large triumph and change the course of humanity. The Dark Ages had been caused by The Cabal completing a ritual which had stricken the sun from the sky. If he had not borne witness to the magic of Alton he would not have thought it possible.
 He was partnered up with a man named Colton Fairely and learned much from the middle aged Ranger. Theirs was to receive orders from the leaders in the tower, which was the home of The White Temple and track down whatever it was they were tasked to uncover. Donovan did not go into too much detail on his work for The Temple. Lister did not press him for it seemed to cause him no small amount of discomfort.
 It did not take long for Donovan to move up the hierarchy due to his affinity for sussing out the truth of things.  He had become used to seeing workings which defied explanation and learned to accept the impossible as fact. What he learned was not like Lister's invention, which was something with concrete physicality. Donovan bore witness to things far more difficult to explain or rationalize. Magic existed in the world. As did those who knew how to wield it, people like Anton Tremont his sworn enemy. They had no choice but to stop The Cabal. They had taken Karak and if Donovan was right then this was something which could shift the balance of power for good.
 
 “They are going to do something horrible with Karak.” Donovan looked like someone had just lifted the weight of the world off of his shoulders as he finished with a sigh.
 “Magic, really?” Lister was genuinely confused. He could believe Vita's world could be overflowing with magic, but in his world, the world he had known his whole life?
 “Magic?” Lister repeated. He stood and began pacing the room. “I mean really... if there was magic in the world wouldn't we know about it?”
 “The proof is everywhere but most people refuse to see it.” Donovan was still seated but kept his gaze on Lister as he spoke.
 “Ok.” Lister was trying to get a grasp on the situation but was having difficulty. “So some crazy cult has been around for thousands of years and they have a demon we let through. Now they are plotting to do something horrible with him which might lead to the end of the world?” As he spoke the truth it all seemed too incredible to be believed.
 Donovan stood in Lister's path and unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it open. On his chest a symbol was burned into his flesh. It was a circle quartered by lines longer than the circumference and looked like cross hairs. In each of the quarters within the circle was writing Lister did not recognize. The entire symbol pulsed with an internal blue glow, lighting the surrounding skin and hair. The symbol reminded Lister of a surgical scar mostly because of Donovan's build and it was in a place where a man of his size would have one.
 “This is what is protecting me.”
 Lister looked closely at it but really did not know what he was looking at. Sure he had heard stories about magic, Alistair Crowley and all but he had never really given practical magic any thought.
 “As long as it glows, this symbol will keep the madness at bay.” Donovan closed and began buttoning his shirt. “I have been told it does have a lifespan which means my sanity does too. Now you know why I want to find Alton. If I kill him then maybe I can get rid of this damned thing.”
 “So magic is real.” it was not a question but a statement which did not hold much weight. “I guess I shouldn't be surprised. This has been a hell of a couple days.” Lister sat down hard in his seat.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
 Vita was back home, in her village. She was walking along the main road leading through the center. She passed all of the houses she knew all too well. She could hear the children playing and smell the mossy, loamy scent which always seemed to permeate the air of the estate they all shared in such a wonderful and unselfish way. Her steps were unhurried for why would she need to. All was as it should be. Nothing was out of place as a slight breeze brushed her face and tickled her hair with the always present heat. Though she had longed for so much more than the small village had offered, in the moment, in the dream, she was content.
 As she approached the workshop on the outskirts of the town she realized it was the old place, the one they had called home before the accident in which Merrill had lost his limbs. It was smaller and far more sturdy than the new one with pillars of stone and steel supporting it's weight. She knew this was as it was meant to be.
 The shadowy interior was cool to her warm skin. She walked down the aisles touching the surfaces of the various devices knowing the loving care Merrill had put into them. He was the smartest man she had ever known and she loved him dearly.
 “Pappy.” she called in her dream.
 “Vita!” she heard the return call but it was distressed, tight sounding. She rounded a corner to see Merrill buried in an insect mound, only his head visible like the many corpses she had seen in the caverns. His face not as wrinkled as it was the last time she had seen it but it was as it had been when this shop was still their home.
 “Pappy, are you alright?” she was moving forward now not of her own volition. It seemed he was a magnet and she was being drawn inexorable toward him. As she approached, from the darkness at the edges of her vision came the warrior bugs which had pulled him from her hands and back through the portal.
 “Pappy!” she screamed as the insects with their six legs skittering, their carapaces gleaming with their hardness came forward to rend them both. She felt the anger and hate fill her and she was no longer herself but a creature of rage grown large and imposing in the workshop. Her horns were long and devastating as she pounded them into the creatures, shattering them and sending them crashing through the rows. They came for her and with big swaths of a large clawed hand she swatted them about with ease, shattering them upon the walls with violence born from fear and love.
 She was at Merrill's side as they were being buried by the insects. They bit with vile pincers rending flesh with surprising ease but Vita's blood lust had blinded her to the effect. Sharp saw toothed legs struck out ripping at her over and over again. They were being torn asunder, the sound of the tearing and the skittering of the many legs and gnashing of mandibles was horrifying. She could take it no more.
 Vita began to swing wildly, her mind now gone. She was a beast without any self control or compunction to stop. She felt a wicked satisfaction in utterly destroying these creatures as she released a visceral howl from the depths of her being. The creatures were sent sailing through the air broken. To her horror Merrill was among them tumbling through the air his body a rag doll cast aside as though by some angry child.
 She awoke then with a start and a loud whimper. Her eyes were wide and her skin was coated in a thin film of sweat though this world was a cold she had never known. She looked around in the dark room which to her eyes was not darkness but lit by the reds and oranges of her internal flame. 
 “It was a dream.” she said as she dropped her legs over the side of the bed her breath coming in gasps.
 “Are you alright?” Lister stood in the doorway.
 “I am fine.” 
 “You were dreaming of Merrill.” it was not a question as he entered the room leaving the door open a crack to let some light in. Lister knew all too well what such loss could do to a person.
 “Yeah.” she looked up at him with blame written on her face. It was not directed at Lister but reflected back to her. “It's my fault.” she stated flatly her eyes falling to the carpeting at her feet.
 “No, it's not.” Lister took a seat on the bed next to her. “I never should have left before everyone made it through the portal. If I had been there then we could have saved him.” Lister said trying to make her feel better but consequently making his own face redden with shame.
 “I know he is alive. I don't know how I know but I know he is.” Vita voice was so quiet it was but a whisper. “He is surrounded by those things waiting to be eaten or whatever those damn things do to people.”
 “I have been working on something. In order to get back to save Merrill I have to find my computer. It is one of a kind, of my own design. It would take a long time to start from scratch.” Lister looked in her eyes. “We are going to go get him back, I promise.”
 “Yeah, I just hope we can get back in time.” she sounded hopeless and Lister could not blame her. 
 She was from another world and she was stuck here without any of the people or things she had known her entire life. He could not quite understand how she must feel and though he did want to say something to make her feel better, he wasn't sure he had the words to act as a salve to her heart. He remained silent. The two sat on the bed wondering what the hell they had gotten themselves into.
  
 Lister had been working diligently as Vita slept. He knew what they needed to do and he was not one to admit anything was impossible. He was sure there had to be a way to find The Cabal and learn where they had taken Karak and more importantly to him, where they had taken his computer. He had a mission to get Merrill out of whatever bondage he found himself in and he would not fail. 
 Lister blamed his device for the predicament they were in but it was a two edged sword. Without the portal he would never have had chance to meet Vita. She and Merrill were two things which had come from this he did not regret. He knew no friends and perhaps this was what friendship was? Lister found himself relying upon her. Not just for Vita's physical prowess which was considerable, but for her companionship as well. 
 “It's finished.” he said looking at the resonator feeling Vita's hope rise at the thought.
 “What are we waiting for?” Vita hopped up, ready to get to the task at hand with no worry of the odds against them.
 “Wait Vita. It is not powerful enough. We need to be able to search millions of square miles. This device is only able to sense your particular... signature for one mile.”
 “Signature?”
 “Yeah, I used your particular vibration, the vibration of your species along with a Singing Stone to distinguish you and Karak from the rest of the world.” 
 “So we have to drive around the entire northeast trying to pick up a signal?” Donovan asked.
 “Right now yeah.” Lister sounded tired.
 They sat there for a moment in silence each lost in their own thoughts. Lister was not feeling like he had accomplished much. Now his resonator was a one of a kind device thanks to the Singing Stones. The changes to his resonator put him no closer to getting Merrill back than did his kitchen stove.
 “Let's give it more juice.” Vita said with a confident tone, her eyes locking on Lister.
 “Huh?”
 “Yeah, you know, amplify the signal?” her hope faded as she spoke.
 “That's not poss...” Lister began but hissed to a stop as the idea struck him dumb. Lister was a bit surprised at the simplicity of it. Immediately he knew just how they could find Karak but he was not looking forward to the implementation of the fledgling plan.
 “We need to go to the college.” Lister said sounding less than enthusiastic.
 “My car is a block away.” Donovan said looking at Lister. “The Cabal is going to be on us once we start down this path. Are you ready for what's coming?” there was no doubt in his voice but the implication held thick in the air.
 Lister had been too busy trying to find a way back to Vita's home and to one of the two friends he had ever known. He had forgotten to worry about the peril they were in. Strangely he did not have any seconds thoughts about what they were intending. One path lay before him and it was not one he would turn from had he wanted to. Lister met Donovan's gaze:
 “I am ready.”
 Donovan held his eyes for a moment. He had apparently seen what he had wanted and he nodded his approval.
 “How will they know what we are planning?” Vita asked an obvious question, breaking the tense moment.
 “Alton's twin. She is a powerful woman. Somehow she knew we were going to be here and all of this was going to transpire. They know who you are. I am sure they know where you attend college.” Donovan seemed uneasy at the thought.
 “Well, some witch is not going to stop me.” Vita said with finality. “I am not afraid to get my hands dirty to achieve my aims.” the look in her eyes made Lister feel almost sorry for the people they were up against for they had no idea the devastation coming for them.  
 “You may have to.” Donovan replied
 “It doesn't matter!” Vita turned on Donovan with her fingers curled into fists and a sneer stretched across her face. Donovan shrank back slightly from the sight of the beast suddenly dropped into their midst. Vita noticed her state and quickly regained herself. The tinge of red in her deathly hued cheeks bespoke the shame she felt.
 “I am sorry.” she said after a silent, tense moment. “We need to get back. I know Merrill is alive and I have to save him.”
 “We, have to save him.” Lister followed up. He was afraid of what they may be up against but he had made up his mind he was going to plow through whatever The Cabal, fate or the world had to throw at him.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
 The college was coming to life and a few students were going to their classes. The sun was hidden behind thick clouds offering no indication they would be fleeing anytime soon. Spring had arrived but had not sprung. The chill in the air was loathe to leave and allow the warmth which would herald summers approach. No notice was paid to the three of them as the made their way across campus. If Vita had not been wearing the hoodie Lister had given her he was sure it would have been a different story.
 They entered the telecommunications building and thankfully it was bereft of people. It was not a lab like the one Lister had spent his time in. His was well lit and had tables and stools with all manner of scientific equipment at his fingertips. This one had banks of computers and cubicles for people to work in. The light was a different sort and not nearly as bright. The dim light was broken by a computer at the far end of the room. It cast it's glare onto the face Lister had been seeking.
 “Jackie.” he said warmly as he began walking down the aisle of cubicles to where she sat. His feet felt leaden as though he were in Vita's world still. She turned and watched him over her glasses as he approached.
 “Lister Crowe.” she answered flatly, obviously not excited to see him.
 She was the same age as Lister but she had taken it upon herself to be a motherly figure to him which was why what he had said to her had stung so much. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight
fluffy bun at the back of her head. Her dark skin had always reminded Lister of a mocha coffee and the smell of her flowery perfume was never too much. After the past couple of days he realized he had missed her and with the thought he made a mental note to get a cat scan as the revelation was so unlike him.
 “Listen, I am sorry for the other day.” Lister began, the sincerity evident in his voice. Jackie did not speak but simply continued staring at him over her glasses. There was a brief uncomfortable pause before he continued:
 “I am an asshole like you said.” Lister did not look at his companions but he was sure they were more than a little confused. “You didn't deserve to be treated like that. You have always been nothing but nice to me and for me to treat you in such a way is unforgivable.” the apology was the most heartfelt and sincere one he had ever given. Yes, he needed her help but he truly felt bad for his actions and he wanted her to know it.
 “Yet here you are asking for my forgiveness.” she did not sound pleased.
 “I am.”
 “Whatever you need the answer is no.” she said and turned back to her work.
 Lister stood there shocked at her dismissal. Not because he didn't deserve it, but because she was their only shot at finding Karak. His jaw moved up and down as his mind searched for traction.
 “I need your help.” Vita said stepping forward, trying not to make eye contact.
 Jackie swiveled her chair. She studied diminutive Vita then the over large Donovan. Lister could only imagine the thoughts working their way through her mind. He had not noticed it at first but the three of them made for quite a strange trio.
 “What kind of trouble you in girl?”
 “I have to find someone.”
 “What makes you think I can help you. Did Lister tell you that?” she cast him a withering glare.
 “Yes he did. He thinks if you two work together... you can do it.”
 Jackie looked as though she had been slapped at the thought of having to work with him. Lister was not sure he was ever going to be able to earn her trust back but he was determined to try.
 “What did you do to her Lister?” Vita turned to him. Her eyes felt like they were boring into his brain.
 Lister was put on the spot and he did not like it. Sure he had made his decision to do whatever he had to to make this happen but this was almost more than he could take. It was not for him though, it was for Merrill.
 “I said her work was as worthless as she is and I didn't have time to listen to her drivel.” he said dropping his head in shame. No one said anything and they were all staring at him. Donovan doing so with a small shake of his head at the ridiculous moment.
 “I know... I was in a hurry and I just wanted to get out of here.” the truth was out and once he had said it he felt the sheer stupidity of what had happened between he and Jackie.
 “Merrill would be shocked.” Vita admonished and turned to Jackie. “My grandfather is a wiz... an inventor so I know how much your work means to you. I am sure he didn't mean it. Did you Lister?”
 Lister was acutely aware he was being chastised and it showed in every facet of his being. He slumped his shoulders and made himself look as pitiful as he was able.
 “I didn't.” he looked at Jackie making eye contact and holding it.” I am very sorry Jackie. If there is anything I can do to make it up to you please tell me.”
 She regarded him for a moment. She was looking between both Lister and Vita though Vita would not meet her gaze. Finally she softened.
 “Fine. I accept your apology.” she spoke as though she had been talked into buying a refrigerator she did not need. “But if you ever talk to me like that again...” she left the thought unfinished.
 “I won't. I promise.” Lister was glad to have been forgiven for his cruel words. The old Lister Crowe would not have cared about her feelings or forgiveness but something had changed. He was not sure if it was for the better.
 Out of the corner of his eye Lister could see Donovan still shaking his head smiling at the scene. After all he was trying to save the world and it hinged upon Lister saying he was sorry for hurting someone's feelings. Lister wondered what Donovan might have done had she refused to help them willingly. The thought made his blood run cold.
 
 Lister and Jackie worked on the particulars while Donovan and Vita made themselves scarce. Setting the satellites to scan a particular area was not the difficult part of what they were trying to accomplish. Getting Lister's juiced up resonator to combine with the software being used was another thing entirely and to do so without Jackie seeing too much of it's workings increased the difficulty. It was not without it's false starts and spats. Like all collaborations there was more than one way of doing things and the two of them butted heads from time to time but it was the way things got done in a scientific endeavor.
 Most of the time, much to Lister's chagrin it was Jackie who was right but he had to remind himself this was her arena and she had the advantage. Though Lister knew it was not some game there was always an undertone of competitiveness when two scientists worked together.
 
 “We have it.” Lister was standing over Donovan and Vita who had lost interest almost immediately and fallen asleep. Vita had tried to remain in the loop but before long the conversation/argument had gone far over her head and she retreated.
 “You do!” Vita was immediately standing before Lister. He looked back to make sure Jackie had not seen the superhuman speed Vita was capable of. “Let's go!”
 “Alright. One minute.”
 Lister turned and went back to where Jackie was sitting at her computer. She was still trying to pinpoint the exact location but Lister knew they were as close as they were going to get. They had a place to start and it was enough for him. He was sure they would be able to find The Cabal and his computer.
 “We are on our way.” Lister said to himself hoping Merrill, wherever he was, could hear him.
 “What?” Jackie asked.
 “I was just saying thank you.” Lister lied.
 “I am glad I could be of help but can you tell me what you are looking for?” Jackie had a worried look on her face. 
 “I can't. I am sorry. It would put you in danger.” Lister was sure The Cabal would know about this if what Donovan had told him was accurate and he was sure it was. “You need to leave Jackie. Some bad people are going to be here soon and things could get...messy.”
 Jackie sat for a moment looking at Lister with a weight of worry on her mind. Lister could feel her trying to suss out the information from his facial expression which his mouth would not speak.
 “Alright, let me pack up my stuff and...”
 “No Jackie, you need to go now. Go out the back door and don't come back today. Maybe take tomorrow off too.”
 “Lister you are scaring me. Did we just do something... illegal?” she stood and regarded him.
 “No, on the contrary, you did a world of good today.” Lister did not look away from her searching gaze and it seemed enough for her. She retrieved her coat off of the back of her chair and slipped it on.
 “You be careful.” she hugged him and whispered in his ear: “Who is the strange girl?” Lister pulled back and smiled.
 “Good try.” he replied, not about to let her put herself in harms way with any information he might give to her. He was glad they were now closer than ever and he tried to tell her as much with his facial expression.
 “Suit yourself. You let me know where you land.” she began walking across the computer room.
 “I will Jackie and thanks again. You don't know how much this means.”
 “You better tell me when you can.” she called back as she was leaving through the back door of the computer lab.
  
 The three of them were walking down the hallway toward the exit, their spirits were high. Vita was moving with a purpose Lister had not seen since they were in the caves making their escape. He was glad at the thought and was feeling a great amount of hope himself.
 The doors at the end of the hallway in front of them slammed with a metallic bang reverberating in the long white well lit corridor. Four men blocked the doors which was their exit. They were wearing workman uniforms and did not look out of place to Lister. Donovan stopped them both with his outstretched arms. Lister and Vita felt the weight of the situation. 
 Neither side moved or even twitched, the sound of the buzzing overhead lights marking the passage of time. Lister could barely bring himself to take a breath in the tense environment. It seemed to him he was in some demented western but all of the actors were dressed in modern garb.
 Doors stood beside them on either side of the harsh white hallway and Lister had already decided how he was going to survive the first few seconds. He decided upon the left side door, it was the door to a classroom. The other was a security office which was surely locked. He only hoped the other two had seen or would follow his lead when the time came.
 Almost as one the four men at the far end of the corridor jogged their tool boxes. The casings fell off to reveal small automatic weapons. This was their moment to move and the only one they were likely to get.
 “Left!” Lister shouted and jumped for the door twisting the handle as he did so. Sooner than he had time to realize he has on the floor of the room with Vita on top of him. A crash came from the hallway as shots began to fill the air.
 “Stay down.” she said with a calm voice as if she were telling him to grab a can of peas from the cupboard. Lister glanced toward the door to see her help it close with her booted foot.
 “Where is Donovan?” he shouted as the shots ceased in the hallway. 
  “He broke down the door across the hall.” Lister could see Vita was plotting her next move. “Crawl over there.” Vita whispered and pointed across the room to a server stack.
 Lister did not question the order but moved into action immediately. He had never crawled so fast in his entire life. The fear was on him again but it was not nearly as intense as it had been in the caves. He allowed himself a brief moment of relief at the realization.
 Gunshots came ringing from across the hall. First was the sound of automatic shots in rapid succession then two single shots followed. Lister peeked over the top of the stack of servers just in time to see a body come crashing through the door. 
 Vita dove over the top of the falling assassin and disappeared into the bright lit hallway. Lister's heart jumped into his throat as she did so. The door closed slowly behind her. She was fearless but with good reason to be. Vita was a warrior.
 Another eruption of gunfire came which seemed to end not at once but in turn. First one gun stopped then the second. Finally through the stuttering automatic fire there was a single shot and all was quiet. 

Was that all there was? He had seen movies and this was not how it happened. Lister was sure each side was supposed to spout some witty banter or shouted insults perhaps. 
 Lister sat holding his breath and waiting for his inevitable doom to come striding through the door to end his life in the most brutal and horrible fashion he could imagine. He ducked and slid down the cases which were flashing at him with the activity of computers in some far off rooms. Then the door opened to deliver him to his fate.
 “You can come out now.” 
 Lister stood to see Vita bathed in fluorescent light from the hallway, her glowing blade dripping blood on the white tile floor.
 “Donovan?” he asked as he started toward the door.
 “Still here.” Donovan said from the hallway beyond. 
 Lister got up from his hiding place and made for the door. The body in the room had two bullet holes, one in his neck and one in his head. He lay there staring up at Lister with unseeing eyes. For a moment he could not look away from the dead man for death was not something he had ever faced in such a violent way. 
 “Lister.” Vita roused him from his contemplation. “Let's go.” her voice did not carry the tone of a command but instead it sounded as though he were a child in need of some sort of reassurance.
 “Yes, let's go.” he repeated not feeling too well.
 Lister stepped over the body and made his way out into the hallway. The sight would stick with him for quite a long time and pop up in nightmares every once in a while. 
 The white walls were splattered with the crimson of the arteries which had been so precisely severed. On the floor by the door two of the men were laying in pools of blood which stood out with so much contrast on the polished white floor it made Lister swallow hard. The pools were growing and Donovan stepped back to keep his shoes dry. Everything seemed to slip into slow motion. Lister looked up at the large man. The smell of gunpowder, blood and shit filled his senses.
 “Grab him.” Donovan said absently as Lister's legs gave way. His head seemed to swim toward the ceiling, his body dropping through the floor. Vita stepped into place to support him as he started to fall.
 “Are you alright?” she asked the question but Lister did not understand her, a mumble all he could utter.
 “Let's get him outside.” Donovan said. 
 Their voices seemed to come from some other realm as Vita helped him down the hall. She was much shorter than he was so his back was bent acutely.  As they approached the door they could hear sirens in the distance becoming louder by the second. They stepped around the other dead man at the end of the hall. Lister looked the other way for fear of losing what little food he had in his stomach. Donovan opened the door for them and Lister felt the cool breeze on his face.. Then all went black and he knew no more for a blissful time.
 
 Lister woke to find himself lying in the back of Donovan's SUV and the vehicle was in motion. He did not feel embarrassed by the fact he had fainted... he was happy to be alive. He sat up slowly, his stomach wanting to remain prone argued with him but he would have none of it. Donovan was in the drivers seat and kept glancing in the rear view mirror, not at Lister but past him.
 “Is there something wrong?” Lister's tone held more than a small note of concern.
 “Not at the moment. There could be trouble soon though.” Donovan caught Lister's gaze at that moment.
 “Why would there be trouble? I thought you could fix this sort of thing.”
 “A shoot out in an industrial park is one thing but when shots are fired at a school... there is no getting out of that.” Donovan said with a chuckle a broad grin stretched across his cherubic face.
 “So we're fugitives?” Lister was worried at the thought.
 “No... not yet. I think we got out of there without anyone seeing us.” Donovan kept glancing in the mirrors and it was putting Lister on edge. “If someone had seen us we would have been arrested by now.” the thought did nothing to calm Lister's nerves but he did not feel fear as he had before. He had grown a thicker skin as of late and it was no wonder with everything going on. 
 Vita was staring out the passengers side window. She was in a crouch as it was the only way for her to see out. She had not looked at Lister and he was sure she was caught up in her own thoughts. Though Lister still had his doubts about Donovan he was glad to have him with them. He was not sure what they would have done without him.
 “Where to?” Donovan asked sounding a bit too chipper.
 “Egg Harbor Township New Jersey.” Lister replied and lay back down feeling the toll of these last few days grip him and beg him back to the nothingness of sleep if only for a time.
 
 Donovan found Vita to not be the most agreeable traveling companion. He had tried multiple times to talk to her but she did not seem interested in making conversation. He could not blame her though after what she had been through. It was not as though he was afraid of silence. He had spent many nights by himself on stake outs and the like but he wanted to know more about her and the world from whence she came.
 “We make a pretty good team.” he said as they made their way across New Jersey at a high rate of speed though not so fast as to cause any officer they happened upon to take action.
 “Yeah, sure. You know I could have taken care of them myself.” Vita did not look at him but kept her gaze focused out the passenger window, her tone cold.
 “Well I did my share.”
 She did not reply to comment but rather than admit defeat in his quest to get her to speak to him he continued:
 “That was pretty impressive.” he admitted. “What kind of knife is that? I have never seen anything like it.”
 “It was a gift from Merrill a long time ago.” Vita seemed lost in memory for a moment.
 “Is it magic?” Donovan looked at her with genuine interest.
 “Yes. A Singing Stone is in the hilt.” she was quiet then and Donovan could sense the conversation was over. He left her to her thoughts as he turned his focus back out the windshield.
 “Could you heat the lighter and hand it to me?” Lister said from the back seat. 
 “Jesus!” Donovan gasped as he jumped a bit. “How long have you been awake?” Donovan pushed the lighter in and began to heat it.
 “A little while.”
 Donovan looked in the mirror and saw Lister was working on something in the backseat. From what he had seen of this kid he knew it could be anything: a gun, a bomb.
 “What are you doing?” Donovan asked happy to have someone to talk to who might be able to hold a conversation.
 “I needed to make a few adjustments to my resonator, I have a feeling we are going to need it.” Lister was looking at Donovan in the rear view mirror. “I felt so useless at the college.”
 The lighter popped and Donovan handed it back to him. Lister turned back to what he was working on. Donovan did not press the subject but he did not think Lister Crowe was useless. He was apparently one of the smartest people on the planet right now. Who could have made a device which allowed people to travel through dimensions? Donovan had a slight idea about how the portal worked but such rudimentary knowledge was not sufficient to explain it. He had never been a great student and like his two left feet it seemed science was not something which would benefit him. Seeing the truth of things was his power and it was a good one to have. He saw the truth... he was not going to have anyone to talk to on the ride.
 Donovan was under orders and he was having problems squaring them with the reality which sat in the car with him. He was not a bad man. As a matter of fact he was one of the good guys. At least he thought so. He had orders to follow though and if he did not do so it could mean his sanity's end. They deserved the truth though and he was going to tell it to them before they came face to face with what could possibly be their last moments.
 They continued on into the afternoon which soon became evening as the sun, which was still hidden by clouds, set behind them. It was not long before the night was upon them in full. The sky held no stars, no moon and the headlights led the way as they rushed to what may be their doom.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
 Karak was in the center of the ballroom hooked up to a complicated machine. It was stainless steel and up with various needles and cutting utensils on robotic arms which sat motionless at the moment. He was unconscious and strapped down with multiple thick cloth bands which each could hold a horse. Alton found himself regretting this demon-man would never wake again and lamented the fact he would never get to know him. He could use someone with blood not of this realm in his employ. 
 The room was quite large as a ballroom should be but this room was not filled with guests or merrymaking. This room had it's purpose tonight and they would make history here. On the walls were pictures depicting a variety of outdoor scenes. The paintings and tapestries were made by masters as were all of the pictures in his home and it was evident in their craftsmanship. Two large fireplaces, one on either side of the room sat cold and unused. The room smelled of old wood and wine which seemed ever present. It was one of the most stylish mansions on the east coast and it was the Tremont legacy. Soon it would be the birthplace to a God on Earth.
 “If this works you know he is not going to let us live.” Cassie said to Alton as she circled the table lightly running her fingers over Karak's unconscious body.
 “I know.” Alton said with finality, a smile twisting the corner of his mouth into what would appear to the layperson as a sneer. He had not expected such a statement.
 “What is so funny?” Cassie's unseeing eyes were not looking at her brother.
 “Nothing, I didn't think you were aware of the danger we are in. Of course I should have known you did.”
 “Yes, you should have.”
 “We must be ready to take action.” Alton said knowing she had been thinking the same thing. Perhaps, he thought, she had placed the thought in his mind. He knew from experience it was not something out of the realm of possibility. “You are reading my mind again.” he said.
 “I don't need to read your mind brother. I can sense your betrayal.”
 Alton did not react to the comment his sister had delivered in such an easy going way.
 “It is not me you betray though so please continue your machinations. They may provide us some cover in the near future. Some way for us to escape a fate designed by our forbears.”
 Alton hated it when she used words and terms which were over his head. He was not stupid but she was levels above him and at times he wished she would speak plain. 
 He wondered if she knew the details of the plans he was making. If she did know then were they really his plans or had the ideas been placed there? The thought made his eye twitch. Lister Crowe's computer was hidden in his room waiting for someone with more technical knowledge than himself to unlock it's secrets.
 “They are almost here.” Cassie said calmly.
 “Crabtree?” he asked.
 “Yes.” she answered as she continued to circle the table. She was examining the half breed demon with vision Alton could only imagine. “As well as your nemesis and the world jumpers.”
 At first Alton did not know how to react at the idea of Donovan crashing their party. The man was such a thorn in his side it caused his to lose sleep some nights as he imagined the various ways he would like to end him. Though he could cause trouble with the ceremony the turn of events was not all bad. Not only could this night bring about a great awakening but he would have his personal reckoning as well. Tonight was the night for the page to be turned once and for all.
 “They can not be allowed to disrupt the transformation and Crabtree must not know of their intrusion. Once Crabtree has changed, then... we will take action.” Alton knew then his sister had her own plan and she would brook no deviation.
 “What action?”
 “You will know when the time comes.”
 “You have to give me more Cassie.” he was on the verge of grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking the answers from her.
 Footsteps echoed down the hall and into the ballroom. From the cacophony Alton could tell  multiple hard soled shoes were coming in their direction. He did not expect Crabtree to come alone for a man of such power could not be expected to arrive without a sizable entourage.
 “What's the plan Cassie?” the words hissed from him as the moment to spill the beans was fleeting. She paid him no mind and it infuriated him.
 “Cassie!” Crabtree called in a joyful tone. His voice echoed through the large empty room reverberating off the walls. Alton's mouth curled into a sneer at the sound.
 “Alton.” he said with obvious distaste in his voice as he approached the table and the twins.
 “Lord Crabtree, it is very good of you to come.” Cassie replied extending her hand. With a chivalry Alton knew the man did not possess he took her hand lightly and kissed the back of it. Such aged and worn out pleasantries annoyed Alton. He tried not to show his feelings because Crabtree, a student of the human condition, would sense it and find some way to make him pay for what he would consider insolence.
 “How are the preparations coming?” Crabtree asked turning his attention to their guest who was strapped to the table. 
 “Everything is in order my lord and we are ready to proceed when the alignment begins.” Cassie was all propriety and manners which was something Alton rarely was.
 “Quite a specimen.” Crabtree was looking over the naked half demon laid out before him. He looked at him as though he were a steak on a plate ready to be devoured, nothing more. It was obvious to Alton, Crabtree did not appreciate the great gift about to be bestowed upon him. The two were in the same predicament for Alton himself did not know what his sister had in store.
 “He is my lord. He is quite strong physically but his mind is weak. A more perfect confluence could not have been foreseen.” Cassie was merely playing the role of the subservient Alton knew but he did not know exactly where her allegiance lie.
 Crabtree circled the table like a dog preparing to relieve itself. His demeanor was of one who could barely contain himself.  His face was flushed with more color than Alton had ever seen in the man.
 “We are going to make history tonight.” Crabtree stated and Alton hated his superior tone. ”You do realize that.” he looked directly at Alton as he spoke. Alton not expecting to be spoken to and was taken by surprise.
 “Of course.” he said then added quickly “My Lord.”
 Alton could see Crabtree did not believe the last and it showed on his face which had received far too many cosmetic surgeries in an effort to stave off the inevitability of age which was threatening him. Alton could feel the weight of his gaze as he held the Tremont heir in his eye. Is he wondering if he should just have me killed right now? As if in answer Crabtree smiled and resumed his inspection of the preparations which had been made. 
 “I am going to your fathers study to rest for awhile.” Crabtree began toward the hall from which he and his crew had entered. He paused before his sister:
 “Cassie, please join me.”
 “Of course my Lord.” 
 He held out his hands indicating his desire for her to lead and the two left the ballroom. Crabtree had left a contingent of four heavily armed thugs to guard the area perhaps from Alton himself. They wore sunglasses and trench coats all in black intending to look menacing. To Alton they looked like a cliche. Crabtree was many things but original was not one of them.
 He was glad when the old man had left but he was furious he had taken his sister. The thought of such a self absorbed prick spending time with arguably the most powerful creature on the planet made Alton want to rip Crabtree's head clean from his shoulders. Alton took solace in the idea a wave was building and would soon be coming to wipe out Crabtree and society. It would be replaced by the glorious vision Cassie had related to him many years ago.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
 “Thank you for spending some time with me Cassie.” Crabtree began after she had taken a seat. “I have been meaning to come see you for some time.”
 They were in what had been her fathers office as Crabtree paced the room, his hand clasped behind his back. His head was up and back was straight. Though Cassie could not see the man with her eyes she could sense the pompous air he exuded as he moved. 
 “Of course my Lord. I will always make time for you.” Cassie seemed ever the servant but she knew full well the man to be a liar and an opportunist.
 “We are two of a kind you and I...” had Cassie not been more disciplined she would have let out a laugh. She knew the man a fool but the fact he thought himself her equal was ridiculous. “At this point in time we have a chance to remake this world the way it should be. I need to know...” he paused in his steps. “are you with me till the end Cassie?”
 “Of course my Lord.” she answered having prepared for the question in advance. Cassie was sure nothing he would say or do in their meeting would come as a surprise to her. He paused for a moment regarding her, sizing her up and she waited. He continued:
 “Good.” he resumed his pacing. “I am going to need a guild once the transformation is complete.”
 “I am prepared to do all I am able to ease your transition.” her tone was easy and cordial. If only Crabtree knew what was in store for him he would not be acting so superior, she thought. Her plan had been eleven years in the making and her time was soon.
 Alton had nearly caused it all to crumble as his lawless nature had almost overcome him. His impulsiveness had been his downfall since childhood but he did have his uses and his connection to darkness came in handy from time to time. Alton's power, the power of their father, was more earthly than the forces Cassie harnessed. He depended upon blood, pain, sacrifice and woe, the results were uncontrollable at best.
 “At The Winter House we have been preparing as much as we have been able but there are still so many unknowns.” Crabtree sat in the chair behind the desk. “That is why I am here alone. The other members are afraid of what result may occur.”
 At first Cassie had not been sure of the viability of her plan but she was satisfied with the results so far. The news of the other members not attending cooled her mood a bit as she was hoping to destroy them all at the same time but a bit of alteration could be tolerated.
 “You and I have been friends for a long time Cassie and I respect you more than any being on this earth.” Cassie knew it to be a lie. If he had truly respected her he would not have kept her caged as he had... as the Cabal and her parents had.
 ”That is why I have this for you.” Crabtree placed a figurine on the desk between the two of them. The signature it released when he set it down was immense in its power and very familiar. She cocked her head to the side her brows knotting.
 “Is that...” Cassie was usually never surprised but on this occasion she was. Her movements became more of a pop and lock than the fluid grace she normally exhibited. “Tinker?”
 “Yes. This is what keeps him on this earth.”
 Cassie reached out and picked up the figurine of her friend and lifelong companion. Finally she had her answer: The totem was used to act as a control for Tinker and it was how Crabtree was able to speak with his voice those many years ago when she had first seen their subterfuge.
 “I thought you might like it.” he finished.
 Crabtree had pushed her off balance and it would have distressed her horribly had she been thinking rationally but she was lost in memory as she ran her fingers along the surfaces of the figure. On the night of her epiphany when he had tried to disobey, it was her friend Tinker and not Crabtree. Cassie immediately came to realize he had been caged all along and had watched helpless, perhaps jealously as she had broken free.
 “Thank you my Lord.” she finally managed.
 “You deserve it Cassie.” Crabtree said magnanimously. His tone broke Cassie's revere.
 The anger was always present and ready to ignite. Most of the time she was able to keep it under wraps but from time to time she had moments like the one she found herself in. Her plan had been years in the making and she was so close to seizing what she had worked so hard for... her vengeance. Cassie had made deals with some of the most vile beings in the multiverse and had done things no soul would dream of doing for fear of death or insanity. In order to know the moments she had needed she had given of her body and she would be damned if she were going to let her virginity be lost for nothing. She found her cool and rebuilt her walls in a moment.
 Crabtree was a master of manipulation which was how he had risen to his place of power within the Cabal; that and his ruthless nature. Cassie was going to put Crabtree to good use after his transformation she thought as a genial smile spread across her face.
 “Thank you my Lord, I will treasure it.” she hoped she was appearing genuine for everything was in limbo as the moment stretched. He was not a trusting sort but Cassie had hidden her tracks very well through both subterfuge and murder. She was not afraid to get her hands dirty to achieve her aims. The Tremont patriarch, Cassie's father would have been proud had his death not been the first link in the chain.
 “Is that all?” she asked.
 “Yes...” Crabtree seemed satisfied with the conversation. Cassie stood. “Would you like me to walk you to your wing?”
 “Not necessary my Lord.” She gripped the figurine as she passed Crabtree not turning her face to him but instead faced down. She appeared the supplicant and made her way expertly around the furniture. The door swung open at a push from Tinker who waited outside. 
 “I will see you at my rebirth then.” Crabtree said cordially just as she reached the door. Cassie stopped for a moment and nodded without turning. A toothy grin appeared on her face meant for her alone.
 “I can't wait.” she said.
 Once Tinker had shut the door she shook off the shame of her buckling under to the weak fool. If he were not to be condemned to a living hell soon and subject to her whims he would never have exited her fathers study.
 It was time to get back to her realm for her most expected guest was soon to be making her appearance. All of the years of forging documents, planting instructions and bona fides for the transformation Crabtree was going to undergo were coming to a head. Her patience was being rewarded two fold as a creature of immense otherworldly power was coming to her. As soon as the pure blood demon had appeared Cassie had felt the signature dark and powerful and it called to her. The half demon with it's nearly human DNA would be used for the becoming. The full blood was hers.
 The night had begun as many others but it was going to end with her in possession of such power as to make the richest feel a pauper. 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
 The Temple really set their agents up in style Lister thought as Donovan retrieved the drone from the back of the SUV. It was not long before he was expertly piloting it over the mansion and it's grounds. He stayed high enough so the guards patrolling the place would not be able to see or hear it but close enough to allow them to examine the area.
 Two gates allowed access to the property and they were both being guarded by a sizable force of six heavily armed men. Patrol dogs were being led around the perimeter and with their lack of abilities Lister saw no way he and  Donovan could make it by them. Vita, as fast as she was, would have to go in first and take one of the gates to allow them entry. The back would be the easiest as it was closer to the main house which would mean they would be in the open for less time.
 A workman's shed stood along the west wall and would be the best place for her to enter. The two men tasked as guards were not vigilant they found after Donovan had brought the drone in for a closer look. The two were playing cards and joking with one another, their caution non existent. It did not take long for Donovan to get the drone back and packed up. The odds were against them and the chances of them pulling this off were thin at best.
 “Are we ready?” Vita was obviously excited to go save Merrill, as they all were.
 “Almost... Lister,” Donovan began, turning to him after the drone was secured. He was strapping a bulletproof vest in place on his torso. “there is a reason I haven't contacted The White Temple for assistance.”
 “Yeah?”
 “If I were to tell them of what was going on here I don't think you or Vita would be safe.” 
 “Really?” Lister was confused. “I thought they, you, are the good guys.”
 “We are. I don't doubt it one bit. They have been fighting The Cabal for the good of mankind but sometimes good can seem like... something else.”
 “Ah, I think I know where you are going with this.” Lister was no fool and the coming revelation was something he had feared for a long time being a paranoid inventor.
 “From time to time the line between right and wrong gets blurry and bad things get done for the right reasons. I have been telling Magda, my superior, you have no connection to anything we would be interested in. Obviously I have been lying.”
 “You think they would take Lister's machine.” Vita said darkly.
 “Yes but not just.” Donovan paused for a moment looking at Vita with concern. “I have seen the aftermath when they take what they want and I don't want to see it happen to you.”
 “Why are you telling us this now?” Lister asked the anger not hidden in his voice.
 “I have grown fond of you two. You trusted me. In Vita's world, which I will never forget by the way, you didn't even think to search me. Who does that? Not people intending harm. I had a gun and could have killed the both of you. The level of trust you showed is not something I take lightly.”
 “You couldn't have killed me.” Vita's eyes were glued to Donovan as he spoke but he did not look at her... he couldn't and he knew she was right.
 “I want you to know I am not going to let them take you. Either of you.”
 “Won't they find out?” Lister asked probing for the truth.
 “Maybe but we have bigger problems. I don't want the Temple to become like The Cabal and it could happen. The factions within the ranks are always vying for power. I could see them doing something they could not come back from.” Donovan sounded sincere to Lister and he had trusted him this far. “The world, hell the universe is in danger right now and we have to do what we can to make it right.”
 “Just what is going on in there?” Lister was very concerned at the thought of what they were walking into.
 “ I don't know but whatever it is... we are going to be in for one hell of a night.” Donovan rubbed his forehead. “By not telling The Temple we are the only ones who will be in a position to stop this from happening. It's all or nothing.”
 Just a few short days ago Lister had been a blissful idiot going about his day to day activities, turning screws and soldering wires. Now he was at the center of some demented story of demons and monsters.
 “Are you sure I am not dreaming all of this?” Lister asked quite seriously.
 “If you are then I am too. So sure, this is a dream.” Vita was the one to answer. “The whole universe is a dream Lister so yes... we are in a dream but does the fact make it any less real? We need to stop whatever this is without his Temple knowing of the goings on...” Vita indicated Donovan with a head motion. “and we need to save Merrill. We have no help and there could be an army behind those walls. Dream or not we have to make this an amazing night. A night of blood and will.” Lister shuddered when she finished. He had known she was wiser than her young looks let on but when she spoke in such a way he could not help but feel like he was an amateur among professionals.
 “Was that supposed to fire me up?” Lister asked.
 “Did it work?”
 “No.”
 The three of them laughed. The sound of their mirth was not loud but it was genuine. Lister realized they had no choice. They had come to the point where it was either do or die and if this was his last night then he would make it count. In the inevitable, he found his fear had passed and in it's place was a steely resolve which banished the thoughts of failure and of death. What would his demise mean for the Universe? He finally saw his place in the grand scheme of things and realized  he was but a free electron in a creation so large as to be unknowable and he was fine with his insignificance.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
 Vita landed on the other side of the fence without even a rustle. Donovan had chosen the optimum spot to make her entry, a slightly wooded area. The grounds keeping shack nearby would hide her from any eyes which may happen be looking in Vita's direction. The night was cool and she was not used to such weather. It made her shiver sometimes uncontrollably for her home was much warmer and far more forgiving than this place of steel and stone.
 She leaned against the back of the shed and peeked around the corner. Her eyes were much better in the dark than those of her companions. As she surveyed her course toward the back gate she noted the path which she would take. Once she was satisfied the guards in the shack were sufficiently bored and possibly napping she made her way from tree to tree along the side of the mansion grounds.
 Lister had been against the plan from the beginning but she had dealt with their like on many an occasion. Bandits were bandits no matter where you found yourself. She did not like killing but Vita would do what needed to be done to achieve her aims.
 The dogs were out and she could see them crisscrossing the area with their handlers. She was not sure what they were capable of but Donovan had informed her of their superior sense of smell. She had no doubt she could handle them if they detected her but the event would be the end of their plan which was unacceptable.
 The lessened gravity allowed her a freedom of movement she had never known. Soon she found herself twenty yards from the back gate. She knew Lister and Donovan were waiting for her to give the signal and once she did it would be time to make her move.
 Her heart was pounding in her chest as she peered at the guards from the shadows. Lister had told her he admired her fearlessness though she was anything but. What kind of being would she be if she knew no fear? She would be no better than a beast and though she felt like one from time to time she was more human than those they were to battle on this dark night.
 Vita made a chittering noise with her teeth, the signal they had agreed would be the call to action and the effect was immediate. Instantly the world was filled with a vibration which seemed to pulse all around her and made her stomach flip. She could see the confusion the wave caused to the guards by the gate which was her objective. They were shaking their heads as though trying to dislodge water caught within. One of them vomited in the bright lights by the gate but none of their actions, questionings or bodily functions made a sound.
 Lister had not been slacking in the time it had taken to get to their destination. Though he was loath to use a Singing Stone it was their only chance to make it inside without being detected.
 The nearest guard, her target looked in her direction. When he saw her his eyes went wide. Vita paused for a moment but no more relishing the terror his expression held.
 She moved quickly across the twenty yards to him as he began to draw a weapon. She drew her blade when she was within a couple of paces. It's glow steeled her nerves as it always did. She felt like a dark apparition as she stepped from the black and she was drawing tendrils of the dark with her as she stepped into the light. The blade sliced in a quick motion across the man's throat nearly severing his head but still no sound could be heard.
 She slipped behind the men as they were looking into the spot light Donovan had trained on them. The cop, as Lister called him had been right. The guards froze before her like a small herd of deer caught in headlights. She continued her brutal action, her blade leading the way.
 Her second victim found his spine sliced from tailbone to skull before he had even felt the deep wound. The blade brightened as it worked, seemingly hungry for flesh and violence.
 The third turned toward her and leveled his weapon but Vita was so much faster than him it was unfair and the look on his face said as much. Her blade protruded from a wound in his back which originated in his stomach. Vita could feel the hot blood on her hand and could see the terror, up close in the man's eyes. The pain was expressed in his face. A profound agony in the stark white light encompassing them. 
 The next in line was the one who had vomited upon being impacted by the pulse. He looked to have recovered but he was not breathing long enough to be grateful for the fact. She took his legs out from under him by slicing deeply into the backs of his knees. He dropped hard to the ground his weapon firing without a sound into the air. She brought her blade down into his throat. The blood immediately began welling up around the blade.
 She rolled over the man and came off the ground in a fast upward leap directly in the face of the next. She thrust her head forward delivering it to the bridge of his nose. His head flopped back, an arc of crimson spewing into the air. In the light the droplets scintillated like horrid gems. She kicked him in his stomach, sending him sprawling into the last man. They stumbled against the side of the gate house where Vita, with a powerful thrust, sent her glowing blade into the forehead of the first. It went completely through his cranium and into the right temple of the second thoroughly pinning them both to the wall, ending the bloodbath as abruptly as it had begun.
 She stood breathing heavily, not because she was tired but from the power which had built up in her as she had wrought death. She was sure her inner fire was burning like an inferno but it was under control. She stood for a moment wondering at the feeling within her. She was such a power in this place and it was intoxicating. The sound stealing pulse stopped and all at once the world was normal again. She could hear the footsteps of her companions running up to the gate.
 “Good lord.” Donovan whispered urgently with no small amount of admiration in his voice. “That was really something.”
 “Yeah, something?” Lister was less impressed as he tried not to look at the bodies.
 “Are you alright?” Lister asked, his hands on the gate bars, knuckles white with worry. Vita was dazed from what had just transpired. Suddenly embarrassed by her state she shook her head in an effort to call herself back to the present. Her pale blue tinged face flushed noticeably with her unease as the last of her shadow cloak was taken by the light.
 She entered the gatehouse to which she had pinned the two men. She pulled a  handle and the gate began to rumble open. Vita looked down at the control and saw the last drop of blood from her hand dripping onto the console. She quickly let go. For a moment she felt as though she were floating just behind her eyes. She held her open palm in front of her, staring at it. No tremor of worry or weariness caused it to twitch as she gazed at the blood of life covering her skin. She sniffed deeply and her eyes closed. The smell of cooling iron was the smell of power and in this place she had more than she could have ever imagined.
 Back home whenever she had to use her skills she would feel bad about it and her nerves would let her know. This time it was different. This time she had not despised the act but had enjoyed it. This world seemed to crave the death she was delivering and the thought made her pause. What was she becoming? Vita wondered as she admired the look of her hand in all it's bloody glory. Eyes were watching her and her reverie was broken as Lister stood staring with worry written in a tale on his face. It was too much for her and she knew the question he was about to voice.
 “I'm fine.” she said not wanting to talk about it. She slipped past him without meeting his gaze.



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
 The intruders did not find resistance entering the house though they were ready for anything. Lister was sure they had entered undetected which came as a pleasant surprise. They passed through a well lit kitchen. The white of the room was nearly complete except for the stainless steel appliances which only added to the sterile feeling.
 They exited the kitchen into a dining room larger than all of the rooms in Lister's apartment combined. Lister popped the back off of his resonator and replaced the singing stone in order to detect Karak once again. It only took him a moment as he tapped some commands on the touchscreen of the handheld. In a minute which felt prolonged, they knew which way to go.
 Out of the dining room and into the main foyer was where the device led them. Vita, with a hand motion, indicated they should hold for a moment while she took a look. Lister wanted to object at this for he was afraid for her. Not just bodily but for her mind. He had not told her how much her blood lust had frightened him because he knew it was what they needed. It was going to be a long night seemingly filled with more violence than he could imagine but he did not want to lose her to possible insanity.
 She left them by the door and made her way behind the large staircase. Lister could tell by the look on Donovan's face he was becoming tired of playing second fiddle to what appeared to be a teenage girl. Lister felt a wanting to be anywhere but where he found himself and if it had not been for Merrill he would be.
 “Who...” a male voice spoke up and was replaced by a gurgling sound and the thud of a body hitting the floor.
 “Over there!” a voice shouted and the air erupted in gunfire. Donovan was already moving before the body had dropped and his .45 was adding to the shots ringing out in the foyer. It had all happened so fast Lister had not thought to configure his resonator to mask the sound as he crouched with his hands protecting his ears.
 Lister peeked out from around the staircase not knowing what he could do. He saw Donovan take a bullet to the stomach which knocked him to the ground. Lister thought this was going to be it, the end of their mission. He was way out of his league and he knew it. He was not a spry little demon. He was not a former cop turned psychic investigator. He was an engineer who happened to get lucky. He looked up the stairs and saw a man standing there, if a man he could be called.
 He was old and his visage spoke of the centuries upon him. He wore a black suit which starkly contrasted his deathly pale flesh. The apparition did not look like a man but more like a corpse. Lister cocked his head at seeing him, a frown splayed across his features. Upon seeing Lister the man held his arms out wide, paused for a moment and then brought them together in front of him. It took but a moment but Lister saw the effort the motion took and the compression of reality which was taking place in the space between his palms. The hands came together in a clap which sent a visible shock wave emanating from them. The wave expanded in a sphere and hit the group below.
 When it hit Lister he felt as though he had been doused with freezing water. He looked around as it was passing through him and the others. Time seemed to slow and space seemed to undulate around them. He could feel his body becoming more unsubstantial as the others stopped their battle. Donovan, on his back, plucked a bullet from his body armor. He looked up at Lister with confusion and in the strange space the hallway had become, his expression was almost comical.
 The color seemed to have been drained from the world. The walls and paintings looked like they had been coated in dust from a generation of neglect. It also seemed as though the lights had been dimmed making Lister feel as though he were no more than a paint stroke on canvas than a man.
 Those involved in the skirmish had forgotten about their beef momentarily and in that space of time ghastly apparitions began to push themselves from the wall. Their bodies resembled people but backward and unintelligent. Their hunger was evidenced by their slathering jaws.
 The gunfire started again but this time it was not the intruders the security force were firing at but the specters which had started to fall upon them. Lister watched in horror as one of the creatures punched a bloody hole in a guards stomach and wormed it's way inside. He had to look away and found a familiar face.
 “We have been transported to a mirror dimension.” Donovan yelled as he grabbed Lister by the shoulders.
 Lister was stunned at what had transpired as the devastation of humanity around him continued. What could he do? He was looking at Donovan wide eyed but finally he gathered his sense of purpose. Lister pulled himself together and with a nod he hunkered down on the floor and got to work on his resonator.
 Vita came around the corner slashing at the creatures with her blade. The transformation which had taken place in her was nothing short of stunning. Vita had become darkness incarnate and a  tangible black enveloped her. Vita was slashing at the creatures driving some away and the ones she hit turned to screaming ash as the now blinding bright blade passed through them. The sound of her laughter echoed through the hall sending Lister's skin to goose flesh.
 “I hope this works.” Lister held the device before him and keyed it. A low pitched pulse emanated from it blasting the remaining creatures with vibration sending them tumbling, twisting and turning through the air and back through walls. Vita was facing away from Lister her laughter was as other worldly as was her countenance. She turned to them and Lister choked back a scream of terror.
 Come on!” the smile on her face was a twisted mask of volatile joy but her eyes made them both recoil at the same time. They were orbs of black which spread its influence across her face. The sight of her froze them both, neither were able to follow her command had they wanted to. With her unnatural speed she was off down the halls to battle the enemy like a paladin chasing the devil himself. The two stood side by side and watched her go knowing they would never be able to keep up. Soon the two men were left without their ace in the hole.
 “What the hell was that?” Lister shouted after a stunned moment.
 “It's OK. We are going to be alright.” Donovan sounded confident but he seemed to be talking to himself more than Lister.
 After their momentary freak out the two pulled themselves together and went after her. The mirror they found themselves within was not meant for mankind and they could feel it did not want them. Lister felt like a heart not compatible with a transplant recipient and was therefore being rejected. 
 More than once he wondered just what this place was. It was an alternate dimension but not like Vita's world. This was something else. Something more real than he would like to believe. If he had to have guessed he would have said it was a place within the world, a dimension hidden behind it. 
 “We have to find the one who put us here. Once we take him out then the spell should be broken.” Donovan was trying to remain calm.
 “I think I can reverse whatever happened without having to kill him.” it was clear Lister did not like the use of the word spell. “If I get close enough to him I should be able to use the same frequency he used to send us here to get us back.” Lister seemed very sure of his theory.
 “Let's get back then.” Donovan started up the stairs but did not get very far.
 “We have to find Vita first.” Lister was stunned at the man's lack of concern for their companion.
 “We don't have time for this?” Donovan sounded harsh and not for the first time Lister wondered what Donovan's true agenda was.
 “We are not going until we at least try to find her.”
 Donovan turned on the stair and regarded Lister for a moment. Lister could not help but feel he was being sized up.
 “Fine.” Donovan began. “but we don't have a whole lot of time here.”
 “We need to look.”



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
 She did not know how long she had been chasing the creatures through this realm. Something inside of her had gone off the rails and it felt so good to be the one feared, the predator. She was powerful here and they knew it. The intense aura of darkness she gave off made and theirs seem pitiful and weak. She found herself lost and alone though as the beasts had disappeared through the walls. She could not blame them. She had always been a force to be reckoned with but here, she was destruction incarnate.
 She had come back to herself and realized what she had been doing and she was worried. Lister and Donovan had not come with her as she had told them to. It was not because they had not wanted to she knew. They had no hope of keeping up with her. She was faster, stronger and more powerful than them in any reality but here she felt godlike and the powerful feeling had led directly to her current predicament.
 She was in a dark hallway which was not so odd in this place but the darkness here was far more real and thick like ink. It was as if the dark she was exuding and the resident black mingled and she felt welcomed. She felt at home. Something lurked up ahead waiting for her. She could sense it and it was powerful.
 Vita continued down the hallway but not with the same violent, reckless abandon which had led her here. She was more cautious and self conscious, as though she were being watched. The thought did not frighten her because she feared no rival but whatever it was intrigued her.
 The paintings on the wall were not your normal paintings one would expect. They depicted scenes of brutality and bloody deeds defying normal explanation. In one there was a pack of wolves tearing a woman limb from limb, the child in her arms transforming into one of them to rend her flesh as well. 
 In another a woman was tied to a stake and was being burned in front of a group of veracious onlookers. Vita did not know what to make of them so she did not pay too much attention for fear of distraction.
 She was nearing the end of the hall, the darkness thick around her. She could see without the light others depended upon. She heard whispering coming from the last door on the left. She could not make out what was being said so she crept closer and listened. She strained to make out what the voice was saying but it was no use. She had not noticed but her hand was on the knob and she had already turned it halfway. Not knowing why, she turned the knob the rest of the way and the door opened of its own volition.
 Inside was a radiance she was not expecting. It was a brilliance she could never have imagined. It was so bright Vita thought she should have to turn away but there was no discomfort in it.
 "Thank you for coming." a calm, soft spoken female voice said from within.
 Vita found she was fearful of the creature in the room and she recoiled slightly from the sound of it. The voice was of a quality she had never heard and though it promised agony it was also calming, like an authority which was not only her teacher but would also moonlight as her tormentor.
 "Who are you?" Vita asked and the light dimmed a bit. Vita could see a woman floating above a bed. Brilliant white light emanated from every pore, strand of hair and fold of fabric. Her long blonde hair was floating about her head as though gravity had no effect upon it. The long gown she wore stopped short of her bare feet and undulated in the bright space of the room. The light made her seem as though she were an angel from the center of heaven.
 "I am Cassandra and this is my realm." her voice seemed to hold all of the answers Vita longed for. "You are very special. I have never allowed anyone into my world. You are the first.”
 Vita began to feel as though she were falling asleep with her eyes open. Her body felt like it was no longer her own as her consciousness retreated. She could still see and feel but her body was no longer her own.
 “Enter.” hundreds of voices were calling to her.
 Unable and unwilling to resist Vita entered the room.



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
 
 Lister and Donovan had gone as far as they dared in their search for Vita. If Lister had been able to use his resonator to locate her signature then it would have been easy but the specters kept coming for them as they searched and Lister had to use it to keep them at bay. As soon as he mentioned changing the settings they would be on them and he would have to key the device and send out a wave to repel them.
 It had taken Donovan a while to convince Lister of the fact they had to go back and end their mission one way or another. He had argued for the continuation of the world and the people which were depending on them. At last his arguments had finally gotten through and Lister agreed they should return to the staircase. Donovan was pleased and soon his reason for being in the mansion, his reason for not calling Magda was soon to be realized. Alton Tremont was going to die tonight even if the world came to an end because of it. The bitterest of hate had taken hold of him the moment his partner had been killed and it would not be sated.
 Donovan had noticed Lister had become more withdrawn once he had made the decision to abandon their search and go back. It was understandable he wanted to find her but far more important things were afoot; saving the world for instance.. or ripping Alton's head from his body. Donovan did not feel sorry for his misdirection. He had a mission of his own to complete and he would not let personal feelings get in the way of it.
 The bodies which had been in the foyer were gone. The thought of where they might have been taken was not a pleasing one and Donovan could only hope they did not end up in the same place all too soon. They topped the stairs where Tinker had unleashed his power and though Donovan had not expected anyone to be waiting for them he was still on his guard.
 The hallway was wide enough for six people walking side by side. It was carpeted from wall to wood paneled wall. Again the specters came at them and again Lister held his resonator over his head and keyed it. The rolling pulse of vibration carried them from their presence and cleared the path.
 “I think this is it.” Donovan said with confidence as they stood in front of the door. “Are you ready?”
 “I am.” Lister answered. “if I can get close enough to him I can reverse this thing. I am just going to need you to buy me some time so I can make the adjustments.”
 “I will do what I can.” Donovan replied not knowing what to expect.
 As they were waiting for the next wave of creatures Donovan could not help but think this was going to be the end and not of this chapter but of his life. If it came down to a choice between Lister and Alton?  Donovan knew what he was going to do.
 Another wave of specters came in and as before Lister keyed his resonator. The screaming wraiths fled and Donovan grabbed the door handle. He shoved both of the big double doors open.



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
 The alignment was nearing completion and it was time for the ritual to begin. The cuts and fillets which needed to be taken from the half demon were of such precision a machine had to make them. Alton of course had not been briefed about this before hand. Crabtree would not allowed it but he came to an easy conclusion as the machine had come to life and began it's gruesome work. Though the process was achievable by some surgeons today The Cabal was not going to be leaving the conquest of the world and the destruction of The White Temple to chance.
 Alton was impressed Crabtree wanted to be awake through the process. It actually showed some courage, a thing Alton had not thought the worm possessed. “Lord” Crabtree stood supported by hooks run through his flesh like some carnival sideshow. Alton could not help but delight in the helplessness of the leader of the sect. It would be an easy thing to snip his mortal tether in the moment but he knew Cassie would tear him limb from limb if he did.
 The machine was cutting into Karak and Crabtree simultaneously as it swapped muscle and flesh. Crabtree tried his best but it did not take long before he was howling with pain. Alton smiled. He had always wanted to see the man suffer. Though Alton was not going to be a new God of this age at least he could enjoy the show.
 The pieces were being swapped and sewn into place with such speed and precision Alton began to feel hopeful this was actually going to work. He still did not know what his sister intended to do once the transformation had taken place but he was sure it was going to be something extraordinary.
 Alton watched as Tinker entered from a doorway in the back of the ballroom and took up a position not too far from where Crabtree was being torn apart and put back together. He was by himself which was not so odd but the timing seemed strange.
 Cassie had decided she was not going to attend the most important event in either of their lives and at that moment Alton knew something more was going on than he had suspected. He looked around at the guards in the room wondering if seven were going to be enough. His sister had mentioned something about taking action against Crabtree once the transformation had taken place. Was this part of it?
 He had gotten word the interlopers had been engaged in the foyer but had been dispatched along with a handful of their guards. Alton had not put two and two together before but perhaps by dispatched Crabtree had meant... 
 Alton looked again to Tinker who stood facing the double doors leading into the room from the foyer. Of course he could read nothing from Cassie's thrall but he knew instinctively something was up. He wished she had told him what her plan was then at least he could have been ready.



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
 Lister was shocked when the doors opened. The room dwarfed Vita and the walking corps who were standing near another more powerful entity in the room. She was a gleaming figure, floating in the air near a dust covered and unused machine which was working diligently on something Lister could not even guess at. Vita had her head down so he could not see if she had noticed them but he was not going to waste time worrying about it. 
 He looked at Donovan with hope. They knew what they were to do. He dropped to his haunches and popped the back off of his resonator as Donovan began walking boldly forward.
 Lister knew the combination he needed. He had been working it out in his head while they had been looking for Vita. He hoped Donovan could buy him enough time to make the adjustments. He peeked up for a moment and saw Vita had not moved thankfully. It would have been the end for them both if she had been somehow taken by the creature. The two of them were no match for her and they knew it.
 The wraith like woman  swooped in and grabbed Donovan by the throat and lifted his bulk from the floor.
 “The fool.” she laughed obviously meaning Donovan. “If only my brother were here, he would love nothing more than to take your life himself.”
 This creature was not like the others in this realm as it was human behind the glare of light which surrounded it. Donovan's feet were kicking at the air as he punched his closed fists into Cassie's face. The blows landed but did not seem to affect the her.
 “I will just have to tell him the tale.”
 With her free hand she began to dig into his skull with slim finger tips. It seemed as though it was no easy task for she was grimacing as she forced her digits into him.
 Donovan began to growl then with a mixture of anger and resistance but he was losing and Lister knew it. He had to concentrate on not working too fast lest he make a fatal mistake so he tried to breathe calmly while Donovan was fighting for his life three feet off the floor in front of him.
 Her fingers were making their way into his brain and Donovan let out a gurgling, strangled grunt of rage. He let go of the wrist he had been trying to pry from his throat and grabbed his shirt with both hands. He pulled hard and the buttons popped as he ripped it open. He then yanked the bulletproof vest to the side. A mighty blast of intense blue light erupted from his chest as the brand he wore blazed forth. The wraith to let go of him and retreated shrieking. Donovan dropped to the ground hard.
 He had it. Lister tapped the final two keys and stood. He ran toward the corpse. He passed Donovan and looked down to check his condition but Donovan was already moving back toward the door. Lister dropped to one knee, lifted the device over his head and keyed his resonator.
 The pulse expanded from it and he could feel the change in their surroundings as well as see it. He no longer felt like he was in the cold of the grave but could feel the warmth of the real world wash over him. A scream erupted from the bright wraith and she fell unconscious.
 Lister looked and saw Vita's head snap up as their eyes locked. They were normal again, or at least what was normal for her. To his chagrin he saw they had made it out of the frying pan to be deposited directly into the fire.
 Shots rang out and Lister saw the guards in the room falling as each shot found it's mark unerringly. The ones which were supposed to be keeping watch had all been transfixed by the transformation taking place before their eyes. Lister saw Donovan, out of the corner of his eye discharging his weapon into the group. They turned too late as they had their lives snuffed.  
 Lister was ten paces from the creature which had once been Crabtree and realized too late he was too close.
 The eyes of the horror which had once been a man latched onto him and he felt his blood go cold. He could sense the vile intent in it's heart as the monster which had once been Crabtree forced it's way into his mind, screaming it's insanity at him.
 Its huge hand flicked out on a long trunk of an arm and swatted him with an easy motion. He was off the ground and flying through the air his resonator following him. This was it he thought with finality as everything seemed to slow for a moment. Vita was watching as Lister flew, her face a mask of hate, her mouth dropping open in a scream of rage.
 He impacted the wall hard which blasted his breath from him and sent his resonator smashing on the wall above him showering him with it's pieces. The Singing Stone fell in his lap.
 He slid down the wall his arm hanging at an odd angle to his body but he could not be bothered with the thought of it as he was trying to regain the breath which had been so thoroughly and unexpectedly expelled from his lungs. As he sat gasping he could hear, at what seemed to be some vast distance, a scream of rage which Lister knew without seeing, emanated from Vita.
 He was gasping for breath his vision blurry but he could see her. Her eyes were growing pools of darkness and flame. Her face was contorted in a scream which threatened to tear the room apart. Her body wracked by tremors.
 As he watched she began to grow with each intense pulse of her form. In no time she had become more monster than the young girl he had come to know. He was still gasping but his mind was clearing and he saw Donovan chase a man who must have been Alton out of the huge ballroom. His betrayal and true intention became evident.
 Vita was still growing in size and becoming more like a demon proper. Her jaws were extending into a stubby snout and her horns were growing into vicious tools of violence. Her legs and torso were popping with muscle. Her hair spread down her back into a long dark mane. Her clothing had ripped and fallen to the ground but one could not tell the sex of this creature and from the look of it the idea of gender was moot.
 In his dazed state Lister saw the living corpse pick up the woman who Lister assumed was the wraith of the other realm, Cassie Tremont. Her head lolled from side to side as he gingerly cradled her and carried her across the large room seemingly in no hurry. With all of the chaos around them they seemed so out of place and Lister was transfixed for a moment at the care the creature showed for the young woman.
 Vita lunged at Crabtree and the two found themselves in a death grip. The huge creatures were both at least fifteen feet in height though Vita was a bit larger. Each was holding the other by the shoulders trying to find some advantage. They were face to face raging at one another. The sound was nearly deafening to Lister as his breathing stabilized. He looked on in awe at the scene before him.
 All at once Crabtree found his balance and threw Vita across the room and through the machinery which had been set up sending it scattering about. She was up in the blink of an eye and upon Crabtree just as he had recovered from the throw. Lister felt as though he were watching some outrageous and unbelievable gladiator match but he had a stake in this fight.
 “Kick his ass Vita!” his shout was a whisper from his seat in the makeshift arena.



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
 “Alton!” Donovan shouted as he turned the corner seeing his nemesis nearing the door at the end. Alton stopped and slowly turned to face his pursuer, an innocent smile adorning his face.
 “Donovan. I knew you were going to be here.” Alton was looking at him as if he were an old friend.
 “Of course you did.” Donovan said as he started forward at a leisurely pace, his pistol held at his side. “Your sister told you. I already dealt with her.”
 “You could never deal with her. She is greater than either of us.” Alton started forward as well. Donovan's statement did not have the effect he had hoped it would. “You know what is in the other room don't you?” Alton changed the subject.
 “I have a good idea.” the two were closing the distance slowly but inexorably.
 “It is the end of your world and the beginning of ours...” Alton held his hands up and looked around the room as though the walls did not exist. “and here you are, come to settle a score.” his gaze fell on Donovan once again, his tone condescending.
 “Your monster is being taken care of.” Donovan lied.
 “Oh you're right, he is a monster.” the flash of anger was immediate and all consuming. “and I am so glad he is gone. There is nothing anyone can do, not Magda, not your compatriots and not you.” the anger was gone as quick as it had been born.
 “He didn't look so tough.” Donovan was now trying to goad him but Alton would not be baited.
 “Well then why don't you go face him.” he had regained his cordial tone. “Aren't you supposed to be saving the world? That's what the Temple does right?”
 “Screw the world. Screw the Temple. ” Donovan spat. “I am here for you.”
 “What would Magda say?” Alton laughed.
 “I don't care. It's time you and I finished this.” Donovan raised his pistol and pointed at Alton's forehead.
 “Are you going to shoot me in cold blood Donovan? Not like you at all and I should know.” he mocked tapping his temple.
 Donovan smiled, not at the humor of the situation but at the thought of tearing Alton's throat out with his bare hands. He had been waiting for this moment for so long and now that it was here his skin felt electric. He tossed the gun to the side with a flick of his wrist not taking his eyes from his sworn enemy.
 “No Alton. I am not going to shoot you. I want to make you suffer.”
 Alton rushed Donovan and threw a punch he was easily able to dodge. They changed sides of the hallway and began sizing each other up.
 “You really think Magda's sigil is enough to banish me from your mind?” Alton made a couple head fakes Donovan reacted to. Then he came at him again fists flying in a flurry faster than Donovan had remembered. 
 Eventually one of the blows landed directly on Donovan's sternum, sending him stumbling back. Donovan cursed his clumsy ham handed nature as he landed hard on his tailbone. 
 Alton was upon him immediately kicking into his face and upper torso. A few of the blows landed and Donovan could feel blood coming from a laceration on his cheek. He kicked his right leg out and caught Alton's foot as he was trying to land another, sending him face first to the floor. 
 Alton was not able to get his hands up in time to slow his fall and his nose crunched as it impacted the white tile. The sight of it was the most beautiful thing Donovan had ever seen but he could not take time to enjoy it. He scrambled back a couple feet and stood, pressing the attacking while he could.
 He landed a kick to Alton's temple and felt no small amount of satisfaction from doing what he had dreamed of for these past five years. He intended to deliver another but Alton spun on the ground trying to sweep his legs from under him. Donovan had expected such a move and hopped back without grace but kept his balance.
 The two had some distance between them and Alton began to rise slowly his eyes fixed on Donovan. His once thin, perfect nose was broken and turned at a strange angle on his face. Thick red blood covered his upper lip, mouth and chin. Through the gore he smiled.
 “You are not my equal. You never have been and never will be.” Donovan sensed something in his voice; It was fear and a smile found it's way onto his own face.
 Alton came rushing forward looking as though he were going to attempt to tackle him. Donovan readied himself but the impact did not come. Alton sidestepped, came around under his arm and ended up behind him.
 As Donovan was turning he felt a blow land to his kidney and the entire area exploded in pain. Then a kick to the back of his knee sent him falling backward onto the ground hard. His head bounced from the tile and knocked the wind from him. He did not have time to feel the pain or register what had happened. As he was rolling away a foot came down on his arm, numbing it.
 He was going to roll away again but decided to try the unexpected. He rolled toward Alton instead effectively taking his legs out from under him. The two of them were on the floor Alton on his face, Donovan still rolling like a big round log.
 He got to the wall and sat up against it. He put his hand down to steady himself and his pistol was there as if it had come to him of it's own accord. He looked down at it shocked. He fumbled with it for a moment and leveled it at Alton who had stood and was stalking in his direction.
 “I thought we have been through this. You are not going to shoot me. You are too weak.” Alton scoffed.
 “Fuck you already.” Donovan said and pulled the trigger. The shot rang through the hall. A hole appeared in Alton's right cheek and his hand went up to it. A wide eyed look of shock expelled the self confidence which had been so evident. Donovan pulled the trigger again opening Alton's third eye in an instant and for good. He stood wobbling for a moment. Then he crumpled unceremoniously to the hard tile in a heap, not to rise again.
 Promptly Donovan vomited up the beef stick and chips he had eaten in the car. He knew he had a concussion and was sure he would feel it in the morning... if there was one.



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
 Vita had no control of herself as she watched what had at one time been her body fall upon the creature time and again. Her huge clawed hands ripped and tore at it as it returned the beating in kind though she did not feel the blows. She was trapped within this form, a watcher trapped in an animal.
 When Lister had been flung across the room she had lost control and her demon had taken over. She had felt the white hot rage instantly seize her brain and she did not have a moment to try to deny it. Vita had never wanted anyone to see her demon for it was her secret, the vile truth and her shame.
 She watched from within as her clawed hand ripped a new set of gashes into the creatures chest where she had been raking. She could sense the demon mind though she could not communicate or reason with it. What would she do if she could? plead with it or ask it nicely to stop? Her full demon form may have been her shame but right now it was their savior and Vita knew it was the only hope. 
 The creature she fought was still growing steadily as they battled, making a ruin of the room they were in. It's head no longer held any semblance of humanity and it's eyes had become bereft of any intelligence as she was sure hers had. She did not know how big this monster would grow and did not want to find out. 
 The creature picked her up and threw her across the room and she impacted the wall creating a crater of no small proportion. If the mansion had been made of slightly more inferior materials she was sure she would have ended up out in the yard. Chunks of the ceiling cascaded around her in a plaster and concrete rain though nothing more than a nuisance. She stood and went back at the monster. The battle was sure to continue until one of them was no more.
 She grabbed the beast around the waist and carried it across the room and into the far wall. It roared at the pain and pushed off. The two ended up in the middle of the ballroom as though waiting for  music to begin. Crabtree took her legs out from under her and Vita found herself on her back as fists began to impact her face with force enough to nearly dislodge the consciousness which was still her.
 She got he legs in the belly of the creature and kicked it into the air. She was ready when it came crashing down and was upon the creature her horned head coming down into it's face over and over. Crunching of bone and fountains of blood set to flying as she roared but she did not stop. She knew the creature was dead but only after the head had become a smear did the demon stop. The fearsome creature stood and roared in triumph.
 
 Lister saw the monster was dead and he was able to breathe again. It had been quite an amazing spectacle and something he would never be able to forget. The clashing forces had made a shambles of the once ornate ballroom as their hulking forms were thrown like rag dolls from one end to the other.  They had impacted near Lister a few times and each time he thought it was going to be the last as they made a paste of his fragile human form.
 “We won.” Lister said to himself as he sat there, a smile spread across his face, the pain now coming in waves.
 Vita let out a roar and though it hurt his ears Lister was too tired to try to protect against it. He closed his eyes and grimaced as the sound washed over him. It stopped and he kept his eyes closed for a moment enjoying the feeling. When he opened them he wished he hadn't.
 The demon was staring at him, it's eyes full of flame and threatening to devour his soul in their depths. It was then Lister knew if Vita were still there she was not the one in control and the thought made his stomach turn.
 “Shit...” Lister stated quietly and as a matter of fact.
 The demon came toward him but Lister did not move for his limbs would not allow it. He did not close his eyes because there was no hiding from it. He did not hold up his hand to cover his face for there was no denying it. He was going to die by the hands of the only person he could ever have counted a true friend. She was his sister from another mister. He chuckled a bit at his silent overused turn of phrase as the beast approached. 
 The demon was over him and with a swift move it's snout was two feet from his face, roaring. The expulsion of air caused his hair to blow back. The smell of it's breath was of burnt toast with an iron tinge from the blood of it's own wounds and the damage it had inflicted upon it's enemy. He closed his eyes for a second, not from terror or fear but because he was preparing himself for the inevitable. 
 He opened them again and he saw her there in the demon form. Tears were coming from the eyes of this giant horror which was going to snuff the life from him and though the face was contorted in rage he saw the sadness as well.
 Lister knew then this was what had happened to Merrill. He read the story in her sadness and it tore at his heart. She had turned into this creature and had torn him limb from limb but he had survived. It was a testament to their love for one another for even though she had mauled him he had forgiven her and they had moved past it.
 Now he knew she was watching and witnessing all of this behind the eyes of a monster and was unable to stop. He did not want her to carry his death around with her though he was sure she would. At least in his last moment he could try to quell the pain she was going to bear. Lister smiled at the fearsome monster before him, a peace finding home on his tired face.
 “I forgive you Vita.” he said softly and reached out with his hand and brushed the demon snout. The flesh was hot beneath his hand. In that one moment he felt closer to her than he had to anyone in his entire life. This is a way to die he thought and his smile spread.
 The demon's face went slack and the corners of the monster's face turned up in what Lister could only describe as a grin. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell over on her side, shaking the entire room as she did so. Chunks of wall from a few of the many damaged areas crashed down onto the tile floor as if in punctuation
 Lister looked at her stunned. Violent spasms began to wrack her body. The inevitability of his demise had been absolute but now, seemingly going to live, he did not know how to feel. He looked up and saw Donovan in the doorway across the ballroom. Relief was evident in his entire body. He slumped his shoulders and started shuffling across the room to where Lister had landed.
 Lister let his head fall back and hit the wall. He was tired and damaged but he was not going to die and in that moment it was enough.



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
 Lister was watching her sleep a slumber so sound he did not know if she were ever going to wake. It had been four days since the night they had saved the world.
 His right arm was bent at the elbow and in a cast from his shoulder to knuckles. A sling kept the weight from pulling on his damaged shoulder socket. It had taken some pretty quick thinking when he went to the hospital as to the origin of his broken bones and bruised body but he had not revealed what had truly happened. If he had he was sure they would have locked him up.
 Once they left the mansion it was a long drive back to his apartment and it would have been longer had Vita not returned to her natural form. The idea of a twenty foot tall demon strapped to the roof of a car driving the New Jersey back roads was not something which would go unnoticed.
 All three of them were banged up but Donovan, even with a severe concussion, managed to make the drive though he had to stop a few times to vomit. Lister had to keep his eyes on the road to make sure they did not end up in a ditch or a field but after a time they had made it back in full sunshine, spring having sprung.
 Alton Tremont had found Lister's hiding spot under his bed and had taken all of his backup files he had diligently made. The cash was still there but everything he needed to quickly restore his software was gone. Luckily the dragon statue, now his most prized possession, was still in the closet wrapped in an old sheet.
 They had not made themselves known to The White Temple and Donovan warned him it was only a matter of time before they realized what had happened. 
 “An event of that size won't go unnoticed.” Donovan had assured him. They agreed it was best for Lister and Vita to go somewhere The Temple would have a hard time finding them.
 Lister had not been back to Scranton, his home, since his mother had died when he was fifteen. The place brought back so many memories, most of them sad but still it was home. The two bedroom country house was the same after the years though the paint had peeled some and the lawn was a jungle.
 Donovan had brought linens for the beds and had gotten the power turned on. He had proved to be a great help and Lister let him know it. He had gotten I.V. fluids and had made sure Lister knew how to take care of Vita before he left. The two never spoke of Donovan's betrayal and Lister could sense he was not to. If it were the price to pay to keep Vita and himself safe then so be it.
 
 “Oh good, you're alive.” Vita croaked. Lister looked up from the notebook on his lap and saw her eyes were open. 
 “Yeah, I am alive.” Lister smiled at her and leaned forward.
 “Donovan?” she asked. Her voice was hoarse and cracking due to lack of liquid. Lister put a cup to her lips and she sipped.
 “He's fine. He had to go and try to explain things to his boss.” Lister put the cup back on the nightstand. She looked like she had sipped nectar of the Gods, eyes closed and a smile on her face. Then she remembered: 
 “Did you find your computer?” she asked with urgency evident in her voice. Lister's expression changed and she knew the answer.
 “No, we didn't” he answered “but I am rebuilding the system.” Lister added hastily holding up and shaking the notebook he now held.
 Vita looked defeated as she looked off into the shadows in the corner of the room. He could see the disappointment on her face and it wounded him.
 “We are going to find him.” he said firmly.
 “Yeah.”
 “We both have to get better. By the time we are I will have finished and we will go back and we will find him.” he reiterated as a matter of fact. 
 “I am worried.” Vita stated with a somber tone.
 “I know. So am I.”
 A silence lazed between the two of them but it was not an uncomfortable one. The birds outside were speaking to one another as Lister and Vita sat. It was not the first time he had thought of Merrill since his return home. Lister had wondered just what it was the old inventor had wanted to tell him about Talcho. It was a conversation he was longing to have. He remembered the horrible insects as they chased them through the tunnels and if he were in their clutches then his time was short and no doubt terrifying.
 “Lister.” Vita did not look at him.” I am sorry.”
 “You have nothing to be sorry for. I am sorry for losing Merrill. I am sorry for ever building the machine.”
 “I almost killed you.”
 Lister was not sure Vita had known what had happened when she was in her demon form but he suspected.
 “But you didn't.”
 “I couldn't control it I...” she did not finish the thought and Lister did not need her to.
 “It's alright Vita. I forgive you.” 
 Vita looked at him then with tears in her eyes. He saw into their fiery depths and felt a feeling he had not known since his mother had passed. She was family now and he would not let anything happen to her. He could tell by the way she was still slumped in the bed she was tired beyond belief and he knew she needed more rest.
 “I am going to make you something to eat then I am going to get back to work.” he stood and walked to the door.
 “Thank you.” she whispered just loud enough for him to hear. He paused at the door.
 “That's what friends are for.” he said as he left.
 The living room was dim and cool with a morning chill as he passed through. A sofa and a chair furnished the room along with an old television which could have passed for an antique, one of the tube variety big backed and out of date. The pictures on the wall depicted Lister as a boy and some of his mother as she had been. He wondered in his memory at the place beyond this world, the other civilization which called it home and the answers awaiting him. Lister Crowe could not help but wonder what pictures he would hang to denote the oddity which his life had become.
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